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U 
Attacking the Image 
Elliott Callahan '92 

Loving and reading are acts of faith. In order to be 
seduced by the beloved, or enchanted by the book, we must 
place our faith in the imagination, and believe what it, and no 
other, can tell us. It is important then, from time to time, to 
have our faith tested and our beliefs questioned. The imagina
tion, it appears, needs to be roused from its slothfulness, 
exerted, and provoked. For it realizes its potential when it 
unexpectedly finds itself towering over reason-when it is 
twisted and contorted until it discovers itself creeping up on 
its own shadow-and surprising us, its not very attentive 
keeper. Then we can revel in the imagination, for clearly it is 
most delightful when we discover that, unbeknownst to us, it 
had been busily working away, seducing our more reasonable 
halves. Reveling in the imagination fortifies our faith in it, and 
hence, our capacity to love, read, and believe. 

Don Quixote, "mirror of knight errantry," is the cham
pion of the imagination. He reads with the same amount of 
passion with which he loves, and vice versa; a degree which 
is clearly beyond our grasp. Don Quixote's superior imagina
tion and unwave1ing faith, display labors of love rivaled only 
by the labors of Hercules. It is possible that Don Quixote is 
the greatest lover the world has ever known. For unlike most 
of us, for whom it is true that "love is not loving," Quixote is 
capable of loving love and Dulcinea del Tobosa at once, and 
yet somehow remains conscious of both without contradic
tion. He is able to allow the image to enchant him and, at the 
same time, to recognize it as an image. Quixote is the embod
iment of the paradox that we spend our lives trying to resolve. 

In the author's prologue, Cervantes says: 

But I, though in appearance Don Quixote's father, am 
really his step-father, and so will not drift with the 
current of custom, nor implore you, almost with tears 
in my eyes, as others do, dearest reader, to pardon or 
ignore the faults of this child of mine. For you are no 
relation or friend of his. Your soul is in your own body, 
and you have free will with the best of them, and are as 
much a lord in your own house as the King is over his 
taxes. 

So who is the bigger liar, Cervantes or Benengeli? For Qui
xote is our fiiend and brother, and we love him dearly: he is 
the great mirror of our imaginations, and his adventures are 
the reflection of our faith. 

* * * 
In Book I, Chapter LII, in which is related Don Quixote's 

last adventure, the enchanted knight leaps on his steed and 
gallops off to offer combat to a band of kidnappers abducting 
a noble lady. Sancho says: 

3 

Where are you going, Don Quixote? What demons have 
you in your heart that incite you to assault our Catholic 
faith? Devil take me! Look, it's a procession of peni
tents, and that lady they're carrying upon the bier is the 
most blessed image of the spotless Virgin. Look out, 
sir, what you're doing, for this time you've made a real 
mistake. (p. 453) 

Don Quixote's final adventure represents the culmination of 
his exploits. Throughout the course of his enterprise, the 
Knight of the Sad Countenance has attacked the objects of 
what the reader considers the "real world," mistaking, or 
understanding them to be images of his imaginary world. 
Now, instead of attacking reality, he attacks images. The 
consequences of Quixote's attack upon an image, and espe
cially an image of the Virgin, are essential to understanding 
our relationship with this "lean, shriveled, whimsical child" 
(p. 25). The final episode is a crucial point in the story where 
Don Quixote's character begins to emerge in a new light. This 
new perspective is the result of the transformation that occurs 
in the relationship between Quixote and the reader. The events 
in the last adventure force the reader to reexamine his notions 
of reality and imagination, upon which are based his dual 
relationship with Quixote-both as a character and as a book. 

In his earlier adventures, Don Quixote attacks windmills 
and various innocent travelers whom he meets on the high
way. He mistakes squalid inns for castles, whores for ladies, 
and a barber's basin for a helmet. In those adventures, Don 
Quixote's imagination overpowers his perception and trans
fonns everyday ordinary objects-"real" things-into the 
cast and props of knight errantry. In the final episode, Quixote 
is no longer the only one to recognize and incorporate images 
into reality. He is joined by his companions, and although they 
disagree on the basis for admitting this image in to the real 
world, they all perform the same act. In the eyes of the other 
characters-Sancho, the barber, the priest, and especially the 
penitents who scourge themselves-Don Quixote does not 
merely attack their wooden statue, but also attacks the Virgin 
herself. This adventme is the pinnacle of Quixote's movement 
from the real world, that is the real world of the characters as 
seen by the reader, to the imaginary. Although his comrades 
obstinately resist being seduced by the realm of the imagina
tion, Quixote has forced them, albeit unwittingly, into a battle 
in which they cannot resort to the experimentally verifiable 
world. For the first time, the battle in which Quixote is 
engaged is no longer between the real and the imaginary, but 
takes place solely within the bounds of the imagination. The 
battle is a contest of faith, and Quixote has dragged his 
companions down into the murky cave where he can 



challenge their beliefs just as they have challenged his. For 
Quixote's companions, attacking the image of the Virgin is 
tantamount to attacking the real, flesh-and-blood Mother of 
God. For Quixote, the statue is also equivalent or parallel to 
a living, breathing maiden, but not to the Holy Virgin. Both 
Quixote and his companions have granted the image, through 
their faith in it, the certainty and significance reserved for the 
"real" object it represents. In their minds the image is no 
longer an image, but a living woman. Thus their disagreement 
is only in terms of the particulars of the imagination, and the 
battlefield has shifted from one between the two separate 
worlds to the imaginary world alone. 

By attacking the image of the Virgin, Quixote also attacks 
the Catholic faith. Thus by denying or misperceiving a single 
idea, Don Quixote inadvertently attacks the foundations of his 
comrades' beliefs. In one fell swoop Quixote deals a decisive 
retaliatory blow to his comrades' beliefs. He suddenly shoves 
their world into the same perilous position into which they 
have forced his throughout the novel. The tables are turned 
when Quixote, who is continually forced to defend his system 
of beliefs throughout the course of his adventures, requires his 
persecutors to defend their own beliefs. The same questions 
with which his comrades have challenged his beliefs, he now 
unwittingly forces them to ask themselves about their own 
beliefs, namely their faith in Christianity. How sacred is their 
image? Can it be any more sacred that the image of Dulcinea 
del Toboso? Quixote's actions force us to compare the sanc
tity of the Virgin with the sanctity of Dulcinea. It seems that 
in the minds of their respective champions they are equal. 
How then can we assert our faith in one image over another? 
And how can we be certain that the faith we put in any system 
of beliefs is anything other than quixotic madness? 

Don Quixote's last adventure is crucial in exposing the 
absence of reason and the dependence upon the imagination 
that is integral to all our beliefs. When Don Quixote attacks 
the image of the Virgin, he not only challenges his compan
ions, but, as we will see, he challenges the reader as well. We 
are too drawn into battle with Don Quixote-and this battle 
is important in the determination of our relationship with him. 
Like Quixote's companions, we have insisted that Quixote is 
a madman. But when his image (Dulcinea) is compared with 
theirs (the Virgin), and they appear equally legitimate, we are 
compelled to consider the validity of our own. First, we must 
address our relationship with Don Quixote up to this point. 
Then we can examine how the last adventure draws us into 
battle with him, and finally, how the results of that conflict 
change our relationship with Quixote. 

It appears that before this pivotal adventure, our relation
ship with Don Quixote is a fairly simple, almost superficial 
one. We love and admire Don Quixote because he has an 
unshakable faith in his principles. Moreover, they are princi
ples that Quixote easily convinces us are noble and true. Like 
the priest, the barber, and the others, we are surprised by the 
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sound reason Quixote displays when discoursing on the virtue 
of his profession. In these moments of lucidity, when Don 
Quixote does not endanger the lives of innocent people as well 
as his own, it is difficult for us to deny the logic which 
underlies laws of chivalry. But because it is universally agreed 
that the profession of knight errantry is half fiction, half 
nonsense, Don Quixote is considered a madman. Even though 
his arguments are sound and persuasive, the laws of chivalry 
are incongruent with our system of beliefs: 

His hearers were moved once more to pity at seeing a 
man, apparently of such sound intelligence and with 
such understanding of everything he spoke of, lose it so 
entirely on the subject of his foul and accursed chivalry. 
The priest said that there was much justice in what he 
said in favor of arms, and that he was of the very same 
opinion himself, although a scholar and graduate. 
(Ch. XXXVIII, p. 345) 

Both Quixote's companions and the reader perceive Quixote 
as a madman because the focus and foundation of his appar
ently sound reason and judgement is chivalry. We do not 
consider chivalry in any serious fashion, so any man who 
treats it so rationally and with such conviction must be insane, 
despite his seeming intelligence. But this apparently raving 
lunatic is a charm and delight in part because he is no threat 
to us. Many others have good reason to bear some animosity 
towards the "mirror of chivalry": Andrew, who is doubly 
beaten by his master for Don Quixote's interference; the 
innkeepers in whose inns Don Quixote wreaks havoc; and all 
the various travelers and shepherds, who fall victim to Don 
Quixote's outlandish escapades. But the knight's ardent con
viction, his physical vulnerability, and his tender heart, soften 
our judgement of the damage that he does. We are in no danger 
and can thoroughly enjoy (from a comfortable distance) the 
spectacle of the havoc that he wreaks upon the innocent. 
Despite his imperviousness to the destructive effects of his 
actions, Quixote is also a tender, caring man. He offers the 
same courtesy to whores at an inn, as he does to the Duchess; 
every woman he meets is a damsel in distress to whom he 
extends his unconditional service. 

... the first man of our times, of these calamitous times 
of ours, to devote himself to the toils arid exercise of 
knight errantry; to redress wrongs, aid widows and 
protect maidens, such as roam up-hill and down-dale 
with their whips and palfreys and their whole virginities 
about them. (Ch. IX, p. 76) 

Don Quixote is also a faithful lover and friend-a lover 
who must be admired and ranked amongst the best. His faith 
and devotion to Dulcinea del Toboso, whose honor he places 
above his own life, are flawless. And despite his sometimes 
harsh treatment of Sancho's drolleries, Don Quixote's un
faltering resolution to find his squire an island and the paternal 
tenderness with which he attempts to instruct him on the laws 

of chivalry, testify to Don Quixote's noble intentions and 
tender heart. It seems important that Quixote be a character 
whom we neither fear nor dislike. On the contraiy, as our 
relationship with the Knight of the Sad Countenance begins 
to change, it becomes essential that we love him. 

This relationship with Don Quixote, that we establish 
early on in the novel, changes in the last adventure. It changes 
not because of any alteration in Quixote's character, but 
indirectly with the reversal in the status of his companions' 
beliefs. Tluoughout d1e adventures, we have been more or less 
in agreement with Sancho, the barber, and the priest. They, 
like us, love the knight, but consider him a lunatic whom they 
are obligated to restore to his senses, his family, and proper 
way of life. This diagnosis, namely that Quixote is insane, 
excludes us from his world (the imaginaiy) and includes us in 
the world shared by the otl1er characters (the real). We have 
shared with Quixote's companions a common system of be
liefs loosely based on the description of our experiences 
primarily through inductive reasoning. Quixote, on the other 
hand, describes his experiences deductively from the fictional 
"laws of chivalry." But when Quixote attacks the image of the 
Virgin and we see our allies ascend into the imaginary world 
where the image is tantamount to the living Virgin, they too 
begin to paiticipate in Quixote 's deductive reasoning. Re
gardless of whether or not we are Catholic, or even Christian, 
we are forced to realize that the beliefs of our cohorts, which 
we were certain were just as rationally grounded as our own, 
are now indistinguishable in kind from Quixote's. The world 
of Quixote's companions, which we supposed was entirely 
rational, and wid1in which we included ourselves , suddenly 
manifests this quixotic ai10maly, thus undermining its ratio
nality and certainty. Hence we must doubt the original cer
tainty which we have placed in our own world. 

This world in which we ai·e left in becomes even less 
certain with the disintegration of the alliance we had formed 
with Don Quixote's companions. As they ai·e drawn into the 
imaginaiy world through their belief in the image of the 
Virgin, we are left alone in the world that only recognizes the 
image as a wooden statue. Hence what was once the imaginary 
world in the view we shared with Sancho, d1e barber, and the 
priest, and the penitents, is now their real world, and we are 
left suspecting that they, including Don Quixote, imagine our 
world, which recognizes the image as a mere image, as 
imaginary. Because we do not participate in the belief that the 
image of the Virgin has any special significance, we are 
immediately excluded from the world of the bai·ber, the priest, 
and the penitents, in which we originally included ourselves. 
But it is the awareness of exclusion that allows us to realize 
that we had believed in a different image-the image pre
sented by the book- but we were completely unaware of the 
belief. In a single moment we are excluded from the world of 
the characters because we have not embraced the image of the 
Virgin, and at the same time brought back into the world with 
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a whole new insight. We sudden I y become aware of our belief 
in literary images. We are able to be enchanted by the book, 
and thus to have that spell broken by our exclusion from the 
characters ' beliefs, only because we were initially able to 
transcend the literary images of the characters through the 
imagination and to allow them to become as real to us as the 
image of the Virgin is to them. 

Our relationship with Don Quixote is dramatically 
changed. For we are now unable to approach Quixote with the 
same objective rationality as before. Ouroriginal analysis that 
Don Quixote is insane, is no longer valid. We see that we ai·e 
like Quixote in many ways we never suspect until the certainty 
of our own world begins to deteriorate. It is Quixote then who 
demonstrates to us the uncertainty of our world, or that the 
certainty we put in our beliefs can only be as absolute as the 
certainty Quixote puts in his own. This revelation has the 
potential to be a frightening one. If Don Quixote were evil, if 
the enactment of his beliefs required murder and robbery, the 
discovery that we are unable to condemn his beliefs with any 
legitimate judgement would be teffifying. But we love Qui
xote, and now that he has led us to this self-discovery, we love 
him more. Don Quixote, the "mirror of chivalry," is also the 
mirror of ourselves. For without Don Quixote, we have no 
means of examining the certainty of our own beliefs. Without 
Don Quixote we are stuck in the so-called "real world," 
forever peering into the imaginary world, ai1d separated from 
it by an insurmountable distance. 

An analysis of tl1e last adventure, in which Don Quixote 
attacks the image of the Virgin, reveals to the reader the 
almost imperceptible barriers that separate the imaginary 
world of the book from the so-called "real world" of the 
reader. The bar1iers only become apparent after Quixote, 
albeit unknowingly, indirectly trespasses into the reader's 
world by questioning our unexamined beliefs. His attack upon 
the image allows us to recognize our own participation and 
faith in certain images by highlighting our lack of faith in a 
particular one (the Virgin). Our distance from the image of 
the Virgin reveals our intimacy with the characters, which can 
only be achieved through faith in d1eir literary images. But 
"The Last Adventure" represents a simple, isolated case of a 
more complex and thorough subordination of our unconscious 
faith in the literary images. For in the discussion of the 
authorship of Don Quixote, another, more effective, and more 
disturbing, attempt is made to subvert our faith in the image. 

At the beginning of the book, in the author's prologue, 
Cervantes claims the title of authorship for himself, declaring 
in the opening line: "Idle reader, you can believe without any 
oath of mine that I wish this book, as the child of my brain, 
to be the most beautiful, the liveliest and the cleverest im
aginable" (p. 27). The perfectly rational assertion that Don 
Quixote is Cervailtes' brain-child, which any reader would 
easily grant, turns out not to be so cut and dry. A few sentences 
later, Cervantes tells us that though he appears to be Don 



Quixote's father, he is really only his step-father (p. 27). 
Already, before the story has even begun, the identity of the 
author is cast into doubt. This is a strange way to write a story, 
but as this subtle departure from our expectations lies some
what inconspicuously in the prologue, the importance of this 
subtle departure from our assumption of authorship is easily 
overlooked. 

The question of authorship becomes unavoidable in 
Chapters VIII to IX, which relate the stupendous battle be
tween Don Quixote and the Basque. At the height of their 
combat, Cervantes abruptly interrupts the narrative: "the un
fortunate thing is that the author of this history left the battle 
in suspense at this critical point, with the excuse that he could 
find no more records of Don Quixote's exploits than those 
related here" (p. 74). We are forced from this statement to 
conclude that Cervantes is not the original author of this 
history. Rather, he is narrating the work of a previous author, 
who based his version of Don Quixote's history on certain 
documents and records whose origin is a complete mystery. 
Cervantes goes on to describe his search for the conclusion to 
Don Quixote's battle with the Basque, and how by chance he 
found it amongst a heap of old parchments in a silk merchant's 
shop. A tattered old book which catches his eye miraculously 
turns out to be the "history of Don Quixote de la Mancha, 
written by Cide Hamete Benengeli, Arabic historian" (p. 77). 
Cervantes relates how he had the book translated for him by 
a Spanish-speaking Moor. The conclusion of the story is 
Cervantes' account of the translation of Benengeli' s work. 

Unfortunately, there are two points which further com
plicate the origin and veracity of Cervantes' Don quixote. The 
first difficulty is Cervantes' own doubt as to the veracity of 
the original which he expresses immediately after relating his 
discovery of Cide Hamete Benengeli' s history: 

Now, if any objection can be made against the truth of 
the history, it can only be that its narrator was an 
Arab-men of that nation being ready liars, though as 
they are so much our enemies he might be thought 
rather to have fallen short of the truth rather than to have 
exaggerated. (Ch. IX, p. 78) 

The second difficulty arises in Chapter VI, but is only mani
fest in light of the entire discussion concerning the authorship. 
During the inquisition that the priest and the barber hold in 
Don Quixote's library, Cervantes describes how a copy of one 
of his own works, Galatea, is spared from the flames by the 
priest, who says: ''That Cervantes has been a great friend of 
mine for many years" (p. 62). Suddenly Cervantes and Don 
Quixote become contemporaries. The notion that Cervantes 
is the original source, the metaphorical biological origin of 
the hero begins to collapse. Time and priority become con
fused. the author finds himself in the mind of the character 
that was supposedly his brain-child. The reader is forced to 
consider two disturbing possibilities: first, the possibility that 
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the author and the character may confront one another, and 
second, that the author may confront the reader. The author's 
presence in the story is a constant reminder to the reader that he 
is reading-that the reader's involvement with the characters is 
an act of faith. The author is the craftsman who has created 
this image. His presence within the form of his own creation 
undermines our faith in the story and accentuates our willing
ness to let this creator of images seduce us, the believers. 

The remainder of Book I is taken from the work of 
Benengeli and the discussion of authorship is dropped. But 
the origin of Don quixote's history has been thoroughly 
convoluted and demands some explanation. There is some 
evidence to indicate that Quixote himself is at the bottom of 
this endless chain of narrators. Don Quixote is aware of the 
necessity of a knight errant to have a personal sage who will 
direct and record his adventures, and states this a number of 
times. When Sancho dubs him Knight of the Sad Countenance 
he says: · 

... the sage whose task it is to write the history of 
my deeds must have thought it right for me to take 
some title, as all knights did in olden days ... the sage 
I mentioned has put it into your thoughts and into 
your mouth to call me now The Knight of the Sad 
Countenance . .. (Ch. XIX, p. 147) 

If Don Quixote is the original author, then it is he who has put 
these words into Sancho Panza's mouth. Despite Sancho's 
wit, "Knight of the Sad Countenance" does not sound like a 
title that the squire we are familiar with would contrive. But, 
the explanation Sancho gives for the title, namely Quixote's 
shriveled up, pathetic appearance, does. It is not unreasonable, 
then, to suppose that Don Quixote might have given himself 
the title for another reason: his eternal longing for Dulcinea 
del Toboso. Don Quixote knows that, according to the books 
of chivalry, which form the foundation of his beliefs, his 
adventures should be carefully guided and recorded. Since the 
laws of chivalry demand it, so does Quixote's system of 
beliefs. It is possible to cite that Cide Hamete Benengeli is this 
omniscient, omnipresent sage, and he is actually referred to 
as "the sage Cide Hamete Benengeli" at the very beginning 
of Chapter XV (p. 111). But it is more likely that Quixote 
himself is his own sage-and that Benengeli, a liar, distorted 
the famous deeds of the Knight of the Sad Countenance. If 
this is the case, then in the original account of Don Quixote's 
adventures, written by Don Quixote, though Sancho may 
actually dub Quixote "Knight of the Sad Countenance," he is 
inspired to do so by Quixote's appearance rather than his love 
for Dulcinea. In the original work, we speculate, Sancho is 
perhaps slightly more informed of the laws and customs of 
knight errantry. But this, of course, could only be a figment 
of Don Quixote's imagination, which the Arabic historian 
Benengeli uncovers, and reveals in his own account of Don 
Quixote's adventures. The disastrous ramifications of this 

hypothesis lead us to conclude that Benengeli is less of a liar 
than we had initially supposed. 

Don Quixote is well-read, and apparently not without 
some literary talent of his own. According to Chapter I, "often 
the desire seized him to take up the pen himself' (p. 32). On 
more than one occasion he displays the ability and inclination 
to write. His sonnets are found carved in trees in the Sierra 
Morena and he has a propensity for literary criticism. Further
more, Don Quixote knows that, according to the laws of 
chivalry, as a knight errant, he is obliged to be a poet: " . .. for 
I would inform you Sancho, that all or most knights errant in 
the olden times were great troubadours and great musicians 
as well" (Ch. XIII, p. 185). If Don Quixote is the original 
author of his history, he could not have begun recording his 
adventures until the time of his penance in the wilderness, 
when he first comes into possession of Cardenio' s notebook. 
But it is possible that he had already begun composing his 
personal history in his mind. Quixote spends many of the 
nights awake, while the other characters, especially Sancho, 
are asleep: "Sleep yourself, for you were born to sleep, or do 
what you will. I will do what best suits my profession" (Ch 
XX, p.152). One of the essential requirements of Don 
quixote's profession as "knight errant" is chastity, which, in 
this story, is the equivalent of being a poet. 

Throughout Book I of Don Quixote, Cervantes devotes 
special attention to distinguishing the literate characters from 
the illiterate. But this peculiar detail is discussed only in 
connection with certain characters---characters that must be 
recognized as lovers, or distinguished as non-lovers. The first 
time this distinction is made is in Chapter X, when Don 
Quixote and Sancho Panza discuss the laws of chivalry. This 
discussion exemplifies the author's treatment of lovers and 
non-lovers, literate and non-literate. Don Quixote, as we 
already know, is the most well read character in the book. On 
the other hand, we might asswne that Sancho, as a peasant, is 
illiterate. At first this distinction between the knight and his 
squire hardly seems to matter. In fact, however, it does. For 
in their conversation in Chapter X, Quixote repeatedly insists 
that if Sancho had read the "histories" he would know the 
practices of knights errant. Sancho insists that he can neither 
read nor write. The emphasis put on the respective literacy of 
knight and squire gains added significance from the interpre
tation of the pair as lover and non-lover. Quixote is clearly the 
most ardent of all the lovers in the book because he alone is 
capable of passionate faith in the image of Dulcinea del 
Toboso, a woman whose noble qualities he invents despite all 
appearances to the contrary. Dulcinea is nothing more than an 
image of the ideal maiden who holds a knight errant's heart 
captive. None of the other characters can claim such zealous, 
unceasing love in such a distant, ungrounded idea. Quixote's 
passion for Dulcinea finds expression in poetry, a highly 
developed form of literacy. By contrast, Sancho, an illiterate 
laborer, though he loves his wife, daughter, and ass, is not 
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capable of the faith, devotion, and complete selflessness that 
is required of a lover. Sancho is capable of loving only what 
is physically real. It is impossible for him to place his faith in 
Dulcinea, giants, or any other characters which people the 
world of knight errantry. It is evident from their many con
versations that Sancho, because he is utterly ignorant of the 
laws of chivalry, has no concept of being a lover. 111is con
nection is made clear in Don Quixote's tirade on him in 
Chapter XXX: 

... excommunicate rogue! For that you certainly are, 
for defaming the peerless Dulcinea. Do not you know, 
you clod, you ignominious vagabond, that but for the 
power she infuses in my arm I should not have the 
strength to kill a flea? Tell me you viper-tongued vil
lain, who do you think has conquered this kingdom and 
cut this giant's head off-if it is not the might of 
Dulcinea, employing my arm as the instrument of her 
exploits? She fights and conquers through me, and I live 
and breathe and have my life and being in her. (p. 264) 

The connection between love and literacy is not acciden
tal. Immediately following Chapter X, Don Quixote and San
cho meet a group of shepherds, with whom they spend the 
night. One of the shepherds entertains them that evening with 
a song which he sings for them; naturally, it is a love song. 
This shepherd, according to his comrades "is a very clever lad 
and very much in love; and, what is more, he can read and 
write, and plays the fiddle as beautifully as can be" (Ch. XI, 
p. 87). Again, love and literacy appear in relation to one 
another. Shepherds seem to attract love-sick literates, for no 
sooner has this shepherd finished his song than another arrives 
to tell them of the death of Chrysostom, whose funeral Don 
Quixote and Sancho attend the next day along with the other 
shepherds. Chrysostom is yet another shepherd-student 
whose fierce love of Marcela, the beautiful shepherdess, has 
consumed his very life. Chrysostom is a poet as well as a 
fervent lover, he "was a great one for making verses , and was 
so good at them that he used to write carols for Christmas Eve 
and the plays for Corpus Christi" (Ch. XII, p. 92). 

The story of Chrysostom provides us with the beginnings 
of an explanation to the apparently invariable little between 
lovers and poets. At the shepherd's funeral, one of his com
rades reads aloud one of Chrysostom's poems, in which he 
complains "of jealousy, suspicions, and neglect" (Ch. XIV, p. 
107). But one of his fellow shepherds claims that Chrysostom 
"was tormented by imaginary jealousies and suspicions, as 
fearful as if they were real" (Ch. XIV, p. 107). It appears that 
imagination is somehow necessary to the experience of be
coming a lover. Returning to our paradigm of lover and 
non-lover, we find in Don Quixote an unnaturally powerful 
imagination and hardly any at all in Sancho. Imagination 
seems to depend on literacy, because reading and being se
duced or enchanted by a literary image require imagination. 



In order for the reader to give life to the dormant ideas and 
lifeless words that fill the page, he must exercise his imagina
tion. He must transform the static images of the words and 
sentences into living motion. Don Quixote, the most vora
cious reader in the novel, has exercised his imagination to the 
point where it no longer depends upon the literary image. His 
imagination is no longer constrained to roam the pages of 
books and corridors of the mind, but has broken its fetters and 
lives independently of the books. But his imagination remem
bers its origins, and occasionally frequents its old haunts for 
renewed inspiration. When Don Quixote serves his penance 
in the Sierra Morena, he debates with himself over what route 
his penance should take, and which knight errant's example 
he should follow . Quixote's debate over whether "to imitate 
Roland's downright madness or Amadis' melancholy moods" 
(Ch. XXVI, p. 214) depends on how Dulcinea has injured him. 
But it is uncertain if Quixote has ever seen Dulcinea del 
Toboso, and it is certain that she is totally unaware of his 
existence, so that Don Quixote's injury, and thus his extrava
gant penance, like Chrysostom's, are completely dependent 
upon his imagination. Furthermore, since the entire notion of 
retiring to the wilderness to serve this penance is inspired by 
the fictitious histories of the knights of old, it is also dependent 
upon literature. 

Sancho, on the other hand, has no imagination at all. 
while his master gallivants around the meadows, carving 
poems into the trees, the dutiful squire sets off to Toboso with 
a letter for Dulcinea that describes the knight's afflicted heart. 
Sancho, of course, never gets to Toboso because he is inter
cepted by the barber and the priest. The three men set about 
concocting a plan to retrieve Don Quixote from the moun
tains, and return him to his home, where his madness might 
be cured. Later in the story, when Don Quixote asks his squire 
about his mission to Toboso, Sancho is unable to describe 
Dulcinea, whom he can only imagine as Aldonza Lorenzo, in 
terms of ordinary, peasant activities. Sancho describes Dulci
nea, winnowing wheat, smelling "rather mannish," and, more
over, unable to read Don Quixote's letter because she is 
illiterate (Ch. XXXI, p. 268). The imagination and literacy are 
inextricably connected. Sancho, an illiterate, has an utterly 
weak imagination. 

The ability to become a lover also depends on the im
agination. As Quixote says: 

Most of [the poets' mistresses] were invented to serve 
as subjects for verses, and so that the poets might be 
taken for lovers, or men capable of being so ... I imagine 
all I say to be true; neither more nor less, and in my 
imagination I draw her as I would have her be, both her 
beauty and her rank ... (Ch. XXV, p. 210) 

Don Quixote's love of Dulcinea is possible only because of 
his faith in his imagination. But although her "beauty and her 
rank" may be subject to Quixote's imagination, his love of 
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Dulcinea, an image, is very real. Quixote's love for Dulcinea 
follows from the rules of chivalry: Quixote is a lover because 
he must be; his profession demands it. As Cervantes relates: 

Now that his armor was clean, his helmet made into a 
complete head-piece, a name found for his horse, and 
he confirmed in his new title, it struck him that there 
was only one more thing to do: to find a lady to be 
enamored of. For a knight errant without a lady is like 
a tree without leaves or fruit and a body without a soul. 
(Ch. I, p. 34) 

Dulcinea del Toboso is part of the larger scheme of his faith 
in a system of beliefs which he finds irresistible. Since being 
enamored is such an integral aspect of knight errantry, one 
can make the claim that Dulcinea is not merely incidental; 
rather, that Don Quixote's priorities really lie in becoming a 
lover. Whatever the relation between lover and knight errant 
(perhaps they are ultimately equivalent), as a lover, Don 
Quixote is in love with love, and not Dulcinea. In this sense, 
the relationship between love and imagination essentially 
signifies faith in a system of beliefs. Don Quixote's system, 
like Chrysostom's, requires that he be injured by his lover 
(inadvertently or intentionally). And like the beliefs held by 
Cardenio, another great lover-poet, Quixote's love requires a 
temporary suspension of reason. When we speak of Don 
Quixote as a lover, we mean a lover of ideas: " ... and so, 
carried away by the strange pleasure he derived from these 
agreeable thoughts, he hastened to translate his desires into 
action" (Ch. I, p. 33). 

The two stories that are told in the inn confirm the 
connection between lovers and their imaginations. "The Tale 
of Foolish Curiosity" illustrates the disastrous effects of un
healthy imagination, and a general lack of faith in the imagina
tion when combined with passionate love. "The Captive's 
Tale" exemplifies a healthy imagination, and the faith that is 
rightly placed in it. Accordingly, its characters find love, 
happiness, and good fortune. 

In "The Tale of Foolish Curiosity," the characters 
demonstrate the dependence of love on faith in imagination, 
and the tragedy that results from warped imaginations in 
would-be lovers. Anselmo wants to prove that Camilla's faith 
is that than which no greater can be conceived. It is not enough 
to believe that his wife is the most faithful, circumspect, and 
modest woman in the world; he must prove it empirically. His 
fanatical insistence upon a demonstration of Camilla's virtue 
and dedication renders Anselmo incapable of being a real 
lover. His friend, Lothario.tries to persuade him against his 
foolish enterprise: 

You seem to me, Anselmo, to be in the position of 
Moors, who cannot be convinced in the error of their 
sect by quotations from the Holy Scripture, nor by 
arguments drawn from intellectual speculation or based 
on the canons of faith, but have to have examples, 

palpable, simple, intelligible, demonstrable, and indu
bitable, with irrefutable mathematical proof like: If 
equals be taken from equals ... (Ch. XXXID, p. 287) 

Anselmo's lack of faith in his imagination render him incapa
ble of loving, just as the Moors' disbelief in the scriptures 
render them incapable of Christian love. Love, as we have 
witnessed in Don Quixote, requires the lover to imagine and 
truly believe in the beloved. Since Anselmo has become 
obsessed with obtaining proof of his beloved's fidelity, Ca
milla is incapable of being truly beloved. She no longer moves 
Anselmo to believe what can only be accepted as a matter of 
faith. Just as Anselmo is incapable of loving, he is incapable 
of friendship. For, like his supposed love for Camilla, the great 
friendship he once shared with Lothaiio depends upon trust 
and faith. Anselmo refuses to take sincerely honest and solli1d 
advice his friend offers him, because it would require him to 
believe in "intellectual speculation." Even when Lothario 
finally yields to Anselmo's pleading and promises to attempt 
to seduce Camilla, Anselmo does not even believe his friend's 
word, but spies on him through the keyhole. 

But Anselmo is not entirely without imagination; he is 
merely incapable of placing ai1y faith in it. Unfortunately, the 
imagination he does possess is unhealthy. The fact that An
selmo derives so much pleasure from pushing his scheme as 
far as it will go, suggests that he needs to live vicariously 
through his f1i end. Even when Anselmo claims to be satisfied 
with Lothario's attempts to seduce Camilla, he has him write 
love sonnets to an imaginary lover, and then read them in front 
of her. It seems Anselmo's perverse imagination has already 
decided that Camilla is unfaithful and will allow herself to be 
seduced by Lot11ario. But Anselmo's lack of faith in his 
imagination is so weak that he must convince his friend to 
enact it for him under the pretense of demonstrating Camilla's 
modesty. Eventually Lothario and Camilla use Anselmo's 
weakness to their own advantage and enact the tragic scene 
with the dagger in order to hide their affair. 

Undoubtedly, within the context of the novel, a character 
like Anselmo would be despised, and destined for ruin. It is 
important to observe the reactions of the characters who listen 
to "The Tale of Foolish Curiosity" 

I like the tale, said the priest, but there is something 
unconvincing about it. If the author invented it he did 
it badly, for it is impossible to believe that there could 
be a husband so stupid as to want to make the costly 
experiment Anselmo did. If it were the case of the lover 
and his mistress it might pass; but between husband and 
wife there is something impossible about it. Though for 
the manner of its telling, that does not displease me at 
all. (Ch. XXXV, p. 324) 

But "The Captive's Tale," which is equally fai1tastic, is re
ceived by the same audience with enthusiasm and belief in its 
credibility. On top of the already astonishing events that have 
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taken place at the inn, the captive's story is not only incredible, 
but continues in the audiences' own lives, leaking out of the 
past into the present; from the world of the story into their 
own. 

The captive, Ruiz de Viedma, and his Moorish bride, 
Zoraida, both have faith in their imaginations. Ruiz's im
agination contrives that attached to a beautiful white hand is 
a beautiful woman who will be his deliverance and his bride. 
He also imagines the renegade to be an honest man who does 
not double-cross him. Zoraida imagines that the captive is a 
gentleman who will take her to Christian soil, have her bap
tized and marry her. But all of Zoraida's imaginings depend 
upon her faith in her visions: 

When I was a girl my father had a woman slave, who 
taught me the Christian prayers in my own tongue, and 
spoke to me often about Lela Marien. This Christian 
died, and I know that she did not go to the fire but to 
Allah. For I saw her twice afterwards, and she told me 
to go to Christian lands and see Lela Marien, who loved 
me very much. I do not know how to go. I have seen 
many Christians out of this window, but none of them 
except you has seemed a gentleman. (Ch. XL, p. 358) 

The story of the captive and Zoraida is received quite 
differently than "The Tale of Foolish Curiosity,'' which is 
almost completely rejected by its audience. The only com
ment is the priest's brief critique of the latter tale concerning 
its plausibility. There is no further discussion because there is 
no sympathy or love for the chai·acters. Zoraida and the 
captive, however, are exalted by t11e audience: 

... Cardenio and all the others offered him their utmost 
services, in such warm and sincere language that the 
captain was thoroughly convinced of their goodwill. 
Don Ferdinand, in particular, offered to make his 
brother the Marquis stand godfather at Zoraida's bap
tism if he would return with him, and himself to provide 
enough money to appear in his country with suitable 
dignity and decency. (Ch. XLII, p. 381) 

Their story is marveled over and the women in the group 
delight in Zoraida's beauty. this scene is entirely charming, 
while "The Tale of Foolish Cwiosity" evokes nothing but 
disdain. The fact that two stories whose treatment of the 
imagination is the same, but whose endings are almost exactly 
opposite, are told before the very same audience and elicit 
opposite reactions, demands that we consider the relation of 
the reader as part of the audience to the story. 

This question returns us to the discussion of the aut110r
ship and the consequences of the attack upon the image. The 
mysterious treatment of the authorship of Don Quixote con
fuses the relation of the chai·acters to authors. Cervantes, 
Benengeli, and Quixote all act both as authors of the story and 
characters within it. Don Quixote is a narration of a narration 
of Don Quixote's own writings. Since Cervantes is trapped 



within the consciousness of the very character he claims to 
have created, we are lost in a circular history that has neither 
beginning nor end; neither author nor characters. This laby
rinth of characters and authors forces us to think about where 
the story really begins. In whose imagination does the story 
begin? Perhaps it begins in our own. Until we actually engage 
ourselves in the process of reading the story, it is nothing but 
a collection of dormant ideas. Reading those ideas activates 
them and our imagination breathes life into the characters, 
bringing motion into their movements, depth and meaning to 
their thoughts and feelings. When we exercise our imagina
tion we become a little like Quixote.Just as he invests his faith 
in the image of Dulcinea, we put our faith in literary images. 
We bring the images to life in the real world of action and 
consequence. When we believe in the image, we translate it 
in our mind into this real world of action. It is possible, 
however, and even probable, that we will not recognize such 
a translation unless someone, or something, forces us to. Don 
Quixote, which has one, three, or no authors, demands that we 
attack the image of the story and thus realize our own partic
ipation in its creation. The same thing happens when authors 
become characters. They step into the imaginary world of the 
novel and thereby at once blur and clarify the boundaries 
between the imaginary and the real world. 

Faith in the imagination is the essential element to read
ing a story. This faith, as we have seen, is also essential to 
loving. Reading, then, becomes an act of love. When we read 
a book, we cannot be like the priest, who, by failing to observe 
his own reflection in Anselmo, is doomed to read as the 
characters love in ''The Tale of Foolish Curiosity." Instead, 
we must turn to the captive and Zoraida as our models of faith. 

When the literary images of the book fall under attack, 
our faith in the imagination is questioned; our love of the 
characters and our willingness to believe in them is chal
lenged. Such an experience is disturbing because we are 
forced to declare our loyalty to the imagination. When we 
read, the imaginary and real worlds blend together, but when 
that delicate balance is disturbed, the reader must make a 
choice between the two. Unless we close the book, we choose 
to put our faith in the world of the imagination. The aversion 
that we experience when the images are attacked lasts only as 
long as we allow ourselves to doubt our belief in them. 

When we read Don Quixote, however, we are required to 
rise to a higher, more complex model of faith. We must imitate 
Quixote himself. In addition, our faith in its images (like any 
other story), Don Quixote constantly challenges them and 
makes us conscious of our faith. As we become aware of our 
faith, we become aware of our kinship with Quixote: we are 
bound together by our faith in imagination, and our belief in 
images. 
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n Salome and John 
by Panayotis Pappas '93 

A dragon lifts his misty head 
out of the cumbersome clouds of rapture 
and scatters them across the dusty halls. 

Dance now, dance here. 
Sway like a swallow, 
with wings woven of silk, 
sweep through the royal chambers 
alight before king Herod's feet. 

Unfold, bend back and rise again a woman. 
SuITound the fires and veil their radiance; 
the night grows deeper in your gown's tint. 
And dance. Move slowly, lightly graze his hair, 
flow like a soul-thieving fiery breeze. 

What is your fee ethereal meander? 

John of fire loudly poking 
the silent ashes of Jerusalem; 
bring forth your charcoal eyes, 
restful upon this silver platter, 
as you soak in, and scorch, these your last visions. 

Leaping, twirling, crouching, writhing, 
within a divinely orchestrated se1mon, 
you rattled your tambourine of words; 
a fire lasting against all desert winds, 
tlu·ough water spreading your spirit-consuming Lord. 

Waiting you were for the serpent to rise 
out of the cumbersome clouds of rapture, 
and scatter your embers across the Heavens. 

11 



12 

Descartes' Interpretation of the World 
as Arising from his Method 
D. Jennings '93 

The world problem is, stated simply, the consideration of 
how we are to interpret the world as a whole. Our answer to 
this problem entails an explanation of the phenomena of 
consciousness. For experience to be possible there must be a 
"coming together" of entities both in the world and in the "I." 
Accordingly, this coming together is conditioned by both the 
nature of the entities and the nature of the " I." In an analysis 
of philosophical works, one is rarely in the position of expos
ing blatant illogic or even sophistry. The ultimate point of 
interest in such an analysis is rather how the thinkers see the 
world. The presence of the world problem and the attempt to 
resolve it form the core of human thinking, even "everyday" 
thinking. 

The world problem according to Descartes arises in the 
context of his method. The essence of Descartes' philosophy 
is method. As early as 1620 (Descartes was only 24 years old 
at the time) Descartes observes that the use of "definite rules" 
is a fundamental part of solving mechanical problems. In the 
Regulae, composed eight years later, he posits method as the 
sine qua non of scientific and philosophical investigation. He 
writes in rule four, "By a 'method' I mean reliable rules that 
are easy to apply and such that if one follows them exactly, 
one will never take what is false to be true ... but will grad
ually and constantly increase one' s knowledge (scientia) till 
one arrives at a true understanding of everything within one's 
capacity." The aim of philosophy is scientia, a systematic 
body of indubitable knowledge. The possibility of such a 
system is grounded upon method. 

The purpose of critiquing Descartes' method is to find the 
guiding principle which serves as its foundation. This foun
dation itself acts to reinterpret the world. The text most 
conducive to analysis regarding the world-problem, then, will 
be the one that is closest to being a "world-text,'' a text that 
presents the world as a problem. It is the Meditations that 
serves this purpose both inlrn- and extra- textually. The Med
itations is not about method or physics, but rather it is an 
application of the method to the world problem intent upon 
finding what is true and untrue in experience. Through the 
Meditations the resolution of the world problem is pre
sented extra-textually to the world. Thus Descartes sees fi t 
to dedicate his book to the "doctors of the Sorbonne" as 
judges. The Cartesian resolution of the world problem, one 
that is to a certain exten t our own, arises within the course 
of the Meditations. This resolution is itself at the core of the 
method. 

The first step in the method is the implementation of 
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methodological doubt. This doubt, the subject of the first 
Meditation, is the radical leveling of past opinions. The pur
pose is to destroy what came before in the guise of scientia 
and to startover"from the foundations" to build a true scientia 
that is "stable and likely to last." The leveling is not conducted 
in regard to the viability of independent acts of thinking, but 
rather it throws out old opinions on the force of the doubtful
ness of their common foundations as a scientia. Cognitions 
("cagnitianes") as Descartes names acts of thinking, are them
selves internally unaffected, meaning Descartes does not 
question what a thought is or what value it has independently 
of its place in the overall scheme of the scientia. Descartes 
lays the ground for truthfulness-"is this indeed the case?"
in principle distinct from considerations of the qualities inter
nal to the cognition in question. 

As a result, Descartes asks two questions concerning 
entities that the mind takes under consideration. He asks what 
an entity is (quid) and whether it is (quad). These two ques
tions are always distinct. The quid question concerns the 
internal aspects of the cognitions formed with respect to 
entities under consideration. The quad question, on the other 
hand, concerns whether or not the cognitions concerning an 
entity fall within the larger scientia. If they do then we can 
admit that (quad) the entity truly exists. 

Descartes' application of the method not only reveals the 
quid/quad distinction, but it also shows that the quid precedes 
the quod in the proper methodological order of inquiry. In the 
methodological exercise with a piece of wax in the second 
Meditation, Descartes takes up the wax and investigates its 
quid while its quod is still under the effect of leveling doubt. 
This procedure consists in the suspension of belief in the 
existence of some thing under consideration. In other words, 
a cognition formed concerning something is investigated be
fore that cognition is given a place in the scientia and its 
existence granted as true. The precedence of the quid over the 
quad is expressed in the Discourse on Method as the division 
of "difficulties" into "as many parts as possible .. . in order to 
resolve them better." Here the "difficulty" is the thing under 
consideration. The division of the difficulty into parts is an 
approach to the quid question. The resolution of the difficulty, 
a resolution that takes place after division, is the resolution of 
the quad question. 

The quid question is fundamentally an ontological one, 
meaning one that proposes "what the thing is" as a problem. 
(The quod question, on the other hand, is a factual one. 
Whether or not some thing exists is a matter of determining 



whether or not that thing can be encountered in the world.) 
Descartes, in the investigation of the piece of wax, present this 
investigation as a process of reduction to "what the wax is 
really made of." Already, we see that Descartes in posing the 
question allows the thinking subject an intimate knowledge 
or ontological access to the thing. This access, i.e., this ability 
to approach and know the thing, is extra-experiential in prin
ciple. Descartes does not even know whether or not the wax 
exists, but he nonetheless endeavors to find "what it is really 
made of." (There is a question as to how much "what a thing 
is really made of' provides an ontological account of the 
thing. The confounding of "what a thing is" with the logically 
distinct question of "what a thing is made of' may indeed be 
at the heart of Descartes' understanding of the world prob
lem.) The thing's presence in the world is temporarily passed 
over to allow for a reduction of an item of experience to its 
real make-up. The mind reviews all the stages of appearance 
of the wax as it is heated by a candle. At first the wax tastes 
of honey, smells of flowers, is hard and cold to the touch, and 
so on. When this same piece of wax is put to the flame, 
however, the taste of honey disappears, the wax becomes soft 
and warm, and all of the other sensible qualities of the wax 
change into others. That which remains of the wax is the 
ontological characteristic of things in the world, namely ex
tension. This extension, because it assumes an infinite number 
of manifestations, cannot be comprehended by the imagina
tion. What Descartes calls "pure mental scrutiny" reveals the 
knowable aspects of the wax. The "pure mental scrutiny" 
provides the ontological access to the wax. The act of this 
"mental scrutiny" is "knowing" itself. 

Descartes' interpretation of knowing follows directly 
from the precedence of the quid question in the method. ff we 
do not know that a thing is then our interpretation of what it 
is will necessarily take on an extra-experiential character. The 
quod question, because it concerns matters of fact, carries 
with it considerations of context. Facts, because they appear 
in the world, occur within the context of experience. For 
example, if one said that there are clouds in the west today, 
then that person has made a statement concerning clouds 
within a specific temporal and spatial context. Without this 
context the statement makes no sense. The quid question, 
however, lacks any experiential context. The quid question is, 
in effect, a reduction of experiential data to "what things are 
really made of." The ontological make-up of a thing stands 
independently of any context. In following the method, we 
raise the question of what a thing is as if its quod were not 
apparent, even when it appears in an "everyday" manner. The 
smell, taste, etc. of the piece of wax suggests its quod to the 
everyday consciousness. Descartes' method, however, rules 
that this consciousness has no bearing upon any real knowl
edge of the wax. The richness of experience is reduced to a 
knowledge of extension. 

Because the quid of extended things has priority over the 
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quod in the order of analysis, we will not prove that some thing 
in the world that is cold and has the smell of flowers as its 
ontological make-up exists. Instead, we will prove that what 
we can know, i.e., extension, exists. What we can know to 
exist determines what we do know to exist. This statement is 
a truism adopted by Descartes. What is important, however, 
is not the truism itself, but Descartes' sense of the word 
"know." Since the scope of knowledge is confined to exten
sion, so are entities in the world. For instance, we can no 
longer say that there is a true, ontological foundation for, e.g., 
smell when smell is no longer an item of know ledge (scientia.) 
The precedence of the quid question over the quod question, 
then, entails that the entities met with in the world be of a 
determinate kind. Experience is predetermined by the un
derstanding of the quid. The experience that goes beyond 
the bounds of the quid is seen merely as an accident of 
subjectivity. 

The resolution of the quid question regarding a thing is 
in effect the judgement of what holds true of the thing. The 
conditions of true judgement are in turn the determinate 
factors in the quid analysis of a thing. At the beginning of the 
third Meditation Descartes states the condition under which 
judgement is valid. He writes, "So now I seem to be able to 
lay it down as a general rule that whatever I perceive very 
clearly and distinctly is true." A true judgement is made when 
the object of that judgement is seen "clearly and distinctly." 
But in the fourth Meditation that deals with truth and error 
specifically, the judgement and the will are taken as one 
faculty while the faculty of producing ideas provides for 
know ledge. The judgement will' s sole function is to recognize 
that something is true. This recognition is merely the recog
nition of a correspondence between idea and object. The 
faculty of judgement, then, adds no know ledge not already 
provided by the mind's production of ideas. Judgement itself 
is given the material for judgement, i.e., the idea and the object 
to which the idea corresponds, and simply pronounces "yes" 
or "no." 

The result of the dominion of ideas over both the quid 
and the quod is that the existence of an object becomes 
interpreted in light of the idea which corresponds to it. An 
object to which an unclear idea corresponds cannot be said to 
exist; hence, an unclear idea cannot be said to correspond to 
an actual given thing. A smell, for example, does not indicate 
a real object. The greater part of experience becomes in some 
sense unreal. 

A question remains, however, of what is meant by "clear 
and distinct." Descartes shows his meaning in the course of 
the Meditations by trying to discover an item of knowledge 
that is "clear and distinct" on its own. In the second Meditation 
he turns to the "I" as the first object of this self-evident 
certainty and the only object whose quod can be resolved 
before its quid. He achieves the certainty of the "I" by formu
lating a series of questions regarding what he can know with 

certainty: "Can I know God? my body? myself?" His only the 
last question that Descartes can, indeed must, answer affirm
atively. It is the pure subject, the "I," that is unavoidable 
regardless of the validity of what the "I" thinks. An "evil 
genius" cannot deceive the "I" as to its own existence so long 
as the "I" thinks. From this point Descartes turns to the quid 
of the "I," asking likewise what cannot be denied of it. The 
answer is that thinking cannot be denied the "I" regardless of 
whether what is thought is ever true. "I feel," "I doubt," "I 
think" all indicate that feeling, doubting, and thinking cannot 
be denied the subject and are thus of the quid of the "I." 
Undeniability is itself what constitutes certainty. Clarity and 
distinctness are to be found in the certainty of the existence 
of the "I" and in the certainty of the different types of thinking 
as constituting the quid of that "I." In the course of the rigorous 
subjection of the world problem to Descartes' method, the 
idea of the "I" is the first clear idea to arise. 

The argument of the existence and characteristics of the 
"I" show that clarity and distinctness are to be found in 
undeniability. What this means is that whatever is clear and 
distinct cannot be self-consistently denied. But hitherto we 
have dealt only with the metaphysical "I." Extension, on the 
other hand, can only be undeniably attributed to a thing under 
investigation if we assume beforehand that the thing is ex
tended. We must assume that "thing" means "extended thing" 
if the denial of"this thing has extension" is self-contradictory. 
Descartes, therefore, bases his judgement of what is true of 
the wax upon a pre-existent notion of the true make-up of 
entities in the world. Descartes, in investigating the quid of 
the wax, rejects its mutable characteristics, those that change 
when the wax is heated. It is the permanent aspect of the wax 
for which Descartes searches. It is assumed beforehand that 
this permanent aspect indicates what the wax is "really made 
of" Descartes' notion of permanence as that which charac
terizes the ontological make-up of a thing determines his 
judgement of what is "clear and distinct." This determination 
in turn determines what is true, and thus what things really 
are. In judging specifically of things in the world, Descartes 
combines with the notion of permanence a notion of space. 
The result of this combination is the notion of permanence in 
space. This permanence in space, this "materiality," is as
sumed as the condition underlying the existence of things in 
the world. Permanence in space, or "materiality," is precisely 
what Descartes "discovers" in the piece of wax that allows 
him to ascribe extension to it as its ontological condition. 

The piece of wax presents another condition of its 
knowability, another principle of judgement. This condition 
is that which first presents the wax to investigation. The form 
of investigation, as prescribed by the second plank of 
Descartes' doctrine of method, is analytic. According to 
Descartes' second set of Replies, analysis is "the best and 
ttuest form of instruction." The wax must present itself in such 
a way that it can be analyzed. This "presence" must in turn be 
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intelligible in order to conform to a "form of instruction." The 
presence of the wax is the condition of its know ability. And 
because knowing a thing is equivalent to knowing what a 
thing is, the condition that allows a thing to be known must 
also be a condition of its being. In other words, the presence 
of an entity is an ontological as well as epistemic presence. 

How, then, are entities present to our analysis? How are 
entities present in their being? Ideas under mental scrutiny 
must fulfill certain criteria implicit in the task of analysis. 
Only then can they be considered clear and distinct, consid
ered to correspond to actual entities. The work of analysis is 
to start with some given entity and from there to discover its 
underlying principle, its ontological make-up. "To start with 
an entity" means to isolate the items under scrutiny as entities. 
Isolation is a tactic central to the method. An entity is present, 
in isolation, and its ontological make-up is such that it is 
utterly transparent before "mental scrutiny." Such transpar
ency itself entails that an entity is answerable to the quid 
question. Descartes calls the special sort of entity in the world 
that is thus isolated and transparent a "body." According to 
the sixth Meditation, any body that is "intimately present" to 
the mind "therefore exists." For an entity in the world to 
qualify as existent it must be "intimately present," meaning 
that it must be a body in Descartes' sense. 

The question ofbodies-"how are we to account for these 
bodies in their isolation and materiality?"-is a new ontolog
ical problem, the body problem. The body problem acts as 
Descartes' principle of judgement concerning entities in the 
world. When he asks "what is true of entities in the world?" 
Descartes in essence asks what is true of them insofar as they 
are bodies, i.e., insofar as their knowable and real constitution 
is accounted for by the sort of "presence" that bodies have. 
The question of the existence of entities in the world, and of 
the manner in which they exist, becomes more specifically a 
question of bodies. 

According to Descartes, the world presents itself in bod
ies to the subject, and the subject unveils the world, finds out 
the truth about the world, in terms of those bodies. The world 
is extension, and the phenomena of things-the totality of 
which make up our intimate experience of the world-are 
phenomena of extension. The world problem is reduced to a 
body problem. All entities in the world are taken to be bodies, 
and thus all entities are required to assume the conditions of 
body, viz. permanence and presence. All problems of experi
ence are thought of in terms of extension. Hence the smell of 
wax is ultimately explained by the motion of extended sub
stance, while the fundamental question of that experience
"what is it about my being that underlies this experience called 
smell?"-is left unanswered. Under the dominion of the body 
problem, we account for the experience of smell completely 
in terms of extension, the object of experience, and not in 
terms of the subject. The Cartesian explanation of a pleasant 
smell, for instance, would read as follows: "I smell something 



pleasing when bodies in extension emanate from one body 
and affect my body in such a way that it benefits." The "I" 
that is not a body or my body or my brain but "me," is passed 
over in this account. The condition of entities that gives rise 
to analysis is made plain, but the condition of entities, includ
ing the "I," that gives rise to the phenomenon of consciousness 
is passed over. 

The world problem, which amounts to the fundamental 
question behind experience, is raised from the level of con
sciousness to the special question of God's existence, beyond 
the level of consciousness. The "I" and God are both discov
ered through the analysis of ideas, and these ideas are assumed 
to stand in relation to the world from a vantage point outside 
of the world. God is radically separated from the world and 
the understanding of God is cast in terms of verification. "Is 
God a deceiver?" becomes Descartes' most radical formula
tion of the world problem. The question, however, refers 
directly back to the body problem-"does my assessment of 
bodies reveal the truth of entities in the world?" The question 
of whether God is a deceiver does not stem from the usurpa
tion of the world problem by the body problem. On the 
contrary, it is the body problem that initially determines the 
formulation of the question of whether God is a deceiver. The 
effect is that the world is thought of in terms of body, while 
the "I" and God are radically separate from the world. 

When the world problem is resolved into the body prob
lem, the deeper question of what kind of being underlies the 
consciousness of entities is left unanswered, and indeed un
questioned. It may be argued, however, that extension does 
serve as an account of consciousness. Consciousness, it is 
said, originates in the brain. The passions, for instance, are 
specifically accounted for by the action of the pineal gland. 
This account is in one sense correct, but it is not complete. 
The theory behind the functioning of the pineal gland may 
admirably account for the appearances, but it cannot account 
for the "I." I am not a pineal gland or a brain or any bit of 
extension, no matter how important they are to how I carry 
on in the world. Following Descartes we regress into a 
labyrinth of extension looking for the point at which the "I" 
itself enters the world, but we never find it. Only in a world 
ontology that includes the fundamental "I'' are the real phe
nomena of the world capable of explication. Indeed, the 
possibility of these phenomena is itself inconceivable until 
the "I" is fully explained. 

Because Descartes passes over the question of the "I" in 
the world, any account of experience can only be made in 
terms of the body problem that is in terms of action and 
reaction in the world of extension. The quid of bodies as 
determined by ideas is now the universal quid of the essential 
and true being of bodies. In other words, the world is exten
sion. The result of this assertion is that the question of expe
rience is necessarily referred to a notion of extension. Man's 
relation to the world becomes fundamentally physiological in 
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nature. The investigation of this relation culminates in the 
"real distinction between mind and body" found in the sixth 
Meditation. the resulting picture is the anthropology of expe
rience. This anthropology interprets the place of the "I" in the 
world according to the scientia commanded by the quid of 
bodies. The body problem determines the interpretation of all 
things, including the "I," insofar as it exists in the world. 

According to Cartesian analysis, the "essence of material 
things" is shown in the illustration with the piece of wax. The 
existence of material things follows easily: if I perceive the 
existence clearly and distinctly then they do, in fact, exist. 
Also, I perceive clearly and distinctly that I have a body, and 
I perceive clearly and distinctly that this body is distinct from 
my mind. Hence man's position in the world, his anthropol
ogy, comes to light. 

The physiological body supplies the subjective constitu
tion that allows for the "intimate presence" of bodies before 
the consciousness of these bodies. Hence, the body is tempo
rally prior to the mind in the order of the apprehension of 
objects. The mind, however, is necessarily prior to the body 
in the principles of knowledge, i.e., in the foundation of a 
scientia. It is in the mind that the possibility of an object as 
knowable is established. We have already seen how the true 
character of a· piece of wax is revealed not through sensation 
or imagination but through "mental scrutiny." This scrutiny 
also surveys the physiological body in terms of the body 
problem. The fact of the body's existence only enters a survey 
of the world through the scientia. The physiological body is, 
like the wax, an "intimately present" object, even though the 
physiological body obviously has a special attachment to the 
mind that the wax does not have. 

The physiological body, then, is itself seen in terms of 
the body problem. Experience is, in tum, seen in terms of 
the physiological body. Descartes, the physician who in his 
Discourse posits medicine as the end of the scientia, clears 
the way for an explication of the experience of phenomena in 
terms of the body problem. The practice of medicine must be 
raised to a scientia. This transition is made possible by the 
method. The unclear ideas surrounding the body, and the 
subjective experience of the body, give way in accordance 
with the method to the clear ideas, and in particular, to the 
overreaching idea of extension. A body's "presence" becomes 
the startingpointforthestudy of the body. Wedonotaskwhat 
a smell means, nor even what a smell indicates, but rather we 
ask what conditions, i.e., what bodies in extension, give rise 
to the physiological impression called "smell." 

Through an investigation of imagination Descartes offers 
an anthropological account of the "intimate presence" of 
bodies. Descartes in the sixth Meditation defines the imagina
tion as "nothing else but the application of the cognitive 
faculty to a body that is intimately present to [the mind.]" This 
"presence" is the condition that makes imagination possible. 
"When [the mind] imagines," writes Descartes, "it turns to-

ward the body and looks at something in the body that con
fo1ms to an idea understood by the mind or perceived by the 
senses." It is the "something" that is "present" which the 
imagination surveys, and this "something" in turn "conforms" 
to some idea. This something, then, must be a body that 
conforms to some idea. Such a body, insofar as it is imagined, 
must in tum be in contact at some point with the physiological 
body. In Descartes' anthropology "a body" (corpus) and "the 
body" (corpus) are such closely connected terms that in some 
passages of the sixth Meditation it is unclear which one is 
intended. The physiological body seen in this light is a sort of 
tabulation of information about bodies that is yielded up to 
the imagination (as tabulator) and the pure "I" (as judge) to 
build the scientia. The process of tabulation is easily ex
plained: hard bodies are impressed upon soft membranes; 
nerves are pulled and severed; extension affects extension. 
Ultimately, ideas determine the whole view. To say that 
bodies are intimately present can mean nothing more "anthro
pologically" than that their essence is accessible to the mind 
via the body. An intimately present body can be unclear, but 
it cannot escape some sort of place on the tabulation. 

The imagination itself is a corporeal or semi-corporeal 
faculty. It is conspicuously absent from Descartes' roster of 
purely mental faculties featured in the third Meditation. 
Furthermore, it is of no avail in those metaphysical matters 
concerning God and the "I." The imagination is strictly "an 
application ... to a body." According to Descartes, any body 
is first accessible through the imagination. When Descartes 
turns to the wax, he pictures it in his mind and then reduces 
that picture to the underlying extension. This act of picturing 
is imagination. Hence, we see the significance of the imagina
tion in the quid question. This significance is especially 
apparent when we remember that questions about the world 
are ultimately questions about bodies. The concerns with God 
and the "I," though central to the plan of the Meditations, are 
themselves not part of scientia proper. Problems beyond the 
scope of the imagination, i.e., metaphysical problems, are 
special ones relating to the foundation of the scientia while 
the problems of the imagination, i.e., physical ones, constitute 
the body proper of the scientia. Although mention of the 
imagination appears late in the Meditations, and is not con
sidered explicitly until the fiftl1 Meditation, this faetµty is all 
important in the quid analysis of physical things. The imagina
tion is of no avail, however, in the realm of the metaphysical, 
and the realm of the metaphysical is itself entirely out of the 
world. Thus tl1e imagination determines the boundary of the 
material world by indicating where the physical (imaginable) 
ends and the metaphysical (unimaginable) begins. 

Descartes' anthropology of method is therefore clear: the 
physiological body is referred to the body problem, and the 
"I" is refeffed through its physiological connection to the 
world. Man in physicality is interpreted according to his role 
in the resolution of the body problem. The pure "I," the one 
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that accords most closely not with "my body" but with what 
I mean by "me," is not a concern of the anthropology, but 
rather, is a metaphysical concern, i.e., one outside of the 
world. 

In Descartes' method, the world problem becomes the 
body problem while the "I" and God are radically separate 
from the world. The consequence of these distinctions is that 
Descartes passes over the fundamental questions of the onto
logical basis for a coming together of the "I'' and entities in the 
world. Descartes replaces this question with a physical inter
pretation of worldly phenomena and a physiological interpre
tation of subjective experience. The ontology of 
consciousness, meanwhile, is neglected and relegated to an 
other-worldly sphere. Descartes depicts the "l" peering from a 
distance upon a world of bodies, explaining the phenomena of 
the objects in terms of bodies. his "I" does not, however, 
attempt to explain its own consciousness in terms of world 
ontology. This description is itself implied in the method 
insofar as the method assumes the body problem as a principle. 

Do we, then, reject Cartesian methodology? A defender 
of Descartes would say that such a rejection would be foolish. 
One does not, he says, dismiss the method and its body 
problem on the force of a vague desire for the resolution of 
some world problem that may not even be expressible, useful, 
or even existent. The Cartesian revolution of thinking consists 
largely in what Descartes (in the Discourses) proposes as the 
replacement of the "theoretical philosophy of the schools" 
with "practical philosophy." In common language, we say that 
the Cartesian revolution is motivated by the desire to disre
gard the world-problem thinking of the Scholastics and re
place it with the body-problem thinking of the Method. 
Further, says the defender, any attempt to reject Descartes' 
method and its conditions seems to oppose rational thought. 

Our response to this would-be defender is that the critique 
of Descartes' rationalism is not one of the contents of that 
enterprise, but rather is an investigation of how that rational
ism directs us in an interpretation of the world. If a rejection 
of Cartesian methodology carries with it a rejection of the 
findings of that methodology applied to the world, i.e. , the 
findings of natural science, then such a rejection would be 
unwarranted. Keeping our science, however, does not neces
sarily entail a compete dismantling of the world problem. 
Instead, the meaning of our science is called into question, as 
is our understanding of the world. It is that understanding that 
is here of interest. Our ability to formulate the world problem 
is enough to make that problem of importance. Our inability 
to conclusively resolve this problem may not be of any real 
significance. The question in its very open-endedness, in its 
very lack of resolution, carries with it meaning not provided 
by the body problem. To raise such a question is indeed within 
our rights, and is, perhaps, even our duty. 



U Orion outside my window 
Stacie Slotnick '94 

And tonight 
I met my guardian angel. 

It is not enough 
to be kind-
one must be armed 
(at all times). 

It is not enough 
to plead-
to plead for any reason 
beyond the stars. 
Plead to them. 
They see you, they know you, 
and they may answer. 

Now I know this. 
Now I understand. 

Tonight 
I woke up and saw 

Orion outside my window. 
He smiled at me. 
He straightened his belt and inquired: 

"How are you?" 
And I asked him: 

"You know me?" 
He laughed. 
So I asked him to show me 

how to shoot straight. 
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He is no Beatirice. 
He cannot save me. 
But he told me 

to stay on guard 
(at all times), 
to aim carefully when I shoot, 
and to stand up very straight 
when Ido. 
("One must never slouch," he 
said.) 

So, I have no guardian with white wings 
and a gauze gown. 

So he does not play a harp 
and gaze benevolently. 

But he 's better-
because his arrows move quickly 
and his eyes gleam with cunning 

held in check. 

~ 
An Investigation of Key Characters . 
(and Character's Keys) in Mozart's Don 
Nancy Marcus '93 

Giovanni 

Opera is a creative combination of two expressive medi
ums, a happy union between literature and music. When an 
artist has a sufficient understanding of both realms, the dra
matic and the musical, he can enhance one with the other, 
uniting music and drama into a single unified and aesthetic 
whole. Such a successful marriage of mediums is made in 
Mozart's opera, Don Giovanni. 

Don Giovanni, because of its operatic form, has advan
tages over both non-textual music and non-musical drama, in 
that it can use music to expand the drama and character 
development of an already powerful story. Mozart's music, 
by itself, can easily affect the moods and emotions of those 
who listen to it, without providing any literal ideas to accom
pany its effects. The drama provided by the plot of the opera, 
on the other hand, contributes an abundant supply of ideas and 
literary themes which correspond to Mozart's musical 
themes. 

While the theme and plot of Don Giovanni's story are 
complemented by Mozart's music, the opera's music is most 
crucial to dramatic progress in the area of character develop
ment and the portrayal of the characters' emotions and per
sonalities. In the arias and vocal ensembles of Don Giovanni, 
the characters express their sentiments as much though their 
music as through their words. Music is able to suspend and 
expand their emotions, resulting in a deeper empathy in the 
outside audience toward the characters within the drama. 

Even when the characters are physically absent from the 
stage, their presence can be sensed through the music. This 
transposition first occurs in the overture of Don Giovanni. In 
Don Giovanni's overture, the music foreshadows future con
flict between the characters of the Commandant and Don 
Giovanni. The opening chord of the opera, a powerful, trem
ulous D minor chord, embodies both the characters and their 
conflict: 

Lower 
Voices 
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The conflict between the Commandant and the Don can 
be felt in this solid declaration of the key of D minor, which 
is to become their "key of conflict" throughout the course of 
the opera. The Commandant's foreboding presence can also 
be felt in this opening chord through the oscillating octaves 
in the lower voice of the orchestra. The same descending D 
octave heard here is later heard again with added significance, 
and will play an important role in the finale, when the two 
characters are reunited for their final, most horrific scene 
together. 

The first thirty measures of the overture continue to 
foreshadow the future conflict between the two characters, as 
several key themes are played: 

These motifs will not be heard again until the climactic scene 
in the finale. Direct parallels can be found between the first 
eighteen measures of the overture and the first eighteen mea
sures of the Commandant's appearance in the finale. 

The overture's ominous beginning loses its grim tone 
after thirty measures: as the mode changes to major, the tempo 
picks up, and the strings and woodwinds engage in a franti
cally playful game of tag. One such game of tag occurs with 
the frequently appearing phrase: 

I " 



Whenever this phrase occurs, it is either split between two 
different voices that chase one another with the same musical 
figure or conflicts with another musical phrase. 
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This second musical conflict, one between the stem, 
condemning stalking motion of the descending octaves and 
the flightier, carefree tease of eighth notes again exemplifies 
the musically metaphoric representation of the Commandant 
(in the first phrase) and Don Giovanni (in the second). The 
overture is filled with images of a similar nature such as the 
unsettling occurrence of unresolved dominants, which may 
suggest another unresolved conflict that lies ahead. 

The first two of these unresolved dominants are espe
cially striking, for not only do they sound like convincingly 
final cadences: 
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but they are also revealed to be deceptively final by their 
immediate succession by the aforementioned "stalker" 
phrase: 

which resumes the musical chase each time. 
These unresolved dominants might suggest that the con

flict between Don Giovanni and the Commandant is not easily 
resolvable. The overture itself is never quite resolved. Such a 
lack of resolution rarely appears in the overture of an opera. 
The overture starts in D minor, but ends on a C major chord, 
not the predominant key of the overture. Instead it segues 
directly into the F major key of the scene immediately follow
ing the overture. The modulation from D minor to D major to 
C major to F major (which is the relative major, and thus an 
extension of D minor) is incomplete until the eventual return 
to D minor. This completion of the modulation culminates at 
the moment of the Commandant's entrance in the first scene. 
With the Commandant's entrance, the cycle of modulations 
begun in the overture is completed, the "key of conflict" (D 
minor) returns, and the conflict between the Commandant and 
Don Giovanni becomes a musical reality. 

In this first scene of the opera, Leporello's entrance 
begins the action with a bit of comic relief, called for by 
brooding intensity of the overture. Leporello is portrayed, 
both literally and musically, as a shallow character, capable 
of only the simplest melodies. In this first scene he seems to 
hopscotch around with basic intervals, revealing no ("No! No! 
No! No! No! No! No! No!") dramatic or melodic substance. 
As is seen in his character throughout the opera, his simplicity 
shines through most brilliantly in the "Catalog Aria," a hu
morous depiction of Don Giovanni's amorous exploits, and 
also a revelation of Leporello's pathetic lack of melodic 
capability. 

But Leporello's character is not the focus of this first 
scene; his character is too weak to do anything more than 
introduce a scene. Leporello' s arietta, and the transitory key 
of F major with which he enters the scene, lasts only seventy 
measures. Don Giovanni and Dona Anna then enter the scene, 
bringing with them a key change to B flat major, the penulti
mate step of the series of modulations begun in the overture. 
The passionate but brief exchange between Donna Anna and 
Don Giovanni is the first glimpse we receive of the Don's 
romantic habits, and the only time we see him before his fatal 
confrontation with the Commandant. 

In this scene, we see a man and a woman engaged in a 
violent battle of wills: Donna Anna snuggles to unmask the 
man who has "attacked" her, and Don Giovanni to quiet the 
furious woman. Yet one hears something more than this battle 
in the music between the two, which may as well be a duet 

between lovers. The music here reveals a bond between Don 
Giovanni and Donna Anna which the libretto alone cannot 
elucidate, a bond which is revealed by Don Giovanni and 
Donna Anna' s musical distance from Leporello, the only 
other character present. Though all three characters sing si
multaneously, Leporello is musically detached from Don 
Giovanni and Dona Anna. The latter two characters, oblivious 
to Leporello's eighth note ramblings beneath them, alternate 
between echoing one another's melodic phrases and singing 
together, rather romantically, in parallel thirds. 

IJonna A. 

IJon G. 

Having thus introduced Don Giovanni's character to us 
through the characters of Donna Anna and Leporello, Mozart 
finally brings the Commandant onto the stage. With the 
Commandant's first physical entrance the D minor "key of 
conflict," anticipated since the overture, reappears. The fatal 
struggle between the Commandant and Don Giovanni that 
occurs in this opening scene results in the old man's death and 
eventually, in the Don's damnation. By killing the Comman
dant, Don Giovanni precipitates his own downfall; all the 
action in the remainder of the opera evolves from this fateful 
scene and brings Don Giovanni closer to his second fateful 
encounter with the Commandant. 

The first musical suggestion of this strange bond between 
them occms at the beginning of the battle scene, on "Misero ! ", 
the word sung by Don Giovanni to commence the duel. On 
"Misero" (miserable or wretched one) , aimed by Don 
Giovanni at the Commandant, Don Giovanni sings a descend
ing octave on D. That musical figure, first heard in the 
overture, becomes the trademark address of the Commandant 
to Don Giovanni in the final scene between them. It is through 
descending octaves that the Commandant condemns Don 
Giovanni in the finale and it is upon the same descending D 
octave that Don Giovanni eventually falls to his damnation. 
lt is ironic, therefore, that the first time this descending D 
octave is heard, it is sung by Don Giovanni, and not by the 
Commandant. When Don Giovanni curses the Commandant 
with the falling D octave, he in effect curses himself, hasten
ing his own descent into hell. The Commandant's later curse 
upon Don Giovanni with the same descending octave suggest 
that the two enemies have, like a pair of lovers , become as 
one. 
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As the scene continues the two men duel and Don 
Giovanni mortally wounds the Commandant. An andante trio 
between the Commandant , Don Giovanni, and Leporello 
accompanies the Commandant's death. This trio further re
veals the nature of the bizarre bond between Don Giovanni 
and the Commandant. Just as Leporello was musically de
tached from Donna Anna and Don Giovanni in this scene's 
earlier trio, he is similarly separated, musically and lyrically, 
from the Commandant and Don Giovanni in this later trio. 

Leporello's signing is typically hasty, rushing along with 
dotted eighth note-sixteenth note combinations beneath the 
slower rhythms of the Commandant and Don Giovanni, sun 
together at a mournful , pensive pace: 
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The libretto further separates Leporello from the other 
two characters. Don Giovanni and the Commandant's words 
in this scene are nearly the same. While the Commandant is 
singing, "I feel my life ebbing away from my throbbing 
breast," Don Giovanni is singing, "I see his life ebbing away 
from his throbbing breast." Leporello, however, is far re
moved from the sentiments of the other two men; he sings, "I 
can feel my heart pound with terror in my breast." 

The contrast between Leporello ' s isolation from the other 
characters, and the intertwining of Don Giovanni ' s character 
and with the Commandant's is most vividly portrayed by the 
music in the last few measures preceding the Commandant ' s 



death. Leporello is tonally static, maintaining one pitch per 
measure, but ascending slowly from one measure to the next: 

Meanwhile, Don Giovanni and the Commandant are both 
dying musically, singing descending chromatics: 
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This musical death shared by both characters emphasizes 
the transfonnation of Don Giovanni's curse on the Comman
dant to a fatal curse upon himself. Her it appears, at least 
musically, that by killing the Commandant, Don Giovanni 
kills some part of himself. Don Giovanni's tonal descent, or 
metaphorical "death" actually begins several measures before 
the Commandant's, and on the final note, Don Giovanni falls 
to an F, while the Commandant rises up to the same note. 
Though the Commandant physically dies on this note, he is 
not completely destroyed. His spiritual (or musical) presence 
lingers on through the course of the opera, and his physical 
presence is also resurrected at the end of the opera. 

The music relays the shadowy inconclusiveness of the 
Commandant's death in the four measures after he sings his 
final note. In these measures, the orchestral music continues 
its chromatic descent, which ends on a G major chord in its 
first inversion, results in a lack of resolution. In the dialogue 
that follows, Leporello' s comic question, "Who's dead? You 
or the old man?" echoes the musical confusion which charac
terizes the previous tragic scene. This crucial step adds an 
element of imbalance to the basic conflict between Don 
Giovanni and the Commandant, which proceeds from the 
questionable pennanence of the Commandant's death, and the 
foreshadowing of Don Giovanni's own self-propelled de
struction, which has yet to be actualized. 

Don Giovanni's self-destructive nature is variously 
shown throughout the rest of the opera. 

Although Don Giovanni is the central figure in this opera, 
present in almost every scene, he is rarely seen alone with his 
thoughts. He has only two arias, both of which he sings for 
the entertainment or mockery of those around him; in both he 
reveals neither serious emotion nor introspection. 

The first one of his arias is the presto "Finch 'han dal vino 
calda la testa," better known as the "Champagne Aria." The 
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aria is a fast-paced whirlwind of sensual indulgence, as Don 
Giovanni excitedly anticipates the party eh is to throw that 
evening, and all the new girls he will soon add to his list. The 
frenetic rhythm of this aria mirrors the restlessness in Don 
Giovanni's soul. While other characters, when given an aria, 
reflect upon themselves in a somewhat leisurely tempo, Don 
Giovanni is incapable of the inner stillness required for such 
reflection. The cause of his perpetual motion may be his 
unquenchable desire for pleasure. But, as Pascal might ob
serve, it may also be seen as a desperate pursuit of distractions 
which might forestall the approach of any quiet moments 
during which he would be forced to confront the darkness 
within himself. Whatever the cause of Don Giovanni's rest
less presto pace, it contrasts greatly with the slow, deliberate 
pace of the Commandant, the ghost of whom, though not yet 
materialized, may well haunt the Don in all his actions, as the 
audience is haunted, unable to forget the dark, foreboding 
music of the overture and the first scene, despite all 
Giovanni's attempts at distraction. 

Don Giovanni's second aria, "Meta di voi qua vadano," 
is sung to deceive MaBetto and the other armed villagers set 
upon the Don's death that he is Leporello. This is an aria of 
deception in two respects: Don Giovanni lies to his pursuers 
by pretending to be Leporello, but he also lies to himself on a 
deeper level. Just as he sees everything else as a game, even 
his own destruction becomes a mater of humor to Don 
Giovanni, as he sings in this aria, "If you hear a man with a 
maid ... making love beneath a window, then strike out hard." 
The fact that Don Giovanni takes nothing seriously, even his 
own life, becomes a matter of fatal consequence later in the 
opera. 

Both of these arias sung by Don Giovanni are devoid of 
the serious emotion which can be found in the arias of the 
other characters in the opera. Don Giovanni's arias, although 
musically adroit, are comparatively shallow in content. 

Don Ottavio' s "Dalla Sua Pace" is a slow, heartfelt song 
which concerns his love for Donna Anna. The aria's music, 
which wavers between major and minor, reflects Ottavio's 
love, a mixture of joy and suffering. Though Don Giovanni 
frequently sings about love, with seeming passion, he feels 
nothing but momentary flirtation and conquest, nothing 
nearly as substantial and pennanent as Don Ottavio' s love for 
Donna Anna. 

Donna Elvira's aria, "Mi tradi quell'alma ingrata," re
veals not only Donna Anna's conflicting feelings for Don 
Giovanni, but also a profound understanding of the dangers 
of which he seems completely oblivious. The aria is preceded 
by a prayer-like recitative, in which Donna Anna accurately 
prophesies, "The wrath of Heaven must be at hand; its justice 
will not tarry. I see the deadly thunderbolt raised above his 
head! I see the fatal abyss open before him." Of her own 
feelings for the Don, she sings in the recitative, "Unhappy 
Elvira, what conflicting emotions strive in thy heart! Why 

these sighs? Why this distress?" 
Her emotions, wavering between selfish hurt at his injus

tice toward her and selfless pity for his soul, are echoed in the 
music, which alternates between her sighs of pity-

and her angry cries to God about the wretchedness Don 
Giovanni has brought upon her. 

0 Dio! mi fa, infelice 

r 1 o· r r r 1 r 
0 Dio! etc. 

The sighs outweigh the angry outbursts in this aria, and Donna 
Elvira remains the one character, apart from the Commandant, 
concerned for the salvation of Don Giovanni's soul. 

It is appropriate that this aria is immediately followed by 
the "statue scene." The "statue scene" (Act II, Scene XII) 
again displays Don Giovanni's flippant attitude towards 
death. In this scene, his extreme tendency to laugh at every
thing, coupled with his inability to fear his soul (as Donna 
Elvira does for him in her aria), leads him to literally invite 
the form of his own damnation to dinner. This scene begins 
with Don Giovanni's laughter, which resounds throughout his 
duet withLeporello, as he recounts the trouble he's made, and 
the girls he's recently encountered. Leporello,w ho in earlier 
scenes occasionally expresses mild disapproval of his 
master's lifestyle, becomes truly offended in this scene, when 
Don Giovanni relates an amorous exploit he had with one of 
Leporello's own love interests. Under the shadow of the 
Commandant's moonlit statue, Leporello demands of Don 
Giovanni, "Supposing she had been my wife?" and then Don 
Giovanni callously laughs in response, "Better still!" 

At this moment, the statue of the Commandant comes to 
life, supported by the forceful harmony of a brass ensemble, 
and sings a warning to Don Giovanni: "Your jest will turn to 
woe ere it is morning!" 
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Even the threat from the apparition of his mortal enemy 
fails lo shake Don Giovanni's casual attitude; the statue's 
warning is to him just one more challenge in the game of life. 
As this scene concludes with Leporello' s aria, which Don 
Giovanni forces him to sing, in order to invite the statue to 
dinner, Don Giovanni's path to his inevitable damnation in 
the finale approaches its fatal end. 

Undaunted, Don Giovanni opens the finale in a spritely 
D major key, feasting and drinking in preparation for a dinner 
guest from Hell. Don Giovanni's humor is contagious; even 
Mozart cannot resist making fun of himself with a musical 
pun. 

1 Leporello 

That's a song 

,.,~rchestr:a (theme from Moz11r~'s Figaro) 

, I 

The playful mood of the scene's opening is broken as 
Donna Elvira rushes in with one last attempt to convince Don 
Giovanni to change his ways. Don Giovanni's response is 
typically mocking, and Donna Elvira finally surrenders her 
hope for him, singing, "Monster! Then remain a horrible 
example in the stinking pit of your iniquity!" She sings this 
denunciation on a descending octave, 

the same musical figure (though in a different key) with which 
Don Giovanni curses the Commandant in the first scene, and 
which the Commandant repeats as he enters in the final scene. 



The orchestra ushers the Commandant's ghost to the 
stage with two dissonant chords of thunder, which the Com
mandant resolves into D minor in his address to Don 
Giovanni: 

With his entrance, the Commandant brings about a complete 
key change to D minor, the "key of conflict," sobering the 
tone from the relative F major that preceded his entrance. This 
entrance, as foreshadowed in the overture, begins the culmi
nation of the conflict between the Commandant and Don 
Giovanni. The struggle between the characters in these first 
eighteen measures of the Commandant's entrance, which 
parallel the first eighteen measures of the overture, is depicted 
in their music more forcefully than in their words. The 
Commandant's forceful, regular rhythms and condemning 
descending octaves are engaged in a musical battle against the 
more agitated, syncopated rhythms shared by Don Giovanni 
and Leporello, which are confined to a span of five pitches , 
as if to escape the fearful octaves sung by the Commandant. 

The orchestra supports the Commandant with the rhyth
mic phrase, 

in his address to Don Giovanni, and throughout the scene. The 
dotted rhythms beneath the Commandant emphasize the 
downbeats of his phrases, and further reinforce the adamance 
of his weighty half notes. 

The orchestral music which accompanies Don Giovanni 
andLeporello, is, in contrast, rhythmically syncopated, stress
ing the agitated response to the Commandant's appearance: 

/Jon Giovanni 

24 

Lepore/lo 
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The source of the agitation which the two display musically 
differs in each of the two men. Don Giovanni is not (at least 
externally) afraid; he is rather beside himself with the excite
ment of playing host to such a tremendous dinner guest, 
singing in response to the Commandant's appearance, "Truly, 
I did not believe it, but I'll do what I can. Leporello, serve the 
table for my guest-bring another platter!" The source of 
Lepore Ho's agitation, however, is his understandably extreme 
fear, which separates him from his master, and reveals him to 
be the wiser of the two. Voicing the fear which Don Giovanni 
mocks, Leporello exclaims, "Ah, master. .. we are all dead 
men!" Don Giovanni, having no patience for the cowardice 
of his servant, rebukes Leporello, singing, "Go, I say!" 

Vanne d1co Ferma un po' T 
(stay) 

In this brief moment of rebuke, Don Giovanni loses control, 
taking on that same musical phrase with which the Comman
dant addresses him upon his arrival. 

The Commandant does not miss the irony of Don 
Giovanni's unintentional musical slip; he repeats the descend
ing D octave back to Don Giovanni, reclaiming his authority, 
and reversing Don Giovanni's order to Leporello: 

12=~ , p· ~ t p I 
Vanne, di co 

The final musical battle of wills between the Comman
dant and Don Giovanni having now commenced, the ghost of 
the Commandant begins to explain his purpose in coming to 
dinner: "Earthly food he no longer desireth, who of heavenly 
food hath partaken! Another purpose more grave than this, 
another mission, brought me here." The orchestra's music 
accompanying this ominous statement is a powerful succes
sion of chromatically rising scales, each one bringing increas
ing tension to the scene, while the Commandant's voice, 
unmoved by the turbulence he creates beneath him, remains 
stolid in his slow, deliberate composure of constant half notes 
and minimal tonal movement. 

Commandant 

)
m r 1r r ~ 

Al-tre cu-re, pi~ 
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The musical battle continues as the Commandant's de

liberate rhythms and monotonic speech oppose the other two 
characters' agitated inte1Tuptions. WhileLeporello's interrup
tions fear, Don Giovanni's become bursts of increasing im
patience with the presumption of his dinner guest. Don 
Giovanni's impatience soon begins to mirror the 
Commandant's own impatience; the speech of the two char
acters becomes increasingly similar, leaving poor Leporello 
behind in his trembling triplets. Don Giovanni continually 
repeats, "Parla, parla, ascoltando ti sto," ("Speak then, I am 
listening.") and the Commandant similarly repeats, "parlo, 
ascolta, piu tempo non ho,"(" speak, listen, my time is short.") 

The climactic moment of the finale begins when the 
Commandant sings his most forceful speech, a speech abun
dant with descending octaves, as he demands that Don 
Giovanni accept a reciprocal dinner invitation to Hell. 
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This demanding invitation results in a musical struggle 
between the ghost's octaves and Don Giovanni's rising 
fornths, which, in conjunction, add up to the musical figure, 

I affectionately dub this the "tragic hero motif," for contained 
within it is the triumphant fourth representing the hero, and 
the falling octave which symbolizes his downfall. It is with 
this musical figure that the Commandant addresses Don 
Giovanni upon entering the finale, and with the same musical 
motif Don Giovanni finally falls to his damnation. 

In the musical struggle here presented, the motif is split 
between the descending octaves just heard in the 
Commandant's invitation and the rising fourths in Don 
Giovanni's proud, heroic-sounding response: 

I th n p D p Dlq! r n p I rln I 

A torto di viltate tacciato mai sa-

The commandant responds to Don Giovanni's rising 
fourths with minor tenths, which suggest an even more de
manding imperative than does the octave. In response to the 
Commandant's last question ("You'll come?"), Don 
Giovanni attempts a final musical moment of triumph, 
grandly singing, "My heart is firm within me, I have no fear, 
I'll come," before he takes the Commandant's hand. This 
moment of glory is short-lived; as soon as he takes the hand 
of the Commandant, he cries out in horror: 

him~! 

His fourth, no longer heroic, has become diminished! 
111is is the first sign of a strange musical transition that 

begins to occur between Don Giovanni and the Commandant 
as they stand, bonded together by a deadly handshake. The 



Commandant, no longer accompanied by the dotted rhythms 
of the orchestra, loses the rhythmic regularity he possessed up 
until this point, and instead sings with the same rhythmic 
figures as Don Giovanni. The effect of this musical change is 
the Commandant is that he seems to take on some of Don 
Giovanni's agitation, losing his statuesque composure. 

The orchestra's tremulous forte music is also agitated in 
this incredible moment which embodies the musical sugges
tion made earlier in the opera of a bond between Don Giovanni 
and the Commandant. For the first time, Don Giovanni grows 
fearful, losing his ability to control the moment at hand, 
capable only of singing "No!" to each "Yes" sung by the 
Commandant.; the struggle between them becomes more 
fierce even as they become more unified musically. 

In this struggle for Don Giovanni's soul, during which 
the Commandant actually tries to save Don Giovanni by 
allowing him a last chance for repentance, the music meta
phorically illustrates the conflict between them and the con
flict between the characters' cries and the tonic D of the D 
minor key, the "key of conflict." Each of the Commandant's 
cries "Si" points diatonically to a resolution on D, the tonic, 
but each of Don Giovanni's "No" sidesteps the admittance of 
the resolving D. But each time he refuses to sing the D that 
the Commandant demands of him, he does so by an increas
ingly narrow margin. 

The first "Si" that the Commandant sings in on a C, in 
response to the B natural of Don Giovanni's "No" that pre
cedes it. The natural response to this progression from B to C 
is the next successive pitch, the tonic D, but Don Giovanni 
avoids that resolution; his next "No" is on an F#. This F# is, 
however, closer to the impending tonic that the B natural of 
his earlier "No." The Commandant then proceeds to edge Don 
Giovanni even closer to D with his next "Si" which falls on a 
G, but again Don Giovanni sidesteps an easy resolution on D 
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by singing the pitch a mere halfstep below the tonic, a C#. In 
response to this near realization of the tonic, the Commandant 
sings, "Si! Si!" on an A and an F, which forms the top part of 
a D minor triad. Don Giovanni's completion of this triad is 
almost inevitable. Don Giovanni cannot, indeed, avoid sing
ing the Don his next "No!", but he does so with a horrible 
scream an octave above the expected D, and without any 
verbal repentance. Though he tries to escape the D he is forced 
to sing by succeeding it immediately with an A, it is too late. 
He has sealed his doom by singing the tonic, as the Comman
dant makes clear, singing, "Ahl Your time has now come!" 
The Commandant ends this damning proclamation with a 
clear return to D minor, accompanied by the fires of hell and 
a chorus of demons, who sing, "No doom is too great for your 
sins! Worse torments await you below!" 

After bringing the hellfire and demons to the stage, and 
reintroducing the key of D minor, the Commandant departs 
the action of the opera. His purpose fulfilled, he leaves Don 
Giovanni surrounded by infernal wrath, the fires of Hell 
lapping hungrily at his soul. Don Giovanni finally confronts 
the darkness which surrounds him as he sings, "My soul is 
torn in agony, my body is in torture! What torment! What 
madness! Ah! What hell! What terror!" Just before the flames 
engulf Don Giovanni, bringing a most horrifying end to his 
earthly existence, he sings: 

....0... 

l -n~! Ah! 

It is highly significant that Don Giovanni's character falls 
to its damnation on this musical figure, the earlier mentioned 
"tragic hero motif;" this is the only time Don Giovanni em
braces this phrase in reference to himself. There can hardly be 
any doubt that in this moment, when Don Giovanni sings the 
damning D octave, surrounded by the fires of Hell, his end is 
conclusive. Unlike the inconclusiveness of the music that 
follows the Commandant's death, the orchestra's cadence at 
the end of Don Giovanni's scene is deliberate and final. 

This solid cadence concludes the saga of Don Giovanni 
in D major, not minor. This big change in no way mitigates 
the finality of his demise, but rather restores to the world the 
joy that Don Giovanni's existence detracted from it. The 
happy ending is further celebrated in the scene that follows 
Don Giovanni's fall. In the last scene of the opera, all the 
remaining essential characters come together to sing about 
living (more or less) happily ever after. 

While this opera might appear to some to be primarily 
about Don Giovanni's romantic adventures, I would argue 
that it is instead an opera about the conflict within a man who 
has no conscience. The conflict that occurs within Giovanni's 
soul may be metaphorically represented by his conflict with 
the Commandant. As the music reveals, in killing the Com
mandant, Don Giovanni kills a part of himself. It may well be 
that in the battle between them, Giovanni murders his own 
conscience. In some obscure part of his soul, Don Giovanni's 
conscience lingers on throughout the action of the opera, 
though as embodied by the Commandant, it is not physically 
present. Eventually, Don Giovanni is compelled to confront 
this part of himself one last time, hoping to destroy it com
pletely (or, at least, to get it drunk). But the Commandant, the 
embodiment of his conscience, can never be destroyed, for he 
(it) is as much a part of Don Giovanni as the music he makes. 
Unwilling to part with his libertine lifestyle and unable to 
completely destroy his conscience, Don Giovanni can only 
destroy himself, and join his conscience-the Comman
dant-in Hell. 

Music typesetting by John Allan brook. 
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The Reeve' s Tale by Geoffry Chaucer 
Lines 321-375 translated from Middle English and paraphrased in Native Rural Texan 

Kathleen Wilson GI '93 

Up at Ingram, up the road from Kerrville at the Quinlan Creek 
crossing there's a low-water bridge. Back from the road a 
piece, right where the bridge runs by a thick cedar brake, 
there's a saw mill for cedar choppers, still work.in'. Now this 
is the truth of it. 

There was a ole chopper operatin' it years ago. May still 
be there. He was a big old boy, prouder of hisself than any 
chopper around those paits. Strutted like a fanned-out pea
cock, could bring down a deer with a bow and arrow on a 
foggy morning after a beer bust. Never got too drunk to fish , 
either, and wrastled for the joy of it. He was always decked 
out with knives. He'd stick one in his belt, one in a scabbard 
on the belt, and a ole Sheffield knife down in his sock. Them 
knives was honed sharp e,1ery day, ready for him to use. 
Didn't nobody mess with this chopper who didn't want to die. 

His face was big ai·ound as a big moon pie, with his nose 
flat in the middle of it. He was bald as a gorilla besides, and 
brought hisself into town pretty regular, swaggering and 
blustery. Didn't nobody want a thing to do with him, what 
with his being such a nuisance and mean to boot. People pretty 
much stayed clear of him, as they didn't want him toting a 
grudge against them. 

The truth of it is, he was nothing but a slick thief, and 
could cheat a rancher in a cedar deal by just looking and acting 
as dumb as any other old chopper. He was a sly one, all tight. 
He was used to turning a living that way. He was called 
Scornful Simon, and didn' t tolerate any foolishness about his 
name. Which everybody knowed, so Simon it was. 

When Simon got hisself a wife, it was a girl in the town. 
Her momma considered her fine , and she thought so herself. 
Even the preacher from the Holiness Church, who was the 
best preacher that Holiness crowd had seen in a coon's age, 
took an interest in helping the girl, sending her to the Holiness 
school on scholarship and such, and the family was proud 
about it., The fact of it was that the girl took her looks from 
the Holiness preacher. Which everybody knowed. Simon was 
a fine one for her. He had high aspirations that way; ai1d since 
it was time for her to get mai-ried and he was there and willing, 
the Holiness Church had a shower at the preacher's urging, 
and loaded her up with pot-, and pans and whatall, as a little 
enticement to get the wedding done. So Simon got hisself a 
suitable wife for a third-generation chopper, and a virgin to 
boot, what with the Holiness crowd watching out after her all 
that time. 

That girl was a cheeky thing, brazen as a jaybird, and she 
detennined to have a show of it. At the Holiness Church 
revivals, of which there was a few more than would suit most 
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folk, Simon marched right down to the front row of folding 
chairs under the tent, wearing a custom-creased Stetson. She 
was right behind, decked out in polyester chiffon, red of some 
kind as it was her color, al ways matched to the feather trim in 
Simon's hatband. Which everybody knowed was show, as 
snakeskin is enough for a hatband and a feather is painting the 
lily. It was "Yes, sir" and "yes, ma'am" to the two of them 
when they got with that Holiness crowd. 

The men of the church was a cautious lot around that pair. 
Nobody looked twice, passed the hymn book special, or talked 
over the goings-on with Miz Simon for her chopper was a 
jealous man, and he come prepared to exact a price from any 
who got out of line, what with his knives tucked around him. 
He was a dangerous man when his jealousy was roused. And 
even if he wasn't everybody thought he was. Which Miz 
Simon knowed, and was careful about it. 

She kept her nose in the air anyway. She was a stink with 
pride, bad as water in a ditch. She knowed who she was, 
special and all, with her special looks and special education. 
So she scorned 'most everybody in the town and in the 
Holiness Church. She was superior-like. 

That pair got themselves a daughter, and when she was 
about 20 there came another one, a fine looking boy laying in 
its cradle. the girl was a chubby one, with glass-grey eyes, fine 
pretty hair, but Simon's same flat nose parked in the middle 
of her face. She was a big-boned girl, and had a behind any 
quarter horse would take pride in, and a bodacious set of 
ta-ta's. As some people say. And that was the family. 

The Holiness preacher, who put much stock in family 
values, took a constant interest in Simon's girl, though he did 
it quiet-like. He intended to leave her all his worldly posses
sions since he had no offspring of a legitimate nature, and 
since he was interested in matching her up with someone of a 
like ancestry he wanted her undefiled. After all, his worldly 
possessions come from the Holiness Church, whether direct 
from salary or from more round-about ways, and he intended 
for his own blood (which would be considered holy if the 
Holiness Church ever inclined to think that way, which they 
wasn't as it was idolatrous) to be rewarded no matter how bad 
he had to bleed his congregation. 

Getting back to Simon and his business sense, he was 
shrewd about taking in juniper logs for fence posts, or sweet 
cedar for milling. He charged a heavy toll per load, but what 
was brought in at one end of the mill for preparing and selling 
was not always what come out at the other. Now one of his 
best customers was the college in town, which owned consid
erable land and which also was devoted to the education and 



training of future preachers of the Protestant persuasion. They 
was viewed as a High Church bunch to the Holiness crowd, 
and proved to be easy pickings for Simon's particular business 
practices. Especially the building and grounds man, who was 
on the simple side. He hauled in cleared cedar on a regular 
basis, bringing it by horse-drawn wagon since the roads was 
too rough for much else, transportation-wise. Which every
body knowed. When the building and grounds man took sick 
Simon was like a hog at the trough. His profits from the 
college doubled and doubled again. Where he once had held 
back a little, as one who believed in honor among thieves, now 
he turned hisselfloose. The director of the college made a fuss, 
writing letters and all, but that was nothing to Simon, who 
even took to bragging about his business sense, and allowed 
as how anybody who had serious complaints could settle them 
the Holiness way, with knives and such. Which nobody from 
the Protestant bunch much wanted to do. 

Two of them Protestant college boys, figuring theirselves 
to be pretty smart and being restless for a little adventure, got 
the school to send them out to the saw mill so as they could 
keep an eye on that cedar chopper when he took their fence 
posts in to the mill to get the bark stripped. They figured they'd 
easy catch him trying to cheat them by swapping their good 
straight posts and sweet cedar for old bent and wormy wood. 
They was named Alan and John, and they had charming High 
Church ways. They had a way of talking that was much 
admired, especially in a pulpit man. It also weighed a good 
bit as part of their skill for persuasion. They was allowed to 
go. 

Alan and John hitched the horse to the wagon and loaded 
it up with cedar for posts and cedar for sawing. They even 
stuck knives in their belts, figuring they was to have more 
advantage if they looked like they was used to dealing with 
all kinds. John took the reins and headed for that creek like a 
bee to honey, for he knew the way from secretly admiring 
those Holiness girls any chance he got. 

When they got there Alan took to hollering. "Hey, Simon, 
how y'all? How's the wife? Where's that girl of yours?" 

"Well, my Lord!" Simon was at his sociable best. "If it 
ain't Alan and John! What're y'all doin' here?" He lounged 
at the door to his mill grinnin' a big 'possum grin. 

"Our building and grounds man has took sick and we 
think he's ready to give up the ghost. That's how bad it is. So 
we can either do this job ourselves or get took for fools. We've 
got the finest straight cedar logs for you to peel for fence posts, 
and sweet cedar to go through the mill. You fix it and we'll 
carry it home again, as we can use it at the college. What we 
don't use we' ll sell in the town. Quick as you can get it done, 
we '11 be out of your hair," J oho spoke up. 

"You want it, you got it!" Simon crowed, for he had 
spotted a business opportunity for hisself. "What you boys 
want to do while I'm workin' fer you?" 

"Look here," said John, a'starin' into the mill. "Here's 
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where Simon strips the cedar logs. I don't know one thing 
about the lumber business. I believe I'll just st.and here and 
watch." Alan allowed as how that was such a good idea that 
he'd just stand at the foot of the mill and watch the sweet cedar 
come through as Simon sawed it into fine two by fours. 

Simon just smiled, and his brain was a-spinnin'. "So they 
want a honest deal," he thought to hisself. "I guess they got it 
all worked out in their college-educated brains. Well, I ain't 
the learned sort, but my mama didn't raise no fool. Let 'em 
try to keep a eye on me. Those two are going to haul h?me 
twisted-up juniper that wouldn't make a fence post and milled 
wood that ain't fit for nothin' but to fuel a fire. 

Simon was out the door fast as a hog on ice. He headed 
straight for the horse and wagon. He sidled up to that horse 
friendly-like, unhitched it, and eased off the bridle. He give it 
a little slap on the behind for encouragement, and off it run. 
Didn't take long for that horse to figger out they was. a herd 
of wild mares nearby. Bein' the horse of preachers, he had the 
appetites of preachers, and headed right toward 'em a mile a 
minute. 

The chopper headed back inside to his sawmill and did 
his jobs as good as he'd ever done, with Alan and John 
awatchin'. When the posts was bound together, and the lumber 
stacked John headed out to get the wagon, and he was pretty 
pleased with hisself. That is, until he saw he'd lost his horse 
and was well nigh stranded in the cedar brake. It was not a 
desirable place to be stranded, which everybody knowed. 
"Lord help us, Alan," he hollered. "We've gone and lost the 
horse! Get out here quick! We're done for!" 

"What? Lost? We got to find him! Which way was he 
headed?" Alan yelled. He ran outside and didn't think no more 
about the sorry enterprises of old Simon and how he was going 
to prevent 'em from occurring. "Where's our horse?" he 
wailed. Those fine ways of talkin' went out the window, and 
they both commenced to hopping up and down, they was so 
distressed. 

Out come Simon's fine wife, looking mournful and hold
ing the bridle and reins. "Your horse has done gone past the 
cedar break and into the clearing. He's found the wild mares, 
and there's no getting him back now. What sorry soul tied him 
up so sloppy?" She stared at 'em accusing-like. 

Alan looked at John and John looked at Alan. Finally 
John spoke up. "Throw that knife down outen your belt, Alan. 
We look like regular fools here. I'm fast as a roadrunner and 
soareyou. We'regettin' ourhorseback." Andtheybothflung 
down their knives and headed into the cedar brake. 

Simon commenced to talking to hisself even as he waved 
goodbye to 'em. "They may be smart and scholarly enough to 
handle the High Church crowd, but they aint learned enough 
to trick the likes of me yet. Them two will be hauling home 
some cedar post not fit to wrap a wire around." and he 
swapped out their cedar for a pile he'd got thatnobody'd buy, 
what with it being so gnarled and twisted. 

Meanwhile, John and Alan was galloping after their 
horse, yelling "Whoa up!" and "Halt!" but they never caught 
him till nightfall, when they'd run him all the way back to the 
road and chased him into a borrow ditch. They was all three 
spent and had sweated a right lot besides. 

"I wish I'd never been homed," yelled John. "Look at the 
fix we're in. That old fool has for sure swapped out our good 
cedar posts, and the whole town will know soon enough we 're 
fools, not to think of the laugh the Holiness crowd will have 
on us." He dragged the horse by the reins, Alan bringing up 
the tail, till they got back to the cedar mill. There was old 
Simon, asitting by his fire and looking serene as a saint at the 
gate. Seein' as it was night, they appealed to Simon's Holiness 
trainin' to take 'em in. And with some cash thrown in to seal 
the deal, he did. 

"My house ain't much," Simon opined, "and you are 
educated folk, but you are welcome to a spot in it. Talk it 
bigger if it ain't grand enough." Alan andJ ohn began to soothe 
their host, taking his invitation as a great and clever joke, and 
saying that, after all, a man can have one of two things- such 
as he finds or such as he brings. They was willin' to settle for 
what they found. Hoping as they were for some meat, some 
home brew, and a bed, the two of 'em was happy to cough 
over a little cash money in return. 

Simon set to roasting a goose, and charged his daughter 
with rounding up the bread and brew, and the whole family 
saw to it that the horse was tied and hobbled so as not to get 
loose agai11 . That chopper made up a bed with sheets and quilts 
for the town boys, not twelve feet from his own bed. The 
daughter slept nearby, all of ' em light in the same room. 

They ate and talked, and took in all the ale they could 
hold and then some, what with needing to cheer themselves 
up. Around midnight the lot of them headed for bed. The 
miller had done oiled hisself up, and was white as a sheet from 
drinkin', havin' passed the red stage altogether. He belched a 
good bit, then pulled his wife over to the bed to lie beside him. 
She was stirred up as a cat stalking a jay, the ale having a 
opposite effect upon her, but settled in after tuckin' the wee 
one into his cradle at the foot of the bed. She needed to keep 
him handy, in case he needed rockin' or suckin' in the night. 
The daughter also headed to bed, but not until she'd used the 
last drop in the jug, and Alan and John went down also. A 
dead quiet fell over the room, for nobody needed a sleeping 
draught after all they'd pulled from the jug. 

Simon had done took in so much ale that he begun to snort 
and whinny in his sleep, workin ' both ends as if they was 
musical instruments. The wife soon joined in with a powerful 
bass snore, and it was a blessing there were no near neighbors, 
for the sound would have kept the countryside awake. 

Alan poked John. "Are you asleep? Have you ever heard 
the like? They're singin' Wednesday night prayer service 
among 'em. It's a fire in their lungs. Well, that redneck may 
have our good logs, but they'll all have the worst of it in the 
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end, for I'll not rest my eyes this long night; but no matter, for 
I'll have justice done us. For, John," he said," I intend to have 
that chopper's daughter. I'll swivel her proper before this 
night is done. It's the law, ain't it?" For he was forgettin' that 
fine coatin' of high church ways. "For the law says it clear 
that if a man's grieved on one point he's to be relieved on 
another, and by God I'm gettin' into that gold mine tonight." 

"Aw, hell, Alan!" hissed John in Alan's ear. "That chop
per is a dangerous man. If you git that girl, he's like to wake 
up and then we're both done for." 

"He don't scare me," Alan hissed back. 'Tm as scared of 
him as I am of a house fly." And up he rose, and crept in like 
a coachwhip snake in the hen house, close beside her. By the 
time she woke up, it was too late to c1y out, and she soon found 
that she didn't want to give a warnin ', for he was artful as 
clergy are wont to be, and they was soon the same as one. 

And while Alan played, John lay still, thinking dark 
thoughts. "This is tumin' out to be a bad joke," he brooded, 
"with the laugh on me. I'm left over here lookin' like a regular 
ape, but Alan has got repayment for the harm done him. He's 
got that chopper's girl to lay with. He took the chance, but I 
lay like a log in my bed. When this joke gets spread 'round 
town I'll sound like the sissy and the fool. Well Iain 't havin' 
it. I can take a risk, too. They say a coward has no luck. Well, 
I'm beginnin' to feel lucky." And up he rose, got hold of the 
cradle, and carried it back to the foot of his own bed. 

Not long after, that wife left off snoring and woke up, for 
she needed to take a piss. She headed outside to the outhouse, 
and soon come back in, groping for the cradle in the dark and 
not finding it. "Lord God," she whispered to herself, "I like to 
got in bed with those two boys. Wouldn't that have ripped 
Simon's britches!" She felt around some more in the dark and 
finally took hold of the end of the cradle. She crawled up into 
the bed and laid herself down close beside young John, where 
she would have gone back to snoring but for John's sudden 
activity. He rolled right on top of her and took to showin' her 
a good time such as she hadn't had in many years (for that 
chopper carried his manhood more in his blades than in his 
trnusers, as tl1e size of his family attested to. Which nobody 
knowed but the wife, and she was wise not to mention it). John 
rogered her like a madman, and in fact those two young 
cocksmen kept at it till the cocks crowed at dawn. 

Alan was raw and weary by this time, for he had met his 
match on the mattress and had been at it all the night. "Fare
well, Molly my sweet," he said. "Here comes the sun, and I'll 
be leaving. But wherever I go, remember that I am your own 
true man, and I do hope for your happiness." 

"Goodbye, sweetheart," she cried. "But before you go, 
know this one thing. As you head out, stop by the right of the 
sawmill. You'll find a pile of fine straight cedar post, peeled 
and ready, that is your very own load of cedar which I helped 
my daddy steal. Take it back, and God save you, my big fine 
man." And she commenced to weeping. 



Alan rose up and headed back to the bed where he knew 
his friend was layin." But he put his hand on the cradle at the 
foot of the bed and thought, "Oh, Lord, my head is still 
spinnin' for I outdid myself this night. I've nearly got in the 
bed with Simon and his wife." So he crept 'round, with the 
devil's own luck, and got into bed with the chopper when he 
thought he was in with John. He grabbed that chopper by the 
neck and began to whisper soft to him. 

"Wake up, John, you hog's head, for the love of Christ, 
and hear a brave game. I swear on a stack of Bibles that I have 
three times this night had the chopper's daughter, and in ways 
that didn't occur to no missionaries. I'm a man and not afraid 
to prove it, while you lay abed scared." 

Up rose Simon, eyes buggin' out, screamin'. "You sorry 
bastard! Is that what you've done? You ain't fit to be a 
preacher, dishonoring my fine daughter and defiling her fine 
family tree!" And the cords bulged out on his neck as he 
screamed. He grabbed Alan by the throat, and Alan grabbed 
him right back and socked him on his flat nose. The blood 
flowed down like a river on Simon's chest. Down they rolled 
onto the floor, rollin' around like two hogs in a waller. Up 
they got, down they went, till finally Simon fell back onto the 
bed where his wife slept, exhausted from her own night-long 
workout with John. Jolted wide awake, she began to bray like 
an ass. "Lord, take me home! I'm ready to give up the ghost! 
Help, Simon! Wake up! These preacher fiends has started a 
fight and one has fallen on me!" 

John rose up quick and groped along the walls hoping to 
find a walking stick. She rose up at the same time, and 
knowing the walls better than the young preacher, latched 
right on to a stick. Seein' a little shimmer of light, she picked 
out the fighters. She honed in on what appeared to be a scrap 
of white cloth, which she took for the young preacher's 
nightcap, and took aim and smashed down with that stick. 

Down fell Simon, clutching his bald head and hollerin', 
"I'm done for!" Alan and John jumped on him as quick as 
they'd jumped on his women, and beat him soundly, and left 
him la yin' there on the floor. They quick got their horse, 
hitched their wagon load of cedar post to him, and headed 
back to civilization as they knew it. 

And thus was the proud chopper well beaten, and poorer 
by one load of cedar post and enough groceries to feed a crowd 
at a church supper. His wife had been rogered, and his daugh
ter too, and that is what happens to a dishonest chopper. He 
should have expected it, for he who does evil is repaid with 
good in the Bible but in the world it is a different story. The 
truth is, the lot of 'em - Holiness and High Church- was 
common as pig tracks. Which everybody had suspected and 
now everybody knows. 
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n [Untitled] 
by Jean Holman 

There in the half-light in the shadow of her brain they drank straight 
vodka from paper cups 
By candle light 
And he noticed that her eyes were more than blue 
"And what is in that head of yours," he said 
As the candle flickered across the starkness of her cheek 
Like a searchlight passing on an asylum wall 
"Constellations saclificed across the sky 
Virgins crucified in starlight," 
She said, "You will go to heaven when you 're dead 
But I shall live forever here in dim light 
With my stany lovers." 
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D 
An Introduction to Kant 
Laurence Berns 

Most introductions to Kant begin with his modifications 
of the doctrines inherited from Descartes, Locke, Leibniz, 
Hume and others whose philosophies can be associated with 
modem mathematical physics. This procedure is certainly 
correct, but is it sufficient? We suggest that it is not, because 
it tends to obscure a part of the whole, if not the, fundamental 
stratum of Kant's thought. By emphasizing those modifica
tions, the premises which those thinkers all share, in particular 
those premises formed in opposition to the classical Platonic
Aristotelian approach, tend to be taken for granted, to be 
insufficiently questioned, and thereby to be insufficiently 
clarified.1 Itis, nevertheless, generally acknowledged that the 
issues between the "modems" and the "ancients" were funda
mental issues for Kant. The following inb·oduction was de
signed to approach the study of Kant in such a way as to clarify 
these issues and to see how dealing with them shaped his 
philosophy as a whole. The key to this approach is the artic
ulation of the very close connection of Kant's thought with 
the thinking of Thomas Hobbes, for Hobbes seems to be 
unrivalled for the lucidity with which he stated his oppostion 
to classical thought while working out what have come to be 
called the foundations of modem thought. 

I 
On the supposition that genuine knowledge is attainable 

for human beings Plato, Aristotle and their followers argue 
that human beings are endowed by nature with two kinds of 
intuition or insight, two intuitive faculties, sensation, or sense 
intuition, and intellectual intuition, or intelligence (nous). 
These faculties when used correctly, according to Alistotle, 
enable us to understand and to know the sensible and intelli
gible characteristics of the things to which they are applied, 
that is to say, the characterisitics of the things themselves. 
While both faculties are indispensable for humans, the intel
ligence is most athoritative; to be in the fullest sense for Plato 
and Aristotle is to be intelligible, and, perhaps, intelligent. The 
ideas , intelligible forms, the universals, are the most stable 
elements in the world and in the most fundamental Vfay, shape 
the character of the world. The intelligibles come to be the 
primary objects of the highest kind of inquiry, tl1e study which 
came to be called metaphysics. 

The great modern opponents of the classical tradition, 
Bacon, Descartes, Hobbes, and Locke seemed to regard this 
presupposition of harmony between the mind of man and the 
nature of things as a kind of naive optimism. Nature is not a 
kind mother, she deceives us; the cognitive equipment she has 
endowed us with conceals rather than reveals the true charac
ter of things. In Hobbes' Elements of the Law,2 2.10, we read, 
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" ... whatsoever accidents or qualities our senses make us 
think there be in the world, they be not there, but are seeming 
and apparitions only." What we think are the characterisitics 
of things in themselves are rather the effects upon, or appear
ances in, ourselves of causes or things which are in themselves 
utterly unknown to us. As for intelligibles, the realm of ideas, 
Hobbes tells us that universals are not in rerum natura (Ele
ments . .. , 5.6); "there being nothing in the world Universal 
but Names; for the things named, are every one of them 
Individual and Singular" (Leviathan, ch. 4 ). In his logical and 
methodological chapters he frequently criticizes Aristotelian 
philosophy for taking logical distinctions for metaphysical 
distinctions, for mistaking discourse about our thoughts and 
the ordering of our thoughts for discourse about things in 
themselves. Traditional metaphysics from this point of view 
is absorbed by logic, if not by psychology. 

Kant continued and developed this critique. According to 
him we can have no knowledge of things in themselves; 
science, the study of nature, is concerned only with what 
appears to us, with what lies in our experience and as far as 
we can know, lies only in our experience. We may be forced 
to think, but we have no way of knowing, that what lies in our 
experience exists outside of or beyond our experience. We can 
know only "phenomena," the Greek word for appearances. 
Sense intuition, furthermore, is the only intuition available to 
us, there is no such thing as intellectual intuition for man. To 
bring this point home Kant contrasts phenomena, which we 
can know, with "noumena," the Greek word which he knew 
meant objects of nous, objects of intellectual intuition. In his 
Critique of Pure Reason he defines noumena negatively, as a 
word to refer to that which we can in no way know, an 
unknowable "x," the unknowable thing in itself. 

Yet Kant differed from most of the earlier modems; he 
seemed to aim at restoring certain aspects of classical thought. 
He is often regarded as the man who reinstated thinking as the 
most authoritative element of experience. He insisted that to 
identify the source of our thoughts with the source of our 
sensations is "intolerable." He claims to have demonstrated 
that although we can know only phenomena, we can have 
objective, universal and necessary judgements about them. 
His famous phrase is "Concepts without intuitions are empty 
and intuitions without concepts are blind." Thought, the 
"concept," is what forms and makes meaningful the unorga
nized material of sense data. There is something like a "realm 
of ideas" in Kant, but it in no way exists outside of the human 
mind. Kant's substitute for "ideas," "concepts," have no 
special purely intellectual objects of their own; they are valid 
and meaningful theoretically only in application to human 



experience, meaning sense experience. Reason, the ultimate 
source of understanding, and its concepts, is not intuitve, but 
legislative; it provides rules for the meaningful organization 
of sense experience, these rules we call concepts. Thus Kant 
can say paradoxically that "Reason prescribes to nature its 
laws." 

Kant was probably thinking of how in Newton's Prin
cipia . .. mathematical reason prescribes to nature its laws. A 
consideration of Hobbes might help make this connection 
more clear. According to Hobbes, geometry, the model for all 
science and philosophy, is the ony well grounded body of 
knowledge we have recieved from the ancients. Geometry is, 
or mathematical hypotheses are, the demonstrable core of 
physics. He defines it broadly: "Geometry is the science of 
determining the quantity of anything, not measured, by com
paring it with some other quantity or quantities measured" 
(Six Letters to the Professors of the Mathematics . . . , 
Molesworth ed., English Works, vii, p. 191). It includes the 
study of the quantity of time, of swiftness of motion, and 
weight, as well as the usual subjects. As it was for Newton 
and Kant, it is very important for Hobbes that the geometric 
entities be defined operationally, for "of true and evident 
definitions the best are those which declare the cause or 
generation of that subject, whereof the proper passions are to 
be demonstrated" 3 (Ibid. , p. 212). Emphasis supplied. Con
sider the beginning of Newton's article on "Quadrature of 
Curves" and Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, B740ff). 

Why should geometry, or mathematics, have this privi
leged status for Hobbes? 

Of arts, some are demonstrable, others indemonstrable; 
and demonstrable are those the construction of the 
subject whereof is in the power of the artist himself, 
who, in his demonstration, does no more but deduce the 
consequences of his own operation. The reason 
whereof is this, that the science of every subject is 
derived from a precognition of the causes, generation 
and construction of the same; and consequently where 
the causes are known, there is place for demonstration, 
but not where the causes are to seek for. Geometry 
therefore is demonstrable, for the lines and figures from 
which we reason are drawn and described by ourselves; 
and civil philosophy is demonstrable, because we make 
the commonwealth ourselves. But because of natural 
bodies we know not the construction, but seek it from 
the effects, there lies no demonstration of what the 
causes be we seek for, but only of that what they may 
be. (Op. cit., pp. 183-184). 

What geometry, or mathematics, does for the science of 
physics is very much like what, according to Kant, human 
reason in general does for our experience of the natural world. 
Let us take the concept of cause and effect as example. It is 
meaningless, according to Kant, to talk of things in them
selves causing and being effected by each other. Yet when we 
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think scientifically we must think that the succession of ap
pearances in our experience is connected necessarily, that is, 
that the prior is cause, the latter necessary effect. In other 
words, our scientific understanding imposes the law of cause 
and effect, the concept of the relation of necessary connection, 
upon the succession of appearances in experience. Kant spoke 
of his "critical philosophy" as part of the Copernican revolu
tion of modem science. To take the most important example: 
we see the sun rise, move across the heavens and set each day. 
The Copernican hypothesis accounts for the apparent move
ment of the sun by the activity or the movement of the 
observer, by the rotation of the earth. Kant accounts for the 
meaningfulness of sense experience in terms of its conformity 
to the rules set by our own conceptual activity, just as physi
cists try to make sense out of physical phenomena by seeing 
whether they conform to the laws they have deduced about 
them from their mathematical representations. Hitherto, Kant 
says, it has been assumed that all our knowledge must con
form to objects, but Kant reverses the priority by asking 
whether it is not rather that we attain knowledge of objects 
when those objects, sense objects, conform to the conditions 
that our concepts and understanding set for all objects of 
experience. The principle common to Kant and Hobbes might 
be said to be that we can know fully only what we make.4 

Sense intuition itself takes on a new meaning in the 
context of Kant's argument. Generally speaking, for Aristo
telians intuition means an essentially passive reception by the 
soul, more or less adequately, of the things intuited. To 
maintain oneself in the proper state of openness for the recep
tion of adequate intuition may be arduous, but the actual 
process of intuition itself is essentially passive. Intuition for 
Kant too is, in part, receptive, but for him that is the least 
interesting part of the process. The receptivity is merely the 
capacity of the subject to be affected, to be impressed, by 
objects. Mere sense impressions must be worked up into 
meaningful objects of sensible intuition by the synthesizing 
activity of the imagination and the understanding, the faculty 
of judgement, that is, in sum, by the synthesizing or compos
ing activity of the thinking subject. Locke's words towards 
the end of his chapter on property come to mind, where, in 
discussing the value of property, he tells us that nature fur
nishes only "the almost worthless materials." We are indebted 
for the meaning we find in the world, not to a beneficient 
nature, according to Kant, but to our own cognitive activity. 

II 
Morality, as such, was hardly recognizable in most mod

em philosophy before Kant. The virtues appeared as passions 
in Hobbes and Descartes, as emotions in Spinoza, and as 
sentiments in smith and Hume. Once again, Kant seems to be 
restoring something that had been lost with ancient philoso
phy. But agian the differences are more striking than the 
similarities. The watchword of classical morality is virtue, the 

watchword of modem, or Kantian, morality is freedom, free
dom understood as self-legislation. The older notion implies 
that we can discern a natural hierarchy of human desires, 
culminating in the desire for the highest happiness. This, in 
turn, presupposes a natural hierarchy of human achievements, 
or ends, correlated to a natural hierarchy of human faculties, 
or pwers. The modem notion, with one eye to non-teleological 
mathematical physics,5 presupposes no such fixed order of 
ends, ends that might allow for one man, who understands 
them, to decide what was better for another, who does not 
understand them. Human beings are subject to rules, but, as 
far as morality is concerned, only to those rules they impose 
upon themselves. Morality is self-determination, autonomy 
(the Greek word for self-legislation); it cannot, for Kant, be 
based on any form of heteronomy (the Greek word for legis
lation by another), whether that other be nature, God, or some 
other man, no matter how wise. Human beings, as moral 
beings, are subject to nothing, or to no one but themselves, or 
to the practical reason themselves. 

The first man to explicitly formulate the new defintion of 
freedom was Rousseau, and Kant has acknowledged his great 
debt to Rousseau, occasionally speaking of him as the Newton 
of the moral world. Once again, however, it would be best to 
begin with Hobbes. Why should we obey the sovereign, 
according to Hobbes? Because through the social contract we 
have covenanted to allow his will to represent our wills, to 
take his will for our wills; his legislation, through social 
contract, is legally considered, our own self-legislation. In 
obeying him, we are really obeying ourselves. This construc
tion is necessitated by a more fundamental principle: as 
Hobbes says in the Leviathan, "there being no Obligation on 
any man which arise th not from some Act of his own; for all 
men equally, are by Nature Free" (ch. 21). All genuine legis
lation then becomes a form of self-legislation, and injUiy, or 
injustice, is like a self-contradiciton, willing to do that which 
one has already willed tlu·ough contract not to do. 

In the Social Contract (bk. I, ch. 6) Rousseau puts it as 
follows: 

The problem is to find a form of association which will 
defend and protect with the whole common force the 
person and goods of each associate, and in which each, 
meanwhile uniting himself with all, may still obey 
himself alone, and remain as free as before. This .is the 
fundamental problem for which the social contract 
provides the solution. 

The solution is a society in which all are subject to the 
general will, to the law, and in which each contributes to the 
making of that law. All are subject to laws which each has in 
part imposed upon himself. Thus Rousseau could conclude 
that direct democracy is the only perfectly legitimate form of 
government. 

For Rosseau and for Kant this generalizing process of the 
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will, having to express one's will in such form that it coincides 
with the wills of all others, moralizes the will, frees it from 
the irrationality and immorality of selfish desire. For example, 
I selfishly decide that I do not want to pay taxes. Then I 
generalize that desire and put it in the form of a law: No one 
ought to pay taxes. But then I consider that the police, public 
schools, etc. would disappear, and I become aware of the 
iffationality of my original inclinaiton. The form of general 
or universal law not only guarantees the freedom of the 
subjects, but guarantees that the will itself will be rational and 
moral.6 The moral law sets down one fundamental imperative 
for Kant, the categmical imperative: so act that you can will 
that the maxim of your action can become a universal law. 
Another example: A man is hard pressed. Kant has him ask, 
May I not make a promise with the intention of not keeping 
it? But under the categorical imperative he asks again, Should 
I be content that my maxim of getting out of a difficulty by 
making a false promise should hold as a universal law? Should 
everyone make false promises when they can extricate the
selves from difficulties in no other way? Kant goes on: I then 
become aware that I can indeed will to lie, but can in no way 
will a universal law of lying, for by such a law there could 
properly be no promises at all. No one would trust in any 
promises and my maxim, as soon as universalized, would 
contradict and annul itself. 

When seen in contrast to the naturalistic ethics of Plato 
and Aristotle, the legalism, egalitarianism, logical formalism 
and the emphasis on will common to the moral docttines of 
Hobbes and Kant can be understood as rooted in their com
mon depreciation or rejection of purposive nature as the 
ultimate source of ethical standards. In Hobbes the goals and 
character of moral and political life are still determined by 
reference to naaaature, especially human nature, but in a way 
very different from the way of the classical n·adition. The 
"state of nature," according to Hobbes, is a state of war, a war 
of all against all; its only relieving feature is the possibility it 
holds out for leaving, and by means of the social contract, 
entering into the state of civil society. Instead of serving as a 
direct guide to human goodness, the idea fo the state of nature 
is meant to clarify what in human nature is to be overcome. It 
becomes a source of negative standards, part of a plan leading 
to the more general conquest of nature. 

For Kant, the student of Newton, nature is, or must be 
understood as, a mechanism. If morality is to be saved, it must 
be traced to a source, or sources, altogether independent of 
nature. This source Kant calls practical reason. Only as a 
moral being, acting in accord with practical reason, when one 
is, and can know oneself to be, the cause of what one does, 
can one see oneself (and therefore others) as a noumenon, as 
a thing in itslef, as outside the chain of mechanical causation, 
as free. Kant claims to have proved that practical or moral 
reason and theoretical reason, which sees everything, includ
ing human beings under the aegis of the concept of mehanical 



cause and effect, do not contradict one another; they simply 
do not meet. This carefully elaborated solution, we can only 
note, leads in turn to one of the greatest difficulties with which 
Kant's philosophy as a whole is beset: the realm ofnature and 
the realm of freedom having been separated, how is one to 
understand how natural man and moral man come together. 
How do the realm of freedom and the realm of nature come 
together in one and the same world? These problems are 
among the chief concerns of his philosophy of religion and 
his reflections on history. 

However close the main argument of Kant's moral phi
losophy is to that of Hobbes, the moral earnestness that 
permeates this writings on morals and politics is far from the 
"impish" spirit we find in Hobbes. Though both seeme~ to 
share in the hope of the Enlightenment, that populanzed 
philosophy would supercede biblical religion, Kant's in
corpration of Christian elements into his moral philosophy 
seems to do much less violence to the spirit of his sources. Yet 
however much he may have believed that philosophy can 
learn something from Christianity, it is clear that for him 
Christianity can never be more than a hand maid for practical 
reason. 

That the good will, or moral law, or practical reason exists 
in all men can be seen by considering what men say and do 
when others behave badly, or unjustly, toward themselves: the 
rules then spring easily to mind. The problem is, according to 
Kant, that under the pressure of their inclinations and desires 
men exempt themselves from those rules which they can so 
easily discover and apply to others. 

Acting on the basis of natural inclination, under the 
heteronomy of nature, has nothing to do with morality for 
Kant. Thus happiness, the goal of our natural inclinations, 
according to Kant, has nothing to do with morality. In fact, 
one can never be sure that one's motive is moral unless one 
acts contrary to inclination. An action may be moral and 
coincide with one's inclinaitons, but if that is the case one can 
never know whether one was acting on the basis of pure 
respect for the moral law itself, which would be moral, or on 
the basis of inclination, which would not be. 

The only subjective determinant, or feeling, that has 
anything to do with morality, according to Kant, is respect, or 
reverence, for the law itself. Duty is defined by Kant as the 
necessity to act out of respect, or reverence, for the law. 
Respect, however, is a very special feeling.7 For Kant, respect 
is the basis of all true love. Respect differs from all other 
feelings: it is not recieved from outside influences, but is · 
self-produced, he says, by a rational concept. Our respect for 
the moral law is complex: in so far as we are subject to it we 
have a feeling towards it analogous to fear; in so far as we 
produce it ourselves we have a feeling towards analogous to 
love. This combination of fear and love is not altogether 
unfamiliar. It is the combiantion of feelings that pious believ
ers associate with the God of the Bible. 8 
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Notes: 

1. For example, the question, why did Kant reject intellectual 
intuition? 

2. Reprinted without epistle dedicatory in Thomas Hobbes, 
Body, Man, and Citizen, ed. Richard S. Peters, Collier 
Books, 1962. 

3. "Operation" here is meant to include mental operation: 
for example, Hobbes does not define line, like Euclid, as 
breadthless length, but as the way of a body moved, in 
which the magnitude, the dimensions of the body, are 
not considered. He emphasised the "considered," "not 
considered" means "not put to account in demonstration." 

4. Cf. Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History, (Chicago: 
U. of Chicago Press, 1953) pp. 169-177; Jacob Klein, Greek 
Mathematical Thought and The Origin of Algebra, 
(Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T. Press, 1968); and David 
Lachterman, The Ethics of Geometry: A Genealogy of 
Modernity, (New York and London: Routledge, 1989): 

5. The other eye looks to the "ego cogito": cf. Swift's Laputans. 

6. Leo Strauss, "The Three Waves of Modernity," in 
An Introduction to Political Philosophy. 

7. Cf. H.J. Paton, The Categorical/mperative, ch. v. 
8. Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, ch. 1, note 2. 

n The Visual Arts and the Liberal Arts 
lJ Burt Blistein 

I. History 
The arts designated as "liberal" by the ancient Greeks and 

Romans differed at different times. They included disciplines 
that we now number among the fine arts (drawing, painting, 
architecture) and disciplines that we now consider neither fine 
arts nor liberal arts (medicine). For long the classification was 
ambiguous and even when finally codified continued to be 
disputed. During the Renaissance many humanists and critics 
argued for the inclusion of the visual arts-excluded from the 
liberal arts in the Middle Ages-and it was at length generally 
acknowledged that the visual arts were liberal arts. We now 
study in colleges of the liberal arts disciplines that would have 
been excluded earlier-experimental science, for example. 
Many liberal disciplines-such as music-have been so trans
formed that, as presently studied, they would probably have 
been rejected by those who first proposed including them 
among the liberal arts. We find, moreover, that the liberally 
educated were often exceedingly well-versed in, and in fact 
practitioners of, the arts classified as "illiberal." The medieval 
clerics actively participated in the design of churches and 
cathedrals and determined the "program" or meaning of the 
sculptures and paintings which they contained. This history 
should make us wary of applying the current classification 
arbitrarily, and in particular of excluding certain disciplines, 
such as the visual arts, from liberal education simply because 
they once were excluded. 

We tend to think of the fine arts as the products of 
intuition, and the liberal arts and sciences as the products of 
reason. That distinction is often used to justify the exclusion 
of visual art from the liberal arts curriculum. It is argued that 
visual art lacks a logos, or rational component. The Greeks 
and Romans thought otherwise. Techne and ars-their near
est equivalents to our term "art"-signify" 'organized knowl
edge and procedure applied for the purpose of producing a 
specific preconceived result,' or simply 'rational produc
tion. "'1 Aristotle observes that "Art is identical with a state of 
capacity to make, involving a true course of reasoning" (Eth. 
Nie. 1140a 10). Such "reasoning" could be reduced to first 
principles and communicated. It was eminently "teachable," 
differing from other forms of knowledge only in that it was 
ordered to a practical or productive end. All art-not except
ing the visual arts-was then a rational means to a predeter
mined end, (as in "the art of bricklaying"), not an end in itself; 
and that end could be a product, an activity, or a change of 
state. Poetry and music (our liberal arts), painting, sculpture, 
engineering, architecture, shoemaking and carpentry, horse
training, dance and medicine were all equally arts; the sophists 
proposed to teach the art of virtue or excellence. 

Medieval man also assumed that ars sine scientia nihil: 
"without science art would be nothing." The term artista then 
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signified both the craftsman and the student of the liberal arts. 
The Renaissance inherited this view. Hence the numerous 
artists who were also mathematicians and scientists--Piero 
della Francesca, Leonardo, Alberti. They too assumed that the 
"work of art" was a work made by art, that is, in accord with 
rational principles. Our doctrine of "art for art's sake" would 
have been unintelligible to them. 

The fine art of painting and liberal art of poetry were long 
regarded as "sister" arts, sharing the same subject matter and 
objectives.2 Their association can be traced, in Western civi
lization, at least as far back as Homer. It is suggested by the 
language. Grapho in Greek means "to draw" and "to write." 
Poetry in this tradition is characterized by clear and precise 
visual imagery, painting by narrative, didactic or symbolic 
subject matter (as a rule the three occur together) each of the 
arts in that respect borrowing from the other. Visual images 
serve the same function as poetic narrative. Poetic accounts 
of pictured events-such as Homer's description of the shield 
of Achilles-stress the imitation of continuing action, and 
explication of motive that we associate with poetry or drama. 
The visual image is made to move and speak. Carved or 
painted figures think and feel: 

They were leading the brides along the city from 
their maiden chambers 

Under the flaring of torches, and the loud bride song 
was arising. 

The young men followed the circle of the dance, and 
among them 

The flutes and lyres kept up their clamor as in the 
meantime 

The women standing each at the door of her court 
admired them. 

Iliad 18. 492-496 

Rhetoric and the visual arts were once closely linked. 
Greek and Roman rhetoricians-notably Cicero and Quintil
ian-use the same terms to describe stylistic and formal 
characteristics of the visual arts and rhetoric, and emphasize 
parallels in their historical development.3 Liberally educated 
citizens of Byzantium delighted in ekphrasis-elaborate de
scriptions of paintings and sculptures employing all the tricks 
of rhetoric. The results closely resemble our example from 
Homer.4 Paintings and mosaics quicken with life; painted 
figures speculate, act and react. In Medieval Europe, the 
injunction to follow Christ or identify with Him, led to equally 
vivid verbal recreations of painted or sculpted images of 
biblical events. Such exercises assumed thorough familiarity 
with one's subject matter; the liberally educated rhetorician 
was of necessity a student of the visual arts. Not to be outdone, 



the painters enriched their works by incorporating gestures 
drawn from the repertoire of the rhetmicians.5 

Belief in the unity of the arts was as durable as it was 
pervasive. Caesare Ripa (c. 1561-1623), writing nearly three 
thousand years after Homer, emphasizes the same unity:[ see 
illustration] The woman with the gag, who represents paint
ing, rests her arm upon a symbolic portrait of poetry which 
she is in the process of completing. In the words of Ripa's 
editor, "the cloth bound over her mouth indicates that painting 
is a silent art, conveying its mes-
s age by other means than 
words-it is mute poetry." 6 

Painting, sculpture, architec
ture, poetry, drama, and rhetoric 
were then all thought to share the 
common end of rectifying or per
fecting human character. Beauty 
of ornament and of form, whether 
visual or verbal, could awaken 
and nourish one's desire for the 
Good. IL is valued--0r, we are 
told repeatedly, ought to be val
ued-as a means to that end, not 
as an end in itself. This conviction 
deeply influenced medieval and 
Renaissance thought about the 
arts and indeed, persisted well 
into the eighteenth century. Such 
a system excluded in theory both 
"abstract" beauty or a rhetoric 
without content, and art that ap
pealed primarily to the senses. 
These did not become completely 
respectable until the divorce of 
the visual arts from the liberal 
arts, and the isolation of the for
mer from theology and philoso
phy. (Much early art that seems to 
us erotic is religious in intent; 
early "abstractions" frequently 
symbolize religious or philosoph-
ical concepts.) 

We know that there were 
many classical texts dealing with 
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sculpture and architecture regarded as "liberal" or mathemat
ical arts. Vitrivius (first centwy B.C) lists twenty in his De 
architectura, twelve concerned specifically with "symmete
ria" or proportion. (Unfortunately, none save the writings of 
Vitruvius have survived.) These treatises suggest that Greek 
architects were by and large liberally educated men. The 
fourth-century Greek architect Pytheos proposed that archi
tects "should be all- round experts who beat the specialists in 
every field."7 Vitruvius requires that the architect be "edu-
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cated, skilful with the pencil, instructed in geometry, know 
much history, have followed the philosophers with attention, 
understand music, have some knowledge of medicine, know 
the opinions of the jurists, and be acquainted with astronomy 
and theory of the heavens" (De architectura I, 1.3). 

Such criteria reflect the belief-common not only in 
antiquity, but, as we shall observe, during the Middle Ages 
and Renaissance-that a building must image the mathemat
ical relationships responsible for the beauty and stability of 
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the cosmos if it is to be beautiful 
and enduring. The Greek archi
tect did not supply the builders 
with a plan and elevation (that did 
not become commonplace until 
the Hellenistic period) but with a 
mathematical schema8 incorpo-
rating the proportions thought to 
mirror macrocosmic relation
ships. The temple thus became a 
"model" of the cosmos. For sim
ilar reasons classical sculptors 
and painter-potters sought canons 
of proportion which would em
body "the beautiful."9 The visual 
arts were then in effect the real
ization or embodiment of truths 
derived from the liberal arts. And 
the liberal arts borrowed from the 
visual arts, or from the same 
sources that visual artists ex
ploited. Aeneid and Republic in
corporate in the numerical 
division and grouping of words 
and lines the very proportions 
that determine the dimensions of 
certain temples.10 

The medieval belief in the 
unity of the visual arts and the 
liberal arts is exemplified by the 
cathedral which derived its form 
from the quadrivium-in particu

Jr,rlJ .,,,,;, lar mathematics and music which 

supplied the essential ratios that 
determined the proportions of the 

building-its expressive content from the trivium and from 
scripture.11 For there is a "rhetoric" of architectural form just 
as there is of words. I la 

The Renaissance inherited and perpetuated belief in this 
unity. During the Renaissance, 

theorizing on literature and on arl coincided in many 
ways and on many levels ... the aesthetic problems 
which may be traced to antiquity and which interested 
the poet and painter alike were the same for each-art 

vs. nature, instruction vs. delight, form vs. content, 
ancient vs. modern, imitation vs. invention. Such prob
lems were debated in much the same terms in the 
literary academy and in the artistic atelier. Petrarchism 
and Neo-Platonism affected the imagery of the poet 
exactly as they did the iconography of the artist. Mi
chelangelo as artist "imitated" Dante, Villani, and the 
Dies /me-whereas writers "imitated" plastic sources. 
Witness how Sadoletus strove to imitate the classic 
craftsmanship of the newly unearthed Laocoon in "el
egant verse," even though, as Lessing pointed out, the 
marble group was already an imitation of a Virgilian 
passage. And Giovanbattista Zappi "translated" 
Michelangelo's Mose into a sonnet ... Unusual as it 
may seem, both poets and artists drew upon the same 
treatises of antiquity for their theoretical ideas about 
their crafts. The Poetics of Aristotle and theArs poetica 
of Horace, which were the archsources of Renaissance 
literary thinking, were also the primary influences upon 
the artistic thinking of the day ... If in our time the 
bridge between belletristic and bellartistic aesthetics is 
not quite so easily crossed, the crossing was a much 
simpler matter in the sixteenth century. Not only were 
the issues similar, but even a single vocabulary served 
both types. 12 

The artists of classical antiquity, of the Middle Ages, and 
of the Renaissance were either liberally educated or were 
directed by others who were. As the body serves the soul, and 
the hand obeys the mind, so the artist's activity was free or 
"liberal" to the extent that he was responsible for the idea of 
his work, and servile to the extent that he was responsible for 
its execution. Thus the artist could be both freeman and slave 
in the one person, or he could be merely an artisan who 
realized the ideas of others. In either case his art expressed or 
embodied the liberal arts. 

Hephaestus, artificer of the Shield of Achilleus which 
depicts the cosmos, Daedalus (whose statues were reputed to 
move of their own volition), and Odysseus are early examples 
of the first type, the liberal artist who is also a maker. They 
obviously reflect a tradition in which craft or skill in making, 
craft in the sense of "craftiness" or cunning, and craft as 
knowledge of the principles which order the cosmos are held 
to be one and the same. Diodorus Siculus (first century B.C.) 
observes that "because of his genius [Daedalus] was honored 
with great fame, and, after having made many discoveries, he 
attained honors equal to the gods. For on one of the islands of 
Memphis there exits even today a sanctuary of Daedalus, 
which is honored by the local inhabitants."13 A master such 
as Pheidias, in charge of complex building programs requiring 
a multitude of skills ( v. Plutarch, "Life of Pericles") must have 
had what we would today call a liberal education. He would 
need knowledge of geometry and physics to insure that his 
structures would fit, would stand, and would embody the 
essential proportions responsible for the beauty of temple and 
cosmos. He would need knowledge of anatomy to render the 
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human figure, and would need to be familiar with the primary 
religious and historical texts for subject matter and iconogra
phy. (Pheidias remarked that his Zeus was suggested by 
Homer's description in the /Iliad. Quintillian observes that 
this figure "added something to traditional religion; to such 
an extent [was] the majesty of the work equal to the majesty 
of the god.") The complex systems of proportional relation
ships that Greek arhitects, painters, sculptors, and potters 
incorporated in their works derived from the study of what 
one might characterize as a mathematical physics. Unlike our 
physics, however, theirs comprehended the good and the 
beautiful, the organic as well as the inorganic. The physician 
Galen, who considered medicine a liberal art, is able to 
include discussion of the Canon of the Greek sculptor Poly
clitus-a system of proportional relationships which 
reputedly enabled one to attain "the beautiful"-in a passage 
devoted to bodily health because he thought both sculptural 
beauty and health instances of symmetria, a certain harmony, 
equilibrium or proportionate relationship of contituent ele
ments. Pliny the Elder (first century A.D.) tells in his Natural 
History of the painter Pamphilos (teacher of Apelles, the most 
famous of Greek painters), 

erudite in all branches of knowledge, especially arith
metic and geometry, without which, he held, an art 
could not be perfected .. . As a result of his prestige, it 
came about that, first in Sikyon and then in all Greece, 
free-born boys were given lessons in drawing on 
wooden tablets ... and thus painting was received into 
the front rank of the liberal arts. And indeed it has 
always been an honorable feature of it, that it was 
practiced by free-born men, and subsequently by dis
tinguished people, while there has been a standing 
prohibition against slaves being instructed in it. Hence 
neither in this art nor in the sculptural arts ... are there 
any renowned works done by someone who was a 
slave. 14 

The artifacts that survive from antiquity, despite all haz
ards, testify by their number to the profound interest of the 
liberally educated in the visual arts, and by their quality to the 
informed taste of those who commissioned them. The collab
oration of Pericles-student of the philosopher Anaxagoras 
and paradigm of the liberally educated-with the sculptor 
Pheidias, to whom Pericles assigned the task of overseeing the 
rebuilding of the Acropolis-exemplifies what was probably 
a commonplace relationship of patron to artist. The Romans 
had what amounted to factories for the copy of Greek origi
nals, produced outstanding visual art themselves, and wrote 
voluminously about the visual arts. In this connection it is 
noteworthy that architecture was included among the liberal 
arts by the Roman scholar Marcus Terentius Varro (c. 116 
B.C.) and by Vitruvius, painting by Pliny and Galen, and 
drawing by Aristotle, who recommends it as a way to gain 
knowledge of "the beautiful" (Politics VIII. iii. l, 10, iv. 9; in 



fact, drawing was for a long time part of the school curriculum 
in ancient Greece14a): 

[F]irst the painter, then the sculptor. . . was recog
nized more and more as a privileged and blessed 
individual. Painting .. .. was expressly received into 
the liberal arts (i.e. art worthy of a freeborn person) , art 
connisseurship and art criticism began to flourish, the 
collector's instinct was aroused, and the favor of 
princes and the rich did more to raise the prestige of the 
arts .. . . Philostratus [3rd century A.D.] says in the 
introduction to his Eikones, ... "He who does not love 
painting, does an injustice to truth and does an injustice 
to wisdom." This statement shows that the higher val
uation of the arts in all outward appearances was con
nected with a greater esteem for the internal values of 
art-that ever more general recognition was accorded 
to what Plato was inclined either to deny completely or 
to consider attainable only by a sacrifice of artistic 
freedom and originality: the autonomy of art in relation 
to deceptive and imperfect reality. 15 

The design of the medieval cathedral and the programs 
of sculpture, painting and stained-glass which it housed were 
often conceived by the clerics-who had of course studied the 
liberal arts preparatory to the study of philosphy and theol
ogy-in collaboration with the architect. The execution of that 
design was the responsibility of masons, sculptors, glaziers 
and the like. The artist was thus a composite creature. In his 
head reposed the liberal arts, in his hands the practical, the 
first directing the second: 

Quite apart from the writings of Vitruvius, known and 
respected since Carolingian times, it was Au gustine 
who kept alive the classical definition of the architect. 
His distinction between the mere practicioner and the 
true architect who deliberately applies scientific prin
ciples occurs in at least three different treatises, all 
studied and admired throughout the Middle Ages. 
While this definition permitted the medieval applica
tion of the term "architect" to even the mere craftsman, 
it left no doubt that only the "scientist" who had mas
tered the liberal arts was truly entitled to it. Boethius, 
moreover, had illustrated the intellectu al dis tinction by 
a metaphor that was bound to have its effect upon the 
social status of the medieval artis t. He had compared 
the practical execution of a work of art to a slave, the 
science that should guide such work lo a ruler. This 
meant, of course, that what counted in a work of ar t was 
not the humble knowledge of the craft but the theoret
ical science that laid down the laws to which the craft 
had to conform. It is no wonder, therefore, that we find 
so many "architects" among medieval ecclesiastics: the 
"science" of architecture was a purely theoretical one-
the development of a plan in accordance with geomet
rical laws-and the knowledge of the quadrivium that 
it required was for a long time and with relatively few 
exceptions the privilege of clerics.16 
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Those "geometrical laws" had been decreed by God who had 
"ordered all things in measure and number and weight." They 
were manifest in His creation, and had been revealed to the 
Pythagoreans, to Plato, and to Augustine. All good art
whether visual, verbal, or audible-incorporated them: 

Boethius points out that the proportions of double and 
half, triple and third-those, in other words, that yield 
the perfect consonances on the monochord-are as 
readily perceived visually as they are acoustically, for, 
he continues, echoing Plato, "the ear is affected by 
sounds in quite the same way as the eye is by optical 
impressions." Boethius does not confine this doctrine 
of synesthesia only to proportions of line or surface; he 
discovers "geometrical harmony" in the cube, since the 
number of its surfaces, angles, and edges, 6:8: 12, con
tains the ratios of the octave, fifth, and fourth. 

But the Platonists of Chartres expounded not only the 
aesthetic excellence of these proportional relationships 
but their technical importance as well. . . they main
tained, with the Timaeus, that the indissoluble stability 
of the cosmos is grounded in perfect proportion ... . 
Since art is an image of nature "Must not the ideal church 
be constructed according to the laws of the universe?" 
In other words, application of the "perfect proportions," 
determined by rigid geometrical means, became a tech
nical necessity as well as an aesthetic postulate if the 
building was to be stable as well as beautiful.17 

The liberally educated man of the thirteenth century 
could reduce the visual arts to first principles, relate the use 
of the builder's square and sculptor's compass to the consti
tution of the cosmos. Can that be said of his counterpart today? 

As then conceived, the liberal arts constituted a remark 
ably flexible system capable of unifying the most disparate 
expe1ience. Such a system had many points of contact with 
the visual arts. Music, for example, was not, as it is for us, the 
study of musical composition or compositions, but of "those 
'numbers' which govern the temporal and spatial intervals of 
creation and reflect, ultimately, the supreme Equality." Such 
numbers could be expressed visually as well as audibly, and 
the use of the monochord, which represents intervals as 
lengths, encouraged this. Hugh of St. Victor ( c. 1100) defined 
music as a "concord of dissimilar things reduced to one." 
Wherever he perceived the Divine Hamony he perceived 
music. Hence for Hugh music existed in the four elements, in 
the planets; in periods of tin1e; in weight, number, and mea
sure; in the alternation of day and night; in the waxing and 
waning of the moon; in the changing seasons; in the humors 
of the body; in the spiritual virtues of justice, piety and 
temperance. "In short, the study of music was the study of 
those aesthetic principles which govern the universe and the 
activities of man": 

A few illustrations may make the pervasive rele
vance of musical theory clear. The ratio 1:2, or the 
octave, is said by St. Au gustine to represent the concord 

made possible by Christ between Himself and the infe
rior nature of man (On the Trinity , 4.3). Christ died once 
and was resurrected once. But we die two deaths: a 
death of the spirit and a death of the flesh. In the same 
way we undergo two resurrections: a resurrection at 
baptism and a final resurrection. Thus there is, in both 
instances, a ratio of 1 :2 or an octave between Christ and 
man. So far as times are concerned, Sunday is not only 
the first day of the week, but, counting musically, it is 
also the octave, and here the octave again recalls the 
Resurrection, which took place on the Lord's Day. And 
this meaning is said to have been foreshadowed in the 
Old Law by the Circumcision, which took place on the 
eighth day. A numerical calculation also makes an 
octave of Pentecost. If we project our calculations on a 
larger scale, the eighth age of the world, following a 
seventh, which is sometimes made to stand for the age 
of purification in Purgatory, is eternity; and in general, 
seven, which represents temporal things, is followed by 
an eternal eight. Hence the inscription on the eighth 
tone as it is carved on a captal of the abbey church of 
Cluny reads, appropriately, "Octavos sanctos omnes 
docet esse beatos." Throughout the terza rima of 
Dante's Commedia, the ratio 1:2 keeps the underlying 
lesson of the poem always before our eyes. But the 
octave had more striking visual results. Octagonal bap
tismal fonts, symbolizing the harmony which they es
tablished between the faithful and Christ, stood in 
churches and cathedrals throughout Christian Europe 
during the Middle Ages . . . . Whether the eight sides of 
these fonts, or, for that matter, the eight sides of towers 
and lanterns which had a similar significance, were 
more appealing to the eye than five sides would have 
been a matter of small importance. It was important that 
a number be suggested which led the mind to contem
plate a harmony established by an Artisan whose hand
iwork in the human heart transcends anything man may 
do in stone. 18 

The system of seven liberal arts, first proposed by the 
African barrister Martianus Capella in the fifth century A.D. 
(whose heliocentric theory, described in the same work, may 
have inspired Copernicus), was accepted by the Church 
(whence it was transmitted to us) in part because there were 
seven arts. "[T]he Seven Arts recalled the Seven Petitions of 
theLord'sPrayer, the Seven Gifts of the Holy Ghost, the Seven 
Sacraments, the Seven Virtues, etc. The Seven Words· on the 
Cross, The Seven Pillars of Wisdom [Prov. ix, 1], the Seven 
Heavens might also suggest particular branches of learning." 19 

Clearly neither mathematics nor music then meant quite 
what they mean to us; nor, for that matter did astronomy or 
the other liberal arts. It is also evident that the use of certain 
numbers and ratios in the dimensions of a building, altar, 
sculpture, or painting could convey profound meaning, and in 
fact be regarded as manifes tations and confinnations of the 
truths of the liberal arts, and of the disciplines which they 
served, philosophy and theology. 
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The close collaboration of the artist and of the liberally 
educa,ted theologian, philosopher, or patron is also character
istic of the Italian Renaissance. Consider, for example, the 
association of prominent artists with the Platonic Academy of 
Florence established by the philosopher Marsilio Ficino. The 
profound influence of Platonism and Neoplatonism upon 
visual art of the period has been amply documented and is 
indisputable.20 Widespread interest in the impresa or de
vice-an enigmatic visual metaphor, combining image with 
text-reflects the same intimate association of fine and liberal 
arts. As this example suggests, the liberal artist frequently 
detennined subject matter and symbolism to which the fine 
artist or artisan gave concrete form.21 However,itwasnotlong 
before the artist himself-perhaps as a result of the spread of 
secular institutions of learning-acquired a liberal education. 
Then, as in the case of Leonardo and Alberti, head and hand 
belonged to the same individual. Visual artists insisted upon, 
and received, recognition that their profession was a liberal art. 
Leonardo, paradigm of the learned artist, is not in that respect 
unique, but typical. He is the perfect embodiment of a tradition 
that has its roots in classical antiquity: 

What characterizes the period is not only the quality of 
the works of art but also the close links that were 
established between the visual arts, the sciences, and 
literature. The appearance of a distinguished artist who 
also was a humanist and writer of merit, such as Alberti, 
was no coincidence in a period in which literary and 
classical learning began, in addition to religion, to 
provide the subject matter for painters and sculptors. 
When a knowledge of perspective, anatomy, and geo
metrical proportions was considered necessary for the 
painter and sculptor, it was no wonder that several 
artists should have made important contributions to the 
various sciences. On the other hand, ever since Filippo 
Villani, the humanists, and their journalist successors 
in the sixteenth century, looked with favor upon the 
work of contemporary artists and would lend their pen 
to its praise. From the end of the fourteenth century 
through the sixteenth the writings of the artists and of 
authors sympathetic to the visual arts repeat the claim 
that painting should be considered as one of the liberal, 
not of the mechanical arts. 22 

Finally we should note that belief in a sacred mathematics 
constituted an essential link between the the liberal arts and 
the visual arts during the Renaissance, just as it did in classical 
antiquity and in the Middle Ages, The visual arts were thought 
to embody or give physical fonn to the proportional relation
ships that, according to the liberal arts, were responsible for 
the harmony and stability of the cosmos: 

The conviction that architecture is a science, and that 
each part of a building, inside as well as outside, has to 
be integrated into one and the same system of mathe
matical ratios, may be called the basic axiom of Renais
sance architects . . . . the architect is by no means free 



to apply to a building a system of ratios of his own 
choosing, ... the ratios have to comply with concep
tions of a higher order ... [the demand that] a building 
should mirror the proportions of the human body ... 
became universally accepted on Vitruvius' authority. 
As man is the image of God and the proportions of the 
body are produced by divine will, so the proportions in 
architecture have to embrace and express the cosmic 
order. But what are the laws of this cosmic order, what 
are the mathematical ratios that determine the harmony 
in macrocosm and microcosm? They had been revealed 
by Pythagoras and Plato ... 23 

Painting too was ordered mathematically, not only through 
application of the laws of linear perspective, but, like archi
tecture, according to the ratios of the musical intervals. The 
transformation of audible into visual relations was "the great 
achievement of 15th century artists .... A familiarity with 
musical theory became a sine qua non of artistic education." 
This "was no mere theoretical speculation; it testifies to the 
solemn belief in the harmonic mathematical structure of all 
creation. "24 

We can perceive from the foregoing how it was in the 
past possible for the liberally educated to have a profound 
interest in the visual arts, indeed to participate in their cre
ation, yet to renounce the activity which we regard as essen
tial, namely the manipulation of material substance, as not 
befitting a free man. All evidence suggests that during the 
periods W1der consideration knowledge of the visual arts by 
the liberally educated was assumed, whether or not training 
in those arts was required. The beautiful, the true, the intelli
gible, and the good were not neatly separated, but seen as one 
or as emanations of the One. Familiarity with the liberal arts 
necessadly implied familiarity with the visual arts. A science 
of aesthetics or sensation was not needed and so did not exist. 
The manner of representation or style, of which we make so 
much, was less important to artist and patron than what was 
represented, what was represented less important than mean
ing, and meaning less important than the connection that it 
established between becoming and Being. 

Not until the eighteenth century do we encounter the term 
"aestl1etic" (coined by the German philosopher Alexander 
Gottlieb Baumgarten) in its modem signification. "It is also 
generally agreed that such dominating concepts of modem 
aesthetics as taste and sentiment, genius, originality and cre
ative imagination did not assume their definite modem mean
ing before the eighteen th century." Then too, in all 
probability, originated "the term 'Art,' with a capital A and 
in its modern sense the related term 'Fine Arts' (Beaux 
Arts)."25 This development was coupled with the separation 
and isolation of the beautiful, the true, and the good. The 
beautiful became the domain of the new science of aesthetics, 
truth became the possession of science, and the good became 
the responsibility of moral philosophy. To each realm was 
assigned a separate faculty of the soul. Art was thereby 
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depdved-in theory at least-of any function save that of 
giving pleasure. 

Lessing assumes this in his Laocoon (1776): 

We laugh when we hear that with the ancients even the 
arts were subject to municipal laws. But we are not 
always right when we laugh. Unquestionably the laws 
must not usurp power over the sciences, for the ultimate 
purpose of the sciences is truth. Truth is a necessity of 
the soul; and it is nothing but tyranny to offer her the 
slightest violence in satisfying this essential need. The 
ultimate purpose of the arts, on the other hand, is 
pleasure, and pleasure can be dispensed with. So, of 
course, it may depend on the law-giver what kind of 
pleasure, and in what measure any kind of it, he will 
permit. 

Lessing eliminates from the realm of visual art the spiri
tual and "significant" as well, on the grounds that doctrinal 
requirements inhibit the artist and prevent the fulfillment of 
what should be his chief and highest aim, to give pleasure: 

If in individual cases we wish to compare the painter 
and the poet with one another, the first and most im
portant point is to observe whether both of them have 
complete freedom, whether they have, in the absence 
of any outward compulsion, been able to aim at the 
highest effect of their art. 

Religion was often an outward compulsion of this 
kind for the ancient artist. His work, designed for 
reverence and worship, would not always be as perfect 
as if he had a single eye to the pleasure of the be holder. 
Superstition overloaded the gods with symbols, and the 
most beautiful of them were not everywhere wor
shipped for their beauty .... I should like the name of 
"works of art" to be reserved for those alone in which 
the artist could show himself actually as an artist, in 
which beauty has been his first and last object. All the 
rest in which too evident traces of religious ritual 
app~ar, are unworthy of the name, because Art here has 
not wrought on her own account, but has been an 
auxiliary of religion, looking in the material rep
resentations which she made of it more to the signifi
cant than to the beautiful. ... 

The extraordimnily rich and complex art of classical 
antiquity, of the Middle Ages, and of the Renaissance origi
nated when there was no science of aesthetics as we under
stand that term, or a category known as the fine arts. When, 
in the eighteenth century, the "aesthetic" became of pdmary 
concern to artists, philosophers, and patrons, the quality of 
visual art-as measured by the profW1dity and scope of its 
subject-matter-began to decline. We can attribute this in 
large measure to the separation of the fine arts from the 
context that gave them meaning and substance, the liberal arts, 
philosophy and theology. 

The new categories were both symptom and cause of the 
movement of visual art from the center to the periphery of 

human concerns.26 That movement did not cease until art 
became in the twentieth century "a thing of of no conse
quence," an entertainment or diversion merely.27 Conditions 
were ripe for a visual art that aspired chiefly to please the 
senses, and that is what, in the main, visual art became. 

II. Theory 
We have seen that in the past the liberal arts and the visual 

arts were closely allied-were in fact virtually one thing, as 
nearly W1ited as body and soul, the visual arts being the 
concrete embodiment and expression of the liberal arts. We 
have noted that the liberally educated were then thoroughly 
familiar with the visual arts and that study of the visual arts 
often formed a part of liberal education. The magnificent 
artifacts which survive confirm the educated sensibilities of 
those who commissioned them; for the artist was then not 
nearly as free as he is today. He was required to gratify the 
wishes of his patron, and elaborate contracts were drawn up 
to insure this. We have observed that the ancient unity of the 
visual and liberal arts was in our own time obscured by those 
who applied the cdteria of the present to the past, thinking the 
visual artist one person as he is now (and thereby confusing 
him with the artisan who may well have lacked a liberal 
education), whereas he was then often two or more beings-a 
liberal artist and a mechanical artist-acting in concert. 

But even allowing the traditional alliance of the visual 
and liberal arts, ought the visual arts be part of contemporary 
liberal education? Let us review a few of the arguments for 
and against this option. 

Visual art is frequently compared to music, whose status 
as a liberal art was never questioned. It is argued that music 
is more closely related to the other liberal arts than the visual 
arts and that consequently music should be the fine art in
cluded in liberal education. We will begin with consideration 
of the relative merits of the visual arts and music. I have put 
the arguments against in italics; my reponses follow: 

a. The ear is more intimately connected with intellect than 
the eye. The ear perceives number directly (it senses, for 
example, the frequency doubling that indicates the octave and 
the ratios of the musical intervals). The eye cannot perceive 
numerical relationships. 

The ancients regarded sight, not hearing, as "the most 
excellent of the senses. The noblest activity of the mind, 
theoria, is descdbed in metaphors mostly taken from the 
visual sphere. Plato, and Western philosophy after him, 
speaks of the 'eye of the soul' and the 'light of reason.' 
Aristotle, in the first line of the Metaphysics, relates the desire 
for knowledge inherent in the nature of all men to the common 
delight in perception, most of all in vision."28 The author of 
these lines attributes the Greek belief in the primacy of vision 
partly to the fact that all other senses convey the external 
world to us as process or flux. Only vision conveys a relatively 
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fixed and stable cosmos. He argues that we probably derive 
our notion of unchanging Being from vision. 

The belief that we receive visual impressions as soft wax 
receives a stamp has been proved false. Vision is not passive 
but active and inherently rational. We now know that the eyes, 
in conjunction with the mind, make of sensory input an 
orderly, coherent whole. The appearance of even a simple 
object metamorphoses continuously as our vantage point 
changes. Yet we see a relatively fixed, characteristic shape. 
Eye and brain simplify, abstract, and geometricize visual 
experience. We perceive discontinuity as unity, imposing 
upon fragmentary experience the visual form that is the sim
plest and the most regular. In the illustration below we see not 
three unrelated dots, but a triangle. Yet there is no triangle: 

• 

• • 
All of the senses, share with intellect the task of ordering 

experience. They do not merely transmit experience, but, like 
the eyes, make it intelligible. Two phrases that we often use, 
but rarely appreciate, come to mind in this connection. We 
speak of "making sense of' something when we understand it, 
and say "I see" to signify that we understand. When the senses 
discover the order that they always seek we experience plea
sure. When they fail to discover such order we experience 
discomfort, dissatisfaction, even pain. Certain objects possess 
in the highest degree the order that the senses always seek and 
thus are, potentially, capable of producing the greatest plea
sure. We call such objects works of art. 

The ear takes pleasure in ordered, mathematically related 
sounds; the kinesthetic sense that tells us the position of our 
limbs in space takes pleasure in measured or rhythmic move
ment- tapping, swaying, and so on. Music satisfies both 
senses. Touch takes pleasure in surfaces that possess a certain 
order and intelligibilty, whether by nature or by design. 

The ability of the senses to order experience and the 
pleasure that they take in such order is deeply rooted in our 
evolutionary past. For survival depends upon the organism's 
ability to "make sense of' its environment. In the work of art 
sensual order is divorced from such urgent practical consid
erations. There is an element of freedom, of play, of pure 
pleasure. We experience simultaneously the order that implies 
limitation (for without constraint any order is impossible) and 
liberation or release from constraint. 

To constitute or perceive order eye and mind must be 
capable of numbering and measuring. And in fact we can 
immediately distinguish two objects from three, four from 
five; we can judge whether one line is twice or three times 
the length of another. We derive our concept of the funda
mental constitutents of mathematics-number and mea-



sure-primarily from vision, not from audition. The Greeks 
quite logically identified the mathematical with the visual. 
They thought of numbers as points or lengths. Mathematics 
was for them in large measure the study of geometric or visual 
shapes. There was of course then no knowledge of the wave
like character of sound. The study of music was the study of 
quantity manifest as the visual ratios of the lengths of ten
sioned strings. 

Vision too conveys knowledge, but immediately rather 
than sequentially or discursively as words do. The ancients 
were well aware of this. Vision becomes for them a metaphor 
for the highest knowledge, surpassing and indeed of a differ
ent order than discursive reason, knowledge that must be 
grasped immediately in its entirety or not at all: 

This image [of cave and upper world] we must apply 
as a whole to all that has been said, likening the region 
revealed through sight to the habitation of the prison, 
and the light of the fire in it to the power of the sun. And 
if you assume that the ascent and the contemplation of 
the things above is the soul's ascension to the intelligi
ble region, you will not miss my surmise ... But God 
knows whether it is true. 

Republic 517a-b 

For each manifestation of knowledge and wisdom is a 
distinct image, an object in itself, an immediate unity, 
not an aggregate of discursive reasoning and detailed 
willing. Later from this wisdom in unity there appears, 
in another form of being, a copy already less compact, 
which announces the original terms of discourse and 
unravels the causes by which things are such that the 
wonderrises how a generated world can be so excellent. 

(Plotinus, "On the Intellectual Beauty") 

I think from the keeness I endured of the living 
ray, that I should have been dazzled if my eyes had 
been turned from it; and I remember that for this 
cause I was the bolder to sustain it until I reached 
with my gaze the infinite Goodness. 0 abounding 
grace, by which I dared to fix my look on the Eternal 
Light so long that I spent all my sight upon it! 
In its depth I saw that it contained, bound by 
love in one volume, that which is scattered in 
leaves through the universe, substances and 
accidents and their relations as it were fused 
together in such a way that what I tell of is a 
simple light. 

Paradiso XXXIII. 76 ff. 

Compare a modern poet: 

I could not 
Speak, and my eyes failed, I was neither 
Living nor dead, and I knew nothing, 
Looking into the heart of light, the silence. 

The Waste Land 11. 38 ff. 
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Finally, we should note that vision not only orders and 
connects the information transmitted by our other senses but 
typically takes precedence over them. In moments of crisis 
sight usually guides us. If there is a conflict, that is, if different 
sensory inputs appear to require contradictory responses, we 
defer to sight. Vision is not only responsible for our conviction 
that we inhabit a (relatively) unified, orderly cosmos (com
pare the world as it seems to you with your eyes open and 
shut) but in large measure for our sense of our own wholeness. 
If you close your eyes and rub thumb and forefinger together, 
you will note that your fingers feel oddly detached, almost as 
if they belonged to someone else. Open your eyes and that 
sensation vanishes. Stopping our ears isolates us to a degree 
from the world, but not from our own bodies. 

b. Musical structures are mathematically ordered and 
therefore inherently rational; with the exception of linear 
perspective, the structure of visual art is neither mathematical 
nor rational. 

The ancient belief in the identity of the visual, the math
ematical, the beautiful and the true led, as we have seen, to 
many attempts to embody in visual art the quintessential 
mathematical relationships. Hence the widespread interest of 
Greek artists in the Golden Section and other canons of 
proportion. Medieval and Renaissance visual artists, engaged 
upon essentially the same quest, also frequently had recourse 
to mathematical schema- indeed to the mathematics of 
music. The proportions of medieval and Renaissance 
churches were frequently based upon the ratios of the musical 
intervals.29 The spatial organization of Leonardo's Last Sup
per is determined by the same intervals. 30 Linear perspective 
is but a special case of proportionately ordered space (space 
in linear perspective is in continued proportion). We can 
attribute its discovery largely to earlier interest in the mathe
matics of visual art. Our own century affords numerous ex
amples of artists who incorporate mathematically determined 
relationships in their painting, sculpture and architecture. 
(Many were influenced by Jay Hambidge [1867-1924], who 
claimed-perhaps rightly-to have rediscovered the geomet
ric schema employed by Greek polters and architects .31) 

Although we derive pleasure from such art, we are not in the 
habit of applying calipers and rule to it, and are therefore 
unaware of the source of much of that pleasure. 32 We are in 
that respect rather like the Greeks who lived before Pythago
ras had discovered the roots of music in number: they enjoyed 
music but knew not why. 

The Western listener brings to music an innate sense of 
the periodic diatonic scale and the ability to locate tones on 
that scale. The spectator of visual art brings to painting, 
sculpture, and architecture an innate sense of the absolute 
vertical and horizontal, and the ability to locate forms with 
respect to these axes. In practice, this fixed frame of reference 
is bounded by the limits of the visual artifact, permitting 

precise distinctions of higher/lower, left/right, diagonal/ver
tical, centered, displaced and so on. The center of such struc
tures corresponds to the musical tonic. It is the point of rest or 
equilibrium. We must wonder at the eye's ability to perceive 
this center. For it must measure a multitude of distances 
simultaneously, or instantaneously distinguish symmetric 
from asymmetric fields: 

DD 
This is but the simplest case of a more complex phenomenon: 
any visible change at any point in the visual field immediately 
affects our perception of the all parts of that field: 

The introduction of a new color, line, or texture into an 
established design can be compared to the introduction of a 
metallic body into a magnetic field. The entire field is im
mediately distorted. Field relationships (which may have their 
own complex mathematics) are characteristic only of art that 
always confronts us in its totality, that is only of visual art. 
Sculpture and architecture, which have multiple views and 
introduce the element of temporal and spatial progression, 
will exhibit field relationships from any given view. 

Within such fields we can creat effects analagous to 
acceleration, retardation, tripartite ABA form, and so on: 

0 
0 
0 
0 

Eye and mind perceive similar shapes as parts of a larger 
whole. This permits visual effects analagous to motµ and 
variation in music. We can combine two or more distinct 
visual motifs to produce a third possessing features of both 
yet identical to neither. The process can be continued indefi
nitely, resulting in a structure in which all parts are in some 
way related yet in which all are distinct and different. Unity 
and diversity develop simultaneously: 

7 
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Visual structures can be ordered hierarchically, much as 
words are in the topical outline. Primary structures control, 
limit, and define secondary; secondary structures control ter
tiary, and so on. The Gothic cathedral is perhaps the outstand
ing example of this, but all good visual art exhibits 
hierarchical organization. It is another source of unity.33 

Gradations of value, or of degrees of light and dark, 
permit effects analagous to scaled musical tones. We can 
construct a scale of visual tones in which the intervals between 
values are equal or increase or decrease systematically and 
which is therefore apprehended by eye and brain as intelligi
ble. We can then use either the entire scale, a portion of the 
scale, or values widely separate on the scale (e.g. the darkest 
and the lightest) to render values in the visual work.33a 

The possible effects of systematically applied color are 
exceedingly complex; we can only suggests a few. 34 The 
color wheel provides us with precisely related primary colors, 
secondary colors (constituted of primaries), and tertiary col
ors (constituted of secondaries). We can select from that 
wheel a palette of colors that are immediately adjacent, sepa
rated by one or more intervening colors, or on the same 
diameter. The last are the so-called complementary colors that 
intensify each other when juxtaposed. Complementarity is 
another instance of what we have termed field relationships. 
In actuality, we cannot change any color anywhere in the work 
without affecting all colors everywhere. 

We can divide the visual field in accord with any number 
of mathematical or geometric schema. The eye does not 
necessarily require certain schema-although it appears to 
prefer those that are mathematically ordered, such as the 
Golden Rectangle-but it does demand that the schema se
lected be internally consistent and to that extent intelligible. 
Inconsistency is read as disorder, imperfection. It prohibits 
many of the operations that give the work unity (motif and 
variation, hierarchical organization, scaled tonality, etc.). 

c. Visual art not only lacks a logos or rational schema 
comparable to the mathematical schema of music, but also 
lacks clearly defined "elements" such as we find in music. It 



is therefore nwre difficult to develop a program of instruction 
in the visual arts. Because music is inherently nwre rational 
it is inherently nwre teachable. 

We can see from b) that visual art is capable of formal 
elaboration possibly as complex as that of music. Elementry 
instruction in visual art traditionally emphasizes the elements 
that permit this: line, plane, shape, color, value, spatial orga
nization, and so on. First exercises stress the development of 
visual structures using one or several of those elements. The 
study of visual art closely resembles the study of music in that 
respect. 

d. Music has a natural relation to the words that convey 
rational thought, whereas visual art, lacking a logos, or 
intelligible schema, excludes words. For that reason it is 
difficult or impossible to discuss visual artifacts as we discuss 
a written text. Those silent entities cannot contribute to the 
Great Conversation. They have little to say about the primary 
questions of interest to the liberal artist. 

It is not true that visual art excludes words, and thus the 
meanings that words convey, or that there is naturally a more 
intimate connection between music and the word than be
tween word and image. Writing began with visual images. 
Chinese and Japanese calligraphy, Egyptian hieroglyphs, Is
lamic script, medieval illuminated manuscripts are all in
stances of the perfect fusion of the visual with the verbal. 
Early Chinese landscape paintings are frequently overwritten 
with poems that have become part of the painting and deepen 
the meaning. In these examples ikon and logos are as closely 
allied as music and word are in the opera, Passion or lied. 
Many visual works-the prints of Daumier, for example-are 
unintelligible without their titles. 

There is much evidence that the thinking mind utilizes 
images as well as words. Indeed, images may be primary. The 
organization of the brain's neural networks appears to resem
ble the interactive visual field more nearly than it does linearly 
ordered speech. Those points aside, there is no basis for 
assuming that music and thought are more closely related than 
visual art and thought. As the art historian Edgar Wind points 
out a chief purpose of visual art was, until quite recently, to 
convey thought.35 Raphael's School of Athens is not excep
tional in that respect, but typical. Painting and sculpture are 
of course quite capable of incorporating written words and 
often do. When we add to those words the meanings conveyed 
by symbolic images (as in Jan van Eyck's Annunciation, 
which contains symbolic images and painted words) the pos
sible meanings become complex indeed. To be sure the mean
ing of a painting cannot be entirely expressed in words, but 
then neither can the meaning of a musical composition. 

Consider also the charts, graphs, and other visualizations 
that contemporary science cannot do without. The visual 
representation of significant relationships is often the only 
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practical representation. We rely upon vision to convey infor
mation too complex for words. Sound is much less useful in 
this respect. Surely these facts cast doubt upon the thesis that 
music is more nearly related to thought than is visual art. 

If classroom discussion were limited to the written word 
we would have to forgo discussion of the natural world. For 
it is inarticulate. But we do not find that an insuperable 
difficulty. We discuss what we observe when we dissect, 
perform experiments in the laboratory, and so on. Hence, 
even if visual art were altogether inarticulate it should still 
be possible to discuss it. But it is not inarticulate. Most visual 
artifacts embody meanings intended by the artist. Many 
depict figures from mythology or sacred text that convey 
specific meanings, and employ a symbolic visual language 
that is equally specific. The meaning of such visual art is 
clearly more accessible than the meaning of purely instru
mental music. 

My own experience, and that of many other teachers, is 
that visual art is eminently discussable, given the right choice 
of subject-matter and an adequate curriculum. Those institu
tions that have seriously attempted discussion of visual art 
have found this to be the case and have successfully incorpo
rated such discussions into their programs. 

e. Visual art is mimetic, and,nwreover, imitates only the 
trwst superficial aspects of the sensible. For that reason it of 
limited significance. Why study a deceptive copy when one 
can study the original? Music is not mimetic; it is naturally 
related to the supra-sensible or to Being. 

This objection is best considered in the context of 
Socrates'arguments in The Republic, often used to justify the 
exclusion of the visual arts from the liberal arts curriculum, 

Socrates asserts that the painter's couch is but an imita
tion of the cabinetmakers, which is itself but an imitation of 
the Idea of Couch. He argues that the painter's couch is at a 
second remove from the Real, an imitation of an imitation, as 
it were. Visual art is held to be essentially re-presentative. 

These arguments obscure a crucial distinction: the cabi
net maker's couch is made to be slept in, while the painter's 
is made to be looked at. The latter is not an imitation of an 
imitation, but a unique entity, whose final, formal, and mate
rial causes are very different from those that qualify the 
cabinetmaker's couch. 

So inadequate is Socrates' definition that it does not 
permit us to distinguish between the greatest painting and 
images that are clearly not visual art at all, such as a mediocre 
snapshot or a mere reflection (Republic X 596e). The latter 
could well exceed the painting as accurate representations of 
the visible, and hence would have to be regarded as more 
successful examples of visual art. In fact the excellences of 
painting qua painting have little or nothing to do with confor
mity to the visible. They are the result of formal and expres
sive qualities-some of which we have considered-not 

found in nature, but made or brought into being by the artist. 
Space, for example, does not preexist in or on the canvas to 
be "filled" by the painter. The painter creates space. Spatial 
relations in a painting are analagous to the silences between 
musical tones. They are shaped, structured, to define and 
express certain relationships. The complexity of those rela
tionships depends upon the skill and vision of the artist, not 
upon the intrinsic attributes of the space which we occupy and 
in which we move. 

It is more correct to say that the visual artist strives to 
make visible the invisible than it is to say that he imitates the 
visible. The artifacts actually produced verify this: the "ab
stract" art of so-called primitive peoples, such as the African 
tribes; the symbolically distorted art of our own Middle Ages; 
the deliberately elongated figures of Byzantine art which 
occupy a space that intentionally violates the rules of linear 
perspective; Chinese landscape painting which is "realistic" 
only in the sense that it expresses Reality; the geometric art 
of Islam; twentieth-century Impressionism, Expressionism, 
Cubism and the like; architecture, which is intrinsically ab
stract. While these art forms may imitate the principles or 
relations that order the cosmos, they clearly do not imitate 
visible appearances. 

If, notwithstanding, we accept Plato's criterion we must 
fault the philosopher equally. The painter has at least the 
material couch to imitate. Plato did not have the living Socra
tes before him, but merely the memory of Socrates-itself an 
image or imitation of the man. Hence the Socrates of The 
Republic is also an imitation of an imitation. As Plato himself 
insists, so are the personae of the dramatist and poet (Republic 
X 598e-599). Philosopher, dramatist, poet, and visual artist 
are all on an equal footing, in this respect. 

Plato's criticisms of the arts in Book X stem from his 
conviction that the images of the poet, dramatist, painter and 
sculptor corrupt and degrade the soul, strengthening and 
confirming its bondage to the body. He would have us forsake 
such images for others that can exhault, purify, and ultimately 
liberate the soul. The Socrates of The Republic is obviously 
such an image. It is likely therefore, that Plato's rejection of 
poetry, drama, and the visual arts in Book X, coming as it does 
at the conclusion of his own artistic masterpiece, is-notwith
standing its author's keen awareness of the limitations of any 
text that incorporates images- in fact an appeal to the reader 
to accept the art of which Plato has just given him an exam
ple-the art of The Republic composed of images that encour
age ascent from becoming to Being-in place of the images 
of the Greek poets, sculptors and painters which, in Plato's 
opinion, lead to the abyss. This is also suggested by Plato's 
many allusions in The Republic to Illiad and Odyssey, and by 
his comparisons of Socrates to Odysseus, Heracles, Daedalus 
and the like. He would replace the ancient myths with his own, 
the ancient artists and heroes with his Socrates. Socrates 
becomes in The Republic the new Daedalus who sculpts the 
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tripartite being that represents the human soul (Republic 
588b) and "moulds the model of a happy state" (Republic 
420c); the new Homer who tells of the dangers that confront 
that City-for the embodied soul is besieged as surely as Troy 
was-and of the Odyssey that is the soul's thousand-year 
return from exile in this world to its true Homeland (Republic 
621d). 

But much visual art also satisfies the Platonic criterion, 
and therefore cannot be rejected on that basis. To loosen the 
ties that bind soul to body was the chief purpose of the art of 
Byzantium and of medieval Europe. Those who should know 
tell us this. Consider the poem which the Abbot Suger (1081-
1151) composed in praise of the golden portals of his church, 
St. Denis: 

Bright is the noble work; but being nobly bright the 
work 

Should brighten the minds, so that they may travel, 
through the true lights, 

To the True Light where Christ is the true door. 
In what manner it be inherent in this world the golden 

door defines: 
The dull mind rises to truth through that which is 

material 
And, in seeing this light, is resurrected from its former 

submersion. 

There is much great visual art that even a confirmed Platonist 
might be hard put to reject. To be sure, in Plato's day Greek 
art was becoming increasingly concerned with appearances. 
He was certainly right to protest this through Socrates. But it 
makes no sense to apply his criticism to visual art as a whole, 
or to use it as a justification for denying the visual arts a place 
in the liberal arts curriculum. 

Finally we must note that if we accept the arguments of 
Book X we must exclude from the liberal arts not only visual 
art, but all imaginative literature (save the Platonic Dia
logues) . Homer and the tragidians-whom Socrates specific
ally condemns- must of course go, but also, obviously, 
Shakespeare and Rabelais and Cervantes, and Dostoevski, 
and all of their kind. Moreover, it is by no means certain that 
Plato's criteria would admit much of the music currently 
studied by students of the liberal arts. Would Wagner survive, 
I wonder? 

f. Music affects the soul nwre directly and immediately 
than visual art and therefore can form character nwre effec
tively than visual art. 

The visual "impresses" our souls no less than the audible. 
Indeed, visual images evoke compassion, sexual desire, 
anger, fear and so on nwre readily than music. Witness the 
power of cinema and television to move us, to involve us, to 
appropriate thought and feeling. The traditional view (the 
view that prevailed through the eighteenth century) is that all 



arts, not simply music, shape character. (Had Plato not 
thought so he would not have excluded the poets, the tragic 
dramatists, and the visual artists from his Republic.) In the 
case of visual art that was accomplished directly through 
depiction of exemplars such as Hercules or Christ, with whom 
the spectator was expected to identify and whom he was 
expected to emulate as best as he could, or indirectly through 
exposure to certain visual relationships that were thought to 
induce kindred relationships in the soul. It was long assumed 
that the parts of the "healthy" soul were symmetrically dis
posed, or in equilibrium, or related by a certain proportion. 
The symmetrical architecture of classical antiquity was ex
pected to induce such inner symmetry or proportionality. The 
moralizing art of painters such as Hogarth and Goya is a late 
expression of that ancient tradition. Its purpose is, in part, to 
make us admire what we should admire and despise what we 
should despise. Seeing injustices can sometimes make us 
betterpersons--can, in fact, move an entire society to benevol
ant action. Would anyone seriously argue that music could 
have induced us to aid the starving thousands in Somalia? 

g. Liberal education rightly emphasizes the use of original 
texts. To study visual art we must employ reproductions. These 
are inherently innacurate and deceptive. 

Good reproductions of two-dimensional visual art can be 
quite accurate. Some are so precise that the naked eye is barely 
able to distinguish originals from copies (this is especially true 
of copies of prints). We can make exact copies of sculpture 
using moulds. Such reproductions are certainly preferable to 
the translations (which are after all interpretations) through 
which most students of the liberal arts gain access to the 
majority of the Great Books. Music always reaches us trans
lated or interpreted-unless the performer is also the com
poser. And since few students of the liberal arts can 
reconstitute music by simply reading the written score, and 
live performances are few and far between, most use record
ings or reproductions of performances, further increasing the 
distance between creator and auditor. 

Students can of course discuss original works of visual 
art in local museums and galleries. Unlike music and poetry, 
which reach us via symbolic notation, such works bear the 
mark of the maker's hand. They constitute permanently ac
cessible "performances" by the artist. One might compare the 
experience they afford to hearing Beethoven play his 
Appassionata or Homer read his /Iliad. To be sure, one must 
look closely to appreciate this-at the brushstrokes that con
stitute forms and colors, at the scratchings and rubbings that 
constitute line and tone. 

h. The Greeks, who knew a great deal about the visual 
arts wisely excluded them from the liberal arts. We should 
follow their example. 

This objection has been answered under "History." 
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i. The visual arts were excluded from the trivium and 
quadrivium during the Middle Ages when the seven liberal 
arts became the educational norm, whereas music was in
cluded and even emphasized. 

This objection, too, has been answered under "History." 

j. There simply is not room in a four-year curriculum/or 
the liberal arts and the visual arts. To include the visual arts 
would compell us to sacrifice something more essential. The 
traditional seven liberal arts provide a rational schema for a 
compact yet rich and comprehensive program. If we depart 
from that schema we abandon meaningful criteria for includ
ing or excluding subject-matter. Will we next be asked to add 
the social sciences? Or horticulture? 

As noted above, colleges that profess to offer a liberal 
education no longer adhere strictly to the traditional schema 
of the seven liberal arts. Hence one cannot argue again~t 
adding the visual arts on grounds that it would violate that 
schema. Among the criteria actually used to determine the 
disciplines included we frequently find the following : a) that 
the discipline promote the good of the individual by perfecting 
those faculties which distinguish man; b) that the discipline 
promote the good of society as a whole; c) that it be a primary 
discipline, that is one which cannot be reduced to more 
elementary disciplines (as engineering can be reduced to 
mathematics or medicine to biology); d) that it relate as nearly 
as possible to other parts of the liberal arts curriculum. 

Let us apply these criteria to the study of the visual arts. 
a) While vision per se does not distinguish man from other 

sentient beings, the kind of vision which he possesses does. 
His is a "thinking eye." That potential becomes manifest 
almost as soon as we gain some control of our bodies. All 
children delight in drawing. Their drawings are schematic or 
symbolic: a circle represents the head, two dots the eyes, a line 
the mouth and so on. Children 2-4 years of age "apparently 
make no attempt to translate their visual images into plastic 
equivalents (imitative or naturalistic representations), but are 
fully satisfied with certain graphic signs which they identify 
with their images." 36 

Our ability to draw and to make three-dimensonal shapes 
is as fundamental and as universal as our ability to form 
intelligible sounds. It implies that we possess by virtue of our 
nature as rational beings not two major symbolic languages
speech and mathematics-but at least three. If one of the 
purposes ofliberal education is to develop those faculties that 
distinguish mankind we should study all three languages. 

Our appreciation of visual beauty is also unique. As noted 
it possesses a rational component-we admire consistency, 
regularity, conformity to a schema which we think of as 
"ideal" and so on. It would appear then that if we are to 
promote the good of the individual, we should, as Aristotle 
recommends, seek to "develop an observant eye for beauty of 

form and figure." 
b) It is abundantly clear that the visual environment 

influences our moods, dispositions, and thoughts. The color
scheme of any dentist's office testifies to this. Deny people 
all view of the landscape and most will eventually cease to 
think about the relation of man to nature. Cage them up in drab 
high-rises constructed of indistinguishable cells and they will 
become mean-spirited. The ancients were right to assume that 
visual art shapes character. Lessing was wrong to assert that 
the pleasure which we derive from visual beauty "can be 
dispensed with"; it cannot. A responsible citizenry will pro
mote the creation of a suitable visual environment by com
missioning, by advising, by criticizing. 

We cannot depend upon our artists and architects to do 
that for us. As we have observed the visual arts and the liberal 
arts parted company some two-hundred years ago. With few 
exceptions, artists and architects are now specialists educated 
in specialized schools of art or architecture that for the most 
part exclude meaningful study of the liberal arts as rigorously 
as some liberal arts colleges exclude the visual arts. Architect, 
painter, and sculptor are not expected to have a liberal educa
tion, and are not usually directed by those who have such an 
education. We need only look about us to see the conse
quences. For the good of society the liberally educated should 
resume their historic role as knowledgable patrons of the 
visual arts. To do so they must be familiar with the visual arts. 
Liberal education can and should facilitate this. 

c) Visual art is the mature expression of a unique faculty 
that all men possess by nature and that distinguishes man from 
other sentient beings. It presents the perfect object of percep
tion to the most complex of our senses and thereby perfectly 
exercises that sense. It satisfies the eye in the same way that 
music satisfies the ear. The field-like organization of the 
visual artifact is unique. For no other art-form confronts us 
immediately in its totality. The paleolithic sculptures and cave 
paintings indicate that mankind possessed from the beginning 
an impulse to make beautiful and expressive images. For all 
of these reasons I would argue that the study of visual art is a 
primary discipline, quite different in that respect from the 
social sciences, medicine, or any number of worthy studies. 

d) Trivium and quadrivium, meaning "the place where 
three (or four) ways meet" are tenns that originally described 
what we would call highway intersections. The terms empha
size that the disciplines each grouping includes all lead to the 
same destination. They interrelate, inform each other, and 
constitute a larger whole. During the Middle Ages, when the 
trivium and quadrivium first became the educational norm, 
the seven liberal arts were parts of a still more comprehensive 
unity. Study of the liberal arts prepared one for the study of 
philosophy. Philosophy was not then the independent discipl
ine that it is today, but the handmaiden of theology. The seven 
"ways" crossed in God. 

We cannot say that of our liberal arts. The body which 
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they constitute, alas, lacks a head; or perhaps we should say 
that it has, like Cerberus, fabled guardian of Hades, too many 
heads. For the liberal arts are now proposed as preparation for 
virtually any activity. Moreover, with the passage of time the 
intersecting ways have tended to become parallel, or even 
divergent. We note that as we move from study of the ancient 
texts to study of the modem. 

Even allowing this, the liberal arts constitute the nearest 
thing we have to a synoptic, unified educational program that 
has withstood the test of time. For that reason they have 
appealed and continue to appeal to educators troubled by the 
fragmentation of knowledge, the centrifugal forces loose in the 
modem world especially those who hoped and those who still 
hope that we might learn through immersion in the works and 
thoughts of a more coherent past ways to restore or at least to 
encourage coherence in our own culture. Any addition to, or 
modification of such a program of study should certainly take 
into account its original intent and the motives of those who 
sought to revive it. The visual arts satisfy those conditions. 

They naturally constitute a point of intersection for other 
disciplines traditionally among the liberal arts, or closely 
allied with those arts: mathematics (the form of the visual 
work, perspective, the golden section and other proportional 
schema); biology (theories of perception, the contribution of 
eye and brain, conditions that permit the illusion of reality on 
a two-dimensional surface, optical illusions); philosophy and 
theology (symbolic content of the visual work); music (formal 
analogies and structural parallels between the visual arts and 
music); mythology, sacred and secular history, and literature 
(narrative content of the visual work). 

A proper program of study would not be confined to 
portable easel painting (the earliest surviving examples of this 
art-form are relatively late; itisratherlike beginning the study 
of the Great Books with the Renaissance) but would include 
fresco and mosaic, architecture and sculpture. There would 
thus be opportunity to examine artifacts, such as the medieval 
cathedrals and Renaissance churches that were in their time 
foci for a multitude of disciplines, and in particular for the 
disciplines of the liberal arts. Mathematics, philosophy, the
ology, rhetoric, music, architecture, sculpture, painting all 
come together here to make one thing. Study of the the Greek 
temple and of its sculptures (supported by selections from 
Vitruvius, supplemented by study of the images and propor
tions of Greek pottery) would have similar advantages. To add 
such a program to the existing curriculum might require the 

. elimination or abridgement of certain texts. But that will be 
outweighed by the more complex and comprehensive whole 
that results. All of this becomes possible if to books and 
balances we add calipers and rule, thereby restoring the an
cient unity of the visual arts and the liberal arts. 
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[]
Her Hair 
by Charles Baudelaire 
translated by Francie Roberts '93 

Oh tresses, curling down upon her neckline; 
Oh ringlets; Oh perfume thick and overflowing 

with nonchalance; 
Ecstacy ! This night how I desire, 
in order to populate this solemn alcove 
with the memories sleeping in her hair, 
to shake it in the air like a handkerchief! 

Listless Asia and burning Africa, 
all of a distant world, away from home, nearly lost, 
lives within your depths, aromatic forest! 
As other souls go sailing upon music, 
so does my soul, oh my love, swim upon your perfume. 

I will go far away where tree and man, both full of sap, 
swoon for long stretches of time under the ardor 

of the climates; 
long tresses, be the oceanic surge which carries me off! 
You contain, sea of ebony, a shining dream 
of sails, of oarsmen, of flames and of masts: 

An echoing harbor where my soul can drink, in 
great waves, 

the perfume, the sound and the color; 
where ships, gliding through gold and through 

watered silk, 
open their vast arms to embrace the glory of a pure sky 
where shudders the eternal passion. 
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I will plunge my head so desirous of intoxication, 
into the black ocean where she is imprisoned, 
and my penetrating spirit caressed by rolling waves 
will rediscover you, oh abunant laziness; 
endless rockings of my perfumed leisure! 

Blue-black hair, lodging of taut night, 
you restore to me the azure of an immense, round sky; 
upon the soft borders of your tangled curls 
I become passionately intoxicated by the mingled scents 
of coconut oil, of musk and of tar. 

For a long while; Forever! my hand in your thick, 
heavy hair 

will scatter rubies, pearls, sapphires, 
that you may never be deaf to my desire! 
For, are you not the oasis where I dream, 
and the wineskin from whence I swallow in great gulps 
the wine of memory? 

La Chevelure 
by Charles Baudelaire 

0 toison, moutonnant jusque sur l'encolure! 

0 boucles! 0 parfum charge de nonchaloir! 

Extase! Pour peupler ce soir l'alc6ve obscure 

Des souvenirs dormant dans cette chevelure, 

Je la veux agiter dans l'air comme un mouchoir! 

La langoureuse Asie et la bn1lante Afrique, 

Tout un monde lointain, absent, presque defunt, 

Yit dans tes profondeurs, foret aromatique! 

Comme d 'autres esprits voguent sur la musique, 

Le mien, 6 mon amour! nage sur ton parfum. 

J'irai la-bas OU l'arbre et l'homme, pleins de seve, 

Se pament longuement sous l 'ardeur des climats; 

Fortes tresses, soyez la houle qui m'enleve! 

Tu contiens, mer d'ebene, un eblouissant reve 

De voiles, de rameurs, de flammes et de mats: 

u n port retentissant OU mon ame peut boire 

A grands flats le parfum, le son et la couleur; 

OL1 les vaisseaux, glissant dans I 'or et dans la moire, 

Ouvrent leurs vastes bras pour embrasser la gloire 

D'un ciel pur ou fremit l'etemelle chaleur. 
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Je plongerai ma tete amoureuse d'i vresse 

Dans ce noir ocean ou l'autre est enferme; 

Et mon esprit subtil que le roulis caresse 

Saura vous retrnuver, 6 feconde paresse ! 

Infinis bercements du loisir embaume! 

Cheveux bleus, pavilion de tenebres renclucs, 

Yous me rendez l'azur du ciel immense t:l rumL 

Surles bords duvetes de VOS meches tordues 

Je m'enivre ardemment des senteurs con fondue 

De l'huile de coco, du muse et du goudron. 

Longtemps! toujours! ma main dans ta criniere 

lourde 

Semera le rubis, la perle et la saphir, 

Afin qu'a mon desir tune sois jamais sourde ! 

N'es-tu pas !'oasis OU je reve, et Ia gourde 

Ou je hume a longs traits le vin du souvenir? 

I I 
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Choosing to Believe: .Free Choice and 
the Know ledge of God in St. Thomas 
by Susanna Beiser '94 

It is the intention of St. Thomas to exalt the intellect above 
every other human power. In this way he is like Aristotle and 
other ancient philosophers who believed that the acuity of 
reason would serve to explain every phenomena and solve any 
problem. Such philosophy preserves and celebrates the nobil
ity of human reason. Aristotle, however, answered to himself 
alone in regard to the proper pursuit of his science. He 
answered to no God. 

Thomas' approach is different because he believes in a 
God who is a loving creator.a super-intelligent being with 
absolute governance of the world. We have responsibilities to 
this God, among which are love and humility. We are not 
meant to rejoice in our natural abilities while remaining 
oblivious to their origin and constant source of inspiration. On 
the contrary, to best love God and conform our actions to His 
will , we must try, to the best of our abilities, to understand 
Him and His effects. 

Thomas' sacred doctrine is established to serve this pur
pose. As a science, sacred doctrine has as its subject-matter 
both God and His creation. In the realm of human endeavor, 
practical guidelines are sought so that we might fulfill our duty 
to ourselves and to God on both thought and deed. This duty 
goes beyond belief in God's existence, beyond faith, to re
quire of us our continuous attention to increasing our knowl
edge of God. This is not a burden, however, on the individual. 

For when a man has a will ready to believe, 

he loves the truth he believes, he thinks out and takes 
to heart whatever reasons he can find in support 
thereof .... 
(Summa Theologica, II-II, Q.2 A.10) 

* * * 
The practice of scared doctrine, although it makes use of 

reason, does not entail thinking out reasonable explanations 
for the truths which are believed by faith. The articles of faith 
are truths about God that are unreachable by means of the 
reason with which man is naturally endowed. These are the 
basis of Christianity and include the existence of the Trinity 
and the mystery of Christ. Such truths are neither self-evident 
nor demonstrable and therefore require belief without the sure 
know ledge that arises from the practice of any other science. 

This does not mean, however, that articles of faith are 
absurd or inconsistent with reason. They are beyond reason 
but possess the nature of first principles in the practice of 
sacred doctrine. "The articles of faith stand in the same 
relation to the doctrine of faith, as self-evident principles to 
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teaching based on natural reason (II-II, Q.1 A.7)." These are 
the premises on which the best human knowledge of God is 
founded, and only by reasoning from them can we gain, in any 
measure, knowledge that is beyond our reach. 

Thomas believes that man's reason is a participation in 
the perfect intellect that is God. God created man with reason 
as an essential part of his soul and in this sense the intellect is 
a natural, rather than accidental, part of us. Our reason is 
inferior to the divine intellect and comparatively incomplete, 
but it is the divinity in us. We are created in the image of God 
insofar as we can have knowledge. Since the human intellect 
resembles God's, what God knows perfectly through His 
infinite knowledge should not be inconsistent with the deter
minations of our own natural reason. In this way man was 
originally created with the ability to know truth. 

The fall of Adam altered the functioning of the human 
intellect. Since the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the 
Garden of Eden, man has been in a state of corrupted nature. 
With Adam's assertion of his free will came disease, so that 
"since man' s reason is not entirely subject to God, the conse
quence is that many disorders occur in the acts itself of the 
reason (II-I, Q.109 A.8)." No longer is the human intellect 
infallible, even in reference to objects well within the bounds 
of the visible and the comprehensible. Lesser still is our ability 
to know anything about God through the natural process of 
reasoning. How, then, can we pursue this knowledge? Is it in 
our power to choose to increase our knowledge of God? What 
is the nature of this science which seems to grasp at know ledge 
beyond our reach, yet claims to reveal the sw-est truths? 

In order to answer these questions we must examine in 
detail the process described by Thomas as the path to knowl
edge. In explanation of the necessity of sacred doctrine, 
Thomas writes that "man is directed to God as to an end that 
surpasses the grasp of his reason ... (I, Q .1 A.1 ). " From this 
description we are meant to understand the end of man to be 
a final cause, a result for the sake of which the means to this 
end are deliberately ordered. 

According to Christianity, man's true end is life after 
death in perfect happiness: beatitude. Since happiness is 

. man's experience of the good, it easily follows that perfect 
happiness must result from contact with God, who is perfectly 
good. The exact nature of this contact, however, must be 
further explored. 

The best part of man is necessarily what is created to be 
most like God, his most divine aspect. For Thomas, this is 
certainly the intellect, both because it resembles the power by 
which God governs the world and because it is a part of man 



that seems to be incorporeal. The excellence of the intellect 
remains essentially unchanged, despite the corrupted state 
into which we have fallen. If, then, man is to attain the 
condition of the greatest possible happiness, the condition of 
experiencing the greatest good, he must do so by means of his 
most perfect faculty. It follows that "the ultimate beatitude of 
man consists in the use of his highest function, which is the 
operation of the intellect (I, Q.12 A.I)." 

Thomas makes a distinction between two aspects of the 
operation of the intellect. On the one hand there is the actuality 
of the faculty. Simply stated, this is the activity of thinking. 
On the other is the determination of the thinking to a particular 
object. In order tocontiibute to beatitude, man's intellect must 
be both active and focused on the greatest good. Beatitude, 
therefore, consists in thinking about God. Furthermore, per
fect happiness requires the perfect operation of the intellect. 
For this reason a merely general or confused knowledge of 
God is insufficient. Man must know God as He truly is. 
Thomas describes the connection established by this contem
plation as "the divine essence itself united to their intellect (I, 
Q.12 A.9) and the effect of this connection as 'deiformity' (I, 
Q.12 A.6)." The intellect is detennined to its proper object 
and so takes on, to some finite extent, the infinite goodness 
that is God. In this way man attains beatitude. 

This kind of knowledge, a vision of God in His essence, 
is possible only in the afterlife, for it is not granted that man, 
still encumbered with his body, may 1ise above his nature to 
comprehend the incorporeal Being. The human intellect is 
accustomed to understanding immaterial objects by abstract
ing from composites, combinations of matter and form. This 
is impossible when thinking about God because He is infinite 
and utterly immaterial. The best knowledge of God is beyond 
the reach of natural reason, for the human intellect cannot 
change its mode of operation. Therefore man needs assistance 
if he is ever to know the essence of God. 

Here enters the crucial factor in the pursuit of the divine 
science: the grace of God. Grace is the gift of God's assis
tance, bestowed on man to enable him to rise above his own 
nature, gain knowledge of God, and thereby attain beatitude. 
This blessing springs from the love that God, the creator, has 
for His creation. It is to be distinguished from the care that 
accompanied the original fashioning of man, whereby he was 
given the power of reason as a natural part of the soul. So it 
is said that grace indicates "a special love, whereby He draws 
the rational creature above the condition of its nature to a 
participation of the divine good ... (I-II, Q.110 A.I)." 

Grace is in operation throughout man's journey toward 
knowledge of God, both before and after bodily death. 
Thomas often calls this power a light: "this increase of the 
intellectual powers is called the illumination of the intellect" 
and "By this light the blessed are made' deiform '-that is, like 
to God ... (both from I, Q.12 A.5)." All grace stems from 
God's love and is essentially the same, but it can be divided 
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into different kinds according to its various effects: 

Now there are five effects of grace in us. Of these, the 
first is, to heal the soul; the second, to desire good; the 
third, to carry into effect the good proposed; the fourth, 
to persevere in good; the fifth, to reach glory. (II-I, 
Q.111 A.3) 

The first four of these are needed to compensate for our 
corrupted nature. In the state of integral nature man's intellect 
functioned perfectly. It was originally a natural characteristic 
of man to tend toward apparent good in both his will and his 
actions. This aspect of human nature remains. What man has 
lost, however, is the unening ability to determine this ten
dency to an actual good, to enact the good, and to continue to 
do good works of his own inspiration. It is God's grace, 
operating throughout his life, that is responsible for moving 
man to will or enact good. 

The fifth kind encompasses all the effects of grace that_ 
specifically pertain to man's beatitude. In regard to knowl" 
edge of God that is beyond the reach of reason, grace bridges 
the gap between the relatively confused and general knowl
edge of God that man can gain by natural reason and the 
essential knowledge necessary for beatitude. 

It is only by faith that man can have this essential knowl
edge. Thomas describes the aspects of grace that allow a man 
to attain Christian faith and then to continue in the contem
plation of God. The knowledge gained by faith is unlike 
knowledge that results from natural reason. 

Faith is a kind of knowledge, inasmuch as the intellect 
is determined by faith to some knowable object. But 
this determination to one object does not proceed from 
the vision of the believer, but from the vision of Him 
Who is believed. Thus, as far as faith falls short of 
vision, it falls short of the nature which knowledge has 
when it is science .... (I, Q.12 A.13) 

Faith does not permit man to reasonably understand its ob
jects; rather it "signifies the assent of the intellect to that which 
is believed (II-I, Q.l A.4)."In the normal course of intellectual 
activity, a proposition that is believed is assented to by a 
process of reasoning. When a proposition cannot be reason
ably understood, it cannot be believed in the usual manner. 
The propositions about God which constitute the articles of 
faith surpass human reason, and so cannot be believed without 
an assent being made possible by grace. 

God, therefore, grants that man may come to believe the 
truths of faith that are essential to beatitude. After grace 
initially acts to establish faith, its continuing presence allows 
man to increase his knowledge of God. We reason from the 
articles of faith, our natural intellectual power enhanced by 
the light of grace. Beatitude is insured by faith and the degree 
of happiness obtained is heightened as the share of grace 
increases. 

The question that now arises pertains not to these opera
tions of grace, but to what precedes them. Grace appears to 
be the only addition to the soul 's natural powers that is 
necessary for attaining faith. Not every man, however, is a 
Christian. Hence, it is apparent that some do not receive this 
grace. Considering that God intends man's happiness, what 
prior condition in the individual allows him to receive the 
grace that leads to faith and beatitude? 

It is reasonable to suspect that the absence of faith in an 
individual is due to some failing of his own rather than to the 
will of God. A lack of the proper preparation to receive grace 
accounts for man's failure to attain beatitude and absolves 
God of any responsibility for withholding it. The likely source 
of man's error is his reason because it is functionally corrupt 
and not necessarily attuned to the will of God. Man's fallible 
reason is also responsible for the misdirection of his free will. 
If reason is to have a decisive role in preparing for grace, the 
course of intellectual progress towards beatitude should in
clude a point at which a free choice is made. This choice 
would allow each man to take responsibility for the condition 
of his soul and, by choosing correctly, to prepare himself to 
receive God's grace. 

An extension of the grace/light analogy is helpful in 
determining what must occur in man prior to having faith. 

Now to prepare oneself for grace is. as it were, to be 
turned to God; just as whoever has his eyes turned away 
from the light of the sun prepares himself to receive the 
sun's light, by turning his eyes towards the sun. (II-I, 
Q.109 A.6) 

In one sense, man' s eyes are never turned completely away 
from God because of his natural tendency toward the good. 
The problem is that this general leaning is not specifically to 
God, but toward whatever object the intellect believes to be 
good. Due to the corruption of the intellect, this determination 
is often incmrect. 

This inability to positively identify God as the object of 
desire was not a part of the first man. In the state of integral 
nature the human intellect recognized its cause and creator, 
but "in the state of corrupted nature man falls short of this in 
the appetite of his rational, which, unless it be cured by God's 
grace, follows its private good ... (II-I, Q.109 A.3)." Because 
true intellectual vision depends on sure belief and God desires 
man's beatitude, grace determines the mind to God; it turns 
man to Him so that he is prepared to receive the light of further 
grace that will lead him to faith. 

Since not all men receive grace, it remains to be said what 
kind of man is moved in this way. Again, we would like to 
understand how free choice plays a role in obtaining grace. 
Perhaps the solution is a sirnple form of cooperation: he who 
wishes to find God will be turned to Him by God. In this vein 
Thomas writes, "He directs just men to Himself as to a special 
end, which they seek and to which they wish to cling ... (II-I, 
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Q.109 A.6)." Perhaps these men have a greater desire for God 
and therefore are more receptive to the initial gift of grace. 

This explanation, however, is insufficient. According to 
human nature, every man tends towards good as it appears to 
his mind. All men also tend toward God, although in a 
confused and indeterminate way. But no man, his nature 
corrupt and unaided by grace, can know the truths that would 
allow his reason, and thereby his desire, to rise above lesser 
goods to the greatest good, to direct him to God. Thus it is 
clear that man does not specifically desire or look to God 
before he first receives grace; "man cannot prepare himself to 
receive the light of grace except by the gratuitous help of God 
moving him inwardly (II-I, Q. I09 A.6)." 

All men, then, appear to be moved in the same way 
toward knowledge of God. By nature their minds tend to 
the good; by grace they are focused on God, enlightened, 
and raised above their natural abilities to assent to the 
articles of faith. None of these movements, however, ap
pears to involve a choice on the part of the individual. Yet 
Thomas states that there is a form of cooperation between 
God and man concerning the gift of grace and that man's 
part consists in free choice: 

It is the part of man to prepare his soul, since he does 
this by his free choice. And yet he does not do this 
without the help of God moving him, and drawing 
him to Himself . ... 
(II-I, Q.109 A.6) 

Man's turning to God is by free choice, and thus man 
is bidden to turn himself only to God. But free choice 
can be turned to God only when God turns it. ... 
(II-I, Q.109 A.6) 

In making this choice man has neither alternative objects from 
which to choose, nor the ability to actively direct his mind to 
the object of choice. In what sense, then, is the choice free? 

The solution to this problem is contained in Thomas' 
understanding of choice as an act of the will. As a power of 
the intellect, will is characterized by the two aspects men
tioned earlier: the activity of the power and the determination 
of the power to an object. Thomas explains this division: 

Now the reason why it is possible not to choose, or to 
choose, may be gathered from a twofold power in man. 
For man can will and not will, act and not act; and again, 
he can will this or that, and do this or that. The reason 
for this is to be found in the very power of the reason. 
For the will can tend to whatever the reason can appre
hend as good. (II-I, Q.13 A.6) 

These distinctions can be understood by examining our 
outward actions. For example, a man might read a book of his 
own choosing. In this case he is the active principle in two 
senses; he reads rather than not reading, and he determines the 
object of his action, this book rather than that one. A different 



case is illustrated by the man who obeys a particular law. It is 
by his own power that he acts in obeying the law, but the law 
itself is not of his determination. It has been framed by 
someone else and presented to him so that the range of his 
action is limited. 

Turning to God is an action of the second type. There 
is no need to determine the object of the action; God is a 
given. The only options, then, are to turn or not to turn. 
There appears to be a problem, however, because we know 
that man does not have the ability to tum to God on his own. 
he must be turned by God's grace. In the absence of the 
power to act there appears to be no place for choice. It 
seems impossible for man to choose to tum to God when, 
in fact, his role is passive. 

At this point we must remember that choice pertains not 
only to action, but also to willing or desiring. Because most 
of our actions are both willed and enacted by our own power, 
this distinction might seem unnecessary. It is essential, how
ever, in the context of receiving grace, a situation in which we 
appear to have no active role. In this case man can choose 
neither the object of his desire, nor the means of attaining his 
end, for both are dependent on God. The only choice that 
remains to be made is to will or not to will. If a man cannot 
choose God as the object to which he is turned, and he cannot 
choose to turn himself, his choice consists in willing or not 
willing the turn. 

Why, though, would anyone choose not to be turned to 
God? As Thomas mentions, the explanation for this lies in the 
condition of man's reason. The will naturally tends toward 
good, even in our corrupted state. It must rely, however, on 
reason's frequently incorrect determinations of what is good. 
Although anyone with clear knowledge of God could not 
mistake his goodness, any less perfect vision is subject to this 
error. It is possible for a man who · is without faith, not yet 
enlightened by grace, and lacking any clear intellectual vision 
of God to be blind to the goodness of grace and so to choose 
not to receive it. 

The first step towards enlightenment, then, is desire, 
not for God specifically, because His essence is unseen, but 
for what is greatest. It is the willful, and therefore intellec
tual, yearning for the highest knowledge, the first principle 
sought by the philosophers. Accompanying this desire is 
the understanding that what is highest is truly beyond our 
grasp if we attempt the search alone. We must rely on God 
to enhance our reason and raise our sights to a vision of the 
truth we seek. 

The source of our hope for divine assistance is reason 
itself. Thomas believes that some knowledge of God, 
known through the images of His effects, is within the reach 
of our natural faculties. Included is the knowledge that 
there is a creator and an intelligent being "by whom all 
natural things are directed to their end (I, Q.2 A.3)." The 
conect consideration of these truths compels the thinking 

man to submit his will to that of the creator and to look to the 
greater intelligence for guidance in his search for knowledge. 
In this way the lover of knowledge may prepare his soul for 
the assistance he needs to transcend his limited abilities and 
gain a vision of his true end. 

All passages are quoted from Basic Writings of Saint 
Thomas Aquinas, Anton C. Pegis, ed., Random House, 
New York, 1945. 
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On the Relation of the Speech of Alcibiades 
to the Other Speeches of the Platonic Symposium 
by Friedrich Nietzsche (1864) 

Translated by Eva T. H. Brann 

[Nietzsche wrote this essay when he was twenty years old. I 
came on it while helping a senior with his essay on the 
Symposium. It seemed to me that I should translate it to serve 
as an encouragement to our students. The German text appears 
in Friedrich Nietzsche, Werke und Briefe: Historisch
kritische Gesammtausgabe, Vol. 2, Jugendschriften (1861-
1864), edited by Hans Joachim Mette, Munich: C.H. Beck 
(1934).] 

To come right out with how I conceive of the relation of 
the first five speeches to that of Socrates: It seems to me to be 
a completely erroneous claim that in those five speeches Plato 
collected only mistaken opinions about Eros in order to con
front them with the only correct one, that of Socrates. Socrates 
himself does not deny them his applause; he comes back to 
all of them, assigning to each opinion its appropriate place. I 
rather believe that from the first to the last speech a definite 
progress takes place, insofar as each successive opinion sub
stantially increases and broadens that of its predecessor; each 
speaker sees the concept of eros appear before him with 
growing clarity, until Socrates, far from overthrowing it, 
finally rounds off into a dome the edifice they have gradually 
erected. This holds of course only with respect to the basic 
opinions of each speaker. What the others add to their exege
ses by way of ornament is often rejected by Socrates as 
unjustified. 

The speech of Phaedrus only sketches out the area within 
which the question is moved. He depicts Eros as the oldest 
god and the cause of the greatest goods. Of course, I here pass 
over the significance of each individual speech for character
izing the persons and emphasize only the basic thought. 
Pausanias explains the eros of the heavenly gods as love with 
the purpose of the active or passive ennobling of humankind. 
Eryximachus widens the meaning of eros to extend over the 
all-encompassing life of nature, while the two first speakers 
represent love only in its operation within the human being. 
Aristophanes says that eros is based on a necessity of nature, 
the law of elective affinity. Agathon, finally, calls eros the 
love of the beautiful, which begets everything good and great, 
in nature, in art, everywhere. In summary, the concept of eros 
according to these speeches would be: Eros is love for beauty 
as natural law, directed to the procreation of the good. 
Socrates' definition does not sound substantially different: 
Eros is love directed to the begetting and bearing on the 
beautiful, which he then characterizes as the instinct for 
immortality innate in spiritual and physical nature. In the 
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ladder to the highest eros that he erects I notice this peculiar
ity, that the different points of view of the speakers recur. 
Phaedrus is, to be sure, as elsewhere, only the "midwife" of 
the following speeches. But Pausanias, in whose speech one 
must never lose sight of his love for Agathon, shows the 
standpoint of a human being as long as he still loves one 
beautiful object, be it physical or spiritual. Eryximachus is a 
lover of all that is beatiful, as it is revealed in the whole of 
nature. Aristophanes has already advanced to the higher rung 
oflove for art and science, just as has Agathon, who, as a tragic 
poet, seems to me to have been awarded by Plato a higher 
place, above Aristophanes - a judgment with which we 
would not nowadays concur. The spiritually greater human 
being by far is Aristophanes. Finally Socrates himself reaches 
the rung that Diotima has designated as the highest, the love 
of the Arch-beautiful; we do not doubt that he has reached it, 
but Socrates himself does not and may not tell us this, true to 
his own character. What he does describe is how he was once 
caught in the same error as Agathon is now; that is the great 
insight he has gained. But how far it has carried over into life, 
whether it is even capable of being actualized - that has to 
remain uncertain for the reader of the dialogue. That is why 
Alcibiades appears, to represent the love for the Arch-beauti
ful in its effect on the practical life of human beings, that is, 
the effect of this love in a particular human being such as 
Socrates, and the countereffect a human being filled with such 
a love has on others, such as Socrates has on Alcibiades. Here 
is the reason why Plato chose precisely Alcibiades in order to 
depict this effect. If any disciple of Socrates had come on the 
scene to glorify Socrates, the effect would have been incom
parably weaker. Alcibiades, on the other hand, is a youth 
completely apostate from Socrates and wholly alienated from 
philosophy. The influence of Socrates on such a one, a human 
being of such genius, is the most wonderful that Plato could 
have cited in proof of the above-mentioned countereffect. 
Furthermore, Alcibiades knows nothing of the preceding con
versation. To the surprise of the audience he depicts the 
practical side of the human being consecrated to the Arch
beautiful, while Socrates had drawn the theoretical side. Plato 
represents him as intoxicated in order to let him express 
himself more freely about things which had to be avoided in 
serious, measured conversation; their mention was, however, 
necessary, especially since they were historical facts. Then 
too the contrast between the speeches of Socrates and Al
cidiades is worthy of notice, as is the contrast between their 
natures, while both are expressing their deepest feelings, the 



one through the mouth of the divinely inspired prophetess, 
the other under the inpiration of wine - their deepest and 
yet similar feelings for the Arch-beautiful, the one in the Idea, 
the other in a reference to reality: Socrates is the lover of the 
Arch-beautiful, but Alcibiades is also the lover of the Arch
beautiful. And yet, what a difference of natures - the one as 
morally elevated as the other is morally fallen, the one as 
physically beautiful as the other is ugly, the one as sober and 
self-controlled as the other is intoxicated and excited. 

It is clear that these points of view are relevant as much 
to the philosophy as to the artistic conception of the dialogue. 
Here we should notice that with the entrance of Alcibiades a 
transformation of tone takes place; it is the most daring of 
artistic uicks that at the moment when the speech of Socrates 
has led the auditors as it were onto the high seas of the 
beautiful, the band of inebriates and revellers breaks in and 
yet does not undo the speech of Socrates but rather enhances 
it. The speech of Alcibiades is the work of eros, just as is the 
speech of Socrates. But the speech of Alcibiades works 
through facts, as that of Socrates does through ideas. And the 
facts work more forcefully and more compellingly than the 
articulated ideas. The speeches of Socrates and Alcibiades are 
related similarly to those of Agathon and Aristophanes, to 
those of Eryximachus and Pausanias, only in a higher sphere. 
Socrates, Agathon, E1yximachus are the greater thinkers; 
Alcibiades, Aristophanes, Pausanias work through facts and 
myths - in Pausanias especially we must note that he always 
keeps his own love for Agathon in view. The three thinkers 
elevate Eros to the widest circle of the arts and sciences 
peculiar to them: Eryximachus regards Eros as a physician, 
Agathon as a poet, Socrates as a philosopher. 

Through the contrast between Socrates and Alcibiades 
that demonic double nature of Eros himself finally comes 
before the imagination, that being-betwixt-and-between the 
divine and the human, the spiritual and the sensual; just so on 
the other side, the dialogue itself obtains through the appear
ance of Alcibiades that wonderful coloration, that oscillation 
between opposing tints that can be traced into the separate 
parts of the dialogue and that extends even to the language. 
Even the wondrous union of philosophical speeches with the 
enjoyment of wine reminds us of it. 

Thus the appearance of Alcibiades seems to be the turn
ing point of the artful drama, and at the same time of philos
ophy, toward the side of actuality. And if I may be permitted 
to draw an analogy: Plato has pulled all the parts of the 
dialooue together in this nodal point, just as Zeus twisted 
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together the different sides and skins of the human bemg m 
the umbilibal cord and unified them in a knot. 
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D Hope in Sophocles' Antigone 
Nedalina Dineva '95 
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(1.616-20) 

For indeed, wide-roaming hope is a benefit 
to many among men, 
but to many-a deceit for empty-minded passions; 
to one who knows nothing it creeps, 
until he bums his foot in the hot fire. 

As the opening stanza of one of the turning points 
( a'tpo<j>rt) in a chorus' speech, this passage typifies the gen
erally sententious, truth-pondering character of the chorus' 
entrances. It appeares in a succession of generalizing state
ments which obviously bear upon the particular events in the 
tragedy-the far-reaching and contaminating power of evil 
and man's helplessness before Zeus' will (fate). Against this 
background, the appearance of the word "hope" and the 
optimism which it connotes seem quite striking and un
fathomable. 

This is the first time that the concept of hope is treated as 
a potentially central concern in the play, and nowhere else 
does it receive so full a development. Haem on' s appearance 
on stage immediately after the chorus has finished speaking 
might lead one to believe that the reference to hope reflects 
his state of mind. Such an interpretation is emphasized by the 
connection between passion and hope in the passage quoted 
above. Hope is presented in an obscure causal relationship 
with Eros whose primary translation as physical love recalls 
Haemon's character. At this point the reader could easily 
understand the chorus' words as foreshadowing Haemon' s 
hope to save the Iif e of his beloved. But this view is too limited 
in comparison with the broad scope of the other concepts 
articulated by the chorus. Besides, according to their own 
words, neither Haemon nor Antigone feels any passionate 
love for the other. Haemon himself, upon Creon's accusation 
of serving as "the woman's champion", claims in a guilessly 
passionate tone that his concern is more for his father than for 
his betrothed: "If thou art a woman; indeed, my care is for thee 
(1. 7 41 ;Jebb)." Such inconsistencies suggest that in the passage 
on hope the chorus addresses another, broader issue. 

In order to explore the significance of the chorus' treat
ment of hope we must first consider the chorus as we would 
any major character in the play. Is the chorus merely a group 
of bystanders offering their own subjective judgements on the 
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characters' actions or an omniscient power able to give a 
voiced expression of the characters' innermost thoughts and 
motives? Although this last version is a traditional interpreta
tion of the role of the Greek chorus, it may oversimplify the 
way in which the play strives to render its meaning. I would 
much rather view the chorus as someone just like myself, 
uncertain and puzzled, struggling to unravel the mysteries of 
human life. 

The chorus may be seen as a group of aged men whom 
long experience has made wise but, perhaps, slightly senile. 
They proclaim truths striking in both the scope and depth of 
their perception. But a comprehension of eternal truths is not 
enough for the exercise of right judgment. One must also 
practically apply these truths to particular situations. The 
chorus lacks the ability to do so. The reader who would gain 
a true understanding of the play must bridge the gap between 
the universal and the particular. In this respect, the play is 
similar to a puzzle, all the parts of which are present but 
scattered and obscured so well that their assembly presents a 
problem, surmountable, we hope, with reason. 

Though not explicitly discussed, Hope is a constant 
thread woven throughout the texture of the play. An exposi
tion of its role may provide considerable insight into the 
characters' development. While hope is a power that no 
human being can avoid, the volatility inherent in its nature is 
unsettling. According to the chorus Hope exhibits two con
trary effects: 

wide-roaming hope is a benefit 
to many among men, 
but to many-a deceit for empty-minded passions; 

In our experience we can distinguish between a general hope 
which manifests itself as an optimistic outlook towards the 
future, and a particular one which deals with the specifics of 
present situations. General optimism brings "benefit" to man, 
giving breadth to his horizon and vigour to his actions. The 
more restricted type of hope, however, is painfully insubstan
tial and unrealistic. It causes the person in whom it dwells to 

. forsake reason in his actions and to seek support from some
thing outside of himself that he expects to emerge from the 
nebulous beyond at the moment of his greatest need. Such 
hope brings a "deceit for empty-minded passions", and, as it 
must by definition remain in the realm of the unfulfilled, it 
inevitably entails disaster. Ironically, the existence of this 
kind of hope in a person's mind is most clearly manifest by 
an abrupt change in his behaviour at the point when all hope 
is forsaken. 



We observe radical transformations in the views and 
actions of all the characters in the play. Antigone and Creon, 
the two central and mutually opposing figures, best illustrate 
this transformative process. Antigone, as she appears by the 
end of the play, is quite different from the strong-minded, 
resolute woman that we encounter in the beginning. In an 
earlier conversation with her sister she sees death as a beau
tiful end, an opportunity to "res t, a loved one with him whom 
I have loved (1.72-73; Jebb)." Even when confronted with 
Creon's threats she maintains a defiant attitude and presents 
death as an escape from her miserable existence: 

But if I am to die before my time, 
I count that a gain: 
for if anyone lives, as I do, 
compassed about with evils, 
can such a one find aught but gain in death? 
(1.463-466;Jebb) 

At the very last moment, however, when directly faced with 
the prospect of dying, she mourns her fate and attempts to 
invoke pity for herself in others. We realize that her previous 
resignation to the inevitability of death was not securely 
grounded. Strong beliefs, based on rational thought, would 
not yield so readily to feelings; but passions, emerging from 
powerful impulses and obstinate self-righteousness, are easily 
overcome by like passions. Antigone, as she first appears, is 
moved by a violent, almost blind, determination to act. This 
determination is a likely manifestation of OL epffi't£CJ or 
"loves," "passions." Just as physical love is irrational and 
uncontrollable, so is any other inexplicably powerful attrac
tion or drive. Antigone is resolved to bury her brother but 
refuses to consider the destructive consequences of her ac
tions. Hope is what fosters such an attitude-hope in the 
correctness of one's decision, in the possibility of achieving 
one's goal, and in the relief which will ensue from its accom
plishment. When this hope is not realized (the corpse is still 
unburied; no approval, divine or human, is granted her), 
Antigone behaves like a child irritated that events do not 
accord to her desires. She bewails her fate, the same fate which 
not long before she eulogized as leading to a most beautiful 
end in life. She stands uncertain, groundless; her hope is gone 
and with it, all the principles that have hitherto driven her 
actions: 

And what law of heaven have I transgressed? 
Why, hapless one, should I look to the gods any more
what ally should I invoke-
when by piety I have earned the name of impious? 
(1. 921-24, Jebb) 

Creon is also led by a "passion" that is stined by a 
deceitful hope. He hopes to establish justice in his city, but 
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jus tice according to his rigid standards and heedless of any 
stance which opposes his own. His personality exemplifies 
yet another collapse of a man 's character after hope, his 
unsubstantial ally that was supposed to strengthen the belief 
in the correctness of his deeds, has stealthily departed. Upon 
the death of his son Creon is subject to the constrictions of a 
situation in which his hope can no longer thrive and support 
him. Without the internal instigation of hope he is suddenly 
humbled. A state of abjection is highly unexpected in a man 
who in his obstinacy is ready to rave even against the gods. 
He must doubt the beliefs which inspired his actions and 
realize the emptiness of his motives. 

Further evidence that Antigone and Creon are led to their 
tragic ends by Hope is the fact that they themselves realize, 
to a certain extent, the faultiness of their resolutions long 
before disaster strikes. Both characters admit that their deci
sions are not perfectly justified. Antigone indulgently calls 
this imperfection "her folly," Creon proudly names it "the 
power of the ruler." How can one admit the falsity of one's 
course of action and still follow it? Is the self-destructiveness 
which such willful blindness entails an intrinsic trait of human 
nature? It is unbelievable that a sane man could intentionally 
go towards his own doom. The only other impulse, besides 
madness, that can explain such behaviour is Hope. It baffles 
man with empty promises and inflates his pride and courage 
until the final moment when terror fills the hollow form that 
Hope has just forsaken. It is this attraction to self-destruction 
that leads people to great exploits and is often admired by 
outside observers. Is approval of such behaviour justified if it 
is not based on one's innate capacities but rather on something 
external? And should we not deem blind sacrifice a weakness 
and insecurity rather than strength, when it relies on empty 
hopes instead of reason? 

With regard to these questions it is helpful to consider the 
immediate context in which the "Hope" passage stands. It acts 
as the counter-movement, the avncnpoqn1, of another pas
sage that treats of fate, represented by the inexorable might of 
Zeus, and ends with a proclamatory statement, "Nothing that 
is vast enters into the life of mortals without a curse (l.614-
615; Jebb)." At first sight, this line seems to refer directly to 
the extraordinary personalities of the two main characters in 
the play, condemned to disaster by their own respective 
natures. If, however, we are to take the following antistrophe 
as an answer to the vague universality of this statement, the 
"vast thing"-naµnoA'l)-that comes into life with a curse is 
in fact "wide-roaming hope"-noA.unA.a:)'K'tOO' £Amcr. A 
special emphasis needs to be put on the fact that naµnoA.u 
denotes a thing and not a person, an observation which lessens 
the immediacy of the application of the word to either Creon 
or Antigone. It is significant that the adjectives modifying "the 
thing" and "the hope" have similar connotations and even 
share a composite part, namely 7tOA1J. Moreover, the manner 
in which they enter, creeping into life and man respectively, 

is expressed by the same verb---epnffi. These two stanzas in 
~h~~ juxtaposition, suggest much broader implications than 
imtially apparent. Vastness and its concomitant curse are at 
work not only in single, exceptional cases. They are intrinsic 
elements of the realm of hope of which we all partake. If our 
firs t impulse is to separate ourselves from the characters and 
~he events in the tragedy, deeming them too extraordinary to 
m any way bear upon our own experience, we must now face 
the realization that the cause and driving force behind them is 
something common to all men, by whose disastrous effects 
we are all endangered. 

The application of Hope to human existence does not end 
here but is taken to an even higher level. Its central role within 
the pl.a~ is further enforced by its presence in the proverbially 
defm1tive passage, the "noAAcx 'ta Bf:iva" chorus. Once again 
we ar~ faced ~y an obscure expression and a passing mention 
of an ~<lea which, when fully explored, might yield important 
meanmgs: 

Wonders are many, 
but nothing is more wondrous than man. 

Having an ingenuity of art, and wisdom beyond hope, 
he creeps, now towards evil and now towards good. 
(1.332,362-363) 

He~e ~~ is p~esented as wise "beyond hope" (1J7tep 
~A.mo) m his mgemous arts. This expression, mysterious in 
itself, stands in a peculiar relation to wisdom and arts More
over, it is man this time, as opposed to hope, who. creeps 
(epmo~, now t~wards evil and now towards good. The com
monality of t!ris action to both man and hope suggests a 
fundamen~ link between them. In the core of their relation 
stands vastn.ess, which they both share. Man, vastness, and 
~ope mer~e mto one and spread over all the instances of tragic 
~mpa~se m the play. Once understood, their inseparability 
illummates the tragedy in the context of human existence as 
a whole. 

Note: Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are mine. 
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Human Nature and War in Thucydides' 
History of the Peloponnesian War 
by Janice Thompson '95 

Human nature is presented as inextricably entwined with 
history in Thucydides' History of the Peloponnesian War. 
Thucydides writes in the introduction that: 

It will be enough for me, however, if these words of 
mine are judged useful by those who want to understand 
clearly the events which happened in the past and which 
(human nature being what it is) will, at some time or 
other and in much the same ways, be repeated in the 
future. 

Thucydides presents the human motivation that directs the 
course of history. Throughout time human nature shows its 
effects in all the different strata of human interaction. Insight 
into the human spirit is, thus, integral to understanding of the 
past, and of the relations between nations and individuals. 

Thucydides' history concerns a time of war. In order to 
understand the state of war we must understand the human 
nature that causes it, the human nature that develops under its 
threat, and the effects of human nature in the political situa
tion. War permeates all aspects and levels of human society, 
from the social to the moral, from the international to the 
individual. 

Human society is unified through "social" ties and 
"moral" ties. The social ties, necessitated by common interest 
and self-preservation, are a balancing of strength against 
strength in order to set up a system in which a society can 
function. They consist of agreements and rules designed to 
make aggression unprofitable. Examples of the social struc
tures are such things as laws and alliances. Less obviously 
motivated by self-interest are the moral ties. These are not 
based on a position of strength but are a precaution against 
times of weakness. The benefit for the weak is immediately 
obvious: security in times of distress, when strength can not 
save them. The benefits for the strong are less apparent: a good 
reputation for their virtuous behavior, and the hope of receiv
ing similar treatment in times of trouble. Justice, ethics, 'and 
friendship are examples of such ties. 

A state of war depends on the creation and maintenance 
of a fine balance of unity and disunity, understanding and 
blindness. A state must be internally unified in order to have 
the strength and stability with which to direct itself against 
another state. Such internal or domestic unity allows a state 
to take an opposing position to another, setting up a disunity 
on the external, or international, scale. 

Unity and disunity can develop in all levels of human 
relations, and their effects on one level spread to others. 
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Individuals can oppose individuals, parties can oppose par
ties, states can oppose states, with impunity. But these levels 
are interdependent and the hostility in one cannot always be 
contained in the stratum in which it originated. When enough 
individuals form an alliance they become a city which can 
oppose other cities; likewise cities allied together become a 
state and can oppose other states, while states allied together 
become an empire. Thucydides begins his History at the end 
of the greatest state of possible unity in the Grecian world, 
when all people, cities, and states were united against Persia. 
He then describes the degeneration of that cohesion through 
all the strata of human society. Thucydides' views on human 
nature and the breakdown of law and order are most evident 
in his analysis of civil war and disunity, particularly in his 
presentation of the Athenian plague and the civil war in 
Corcyra. 

The plague in Athens was a natural disaster that so 
overwhelmed men that they came to ignore the old structures 
that had unified them as a city and governed their behavior. 
Such a removal of the accepted order seems to be the first step 
into lawlessness. In the new situation created by the plague 
there was no apparent evidence that the moral ties of virtue 
and honor that had once guided men's actions still had rele
vance to the suffering they then encountered. For example, 
those honorable enough to care for the sick received no 
reward; instead they usually became sick themselves. The 
disease struck randomly and relentlessly, inflicting suffering 
upon both the virtuous and the corrupt. Many of the living 
stopped caring for the sick or observing burial rites out of fear 
for their own health. Thus Thucydides describes men as 
becoming "indifferent" (II, 52) to rules of law and religion 
when they are no longer able to see the relevance of such rules 
to their present situation. 

Thucydides then describes how the state of "indiffer
ence" develops into one of fearlessness. He writes: "No fear 
of god or law of man had a restraining influence." (II, 53) As 
the disease continued to spread wildly, people lost hope and 
concern for the future. All were weak in the face of the plague, 
and no one expected to live long enough to be respected for 
virtuous acts or punished for crime. For similar reasons the 
laws of the state quickly followed the laws of morality into 
disrepair. The greatest value became the pleasure of the 
moment as they could be certain of nothing else. (II, 53) The 
citizens acted on this new value by becoming openly self-in
dulgent and unrestrained. The despair and fear felt by the 
Athenians when threatened by the plague, an enemy they 



could not fight, undermined their respect for law. This led to 
a reckless disregard of their social structure of values. In the 
absence of such structures they came to observe new values 
of individual self-preservation and indulgence, values which 
threatened their ability to act as a society. 

The societal effects of the destruction and replacement of 
previously established systems of values are evide?t i.n 
Thucydides' description of the civil war in Corcyra and m his 
generalization of the nature of revolutions. The structures of 
society, in the case of revolutions, are purposely attacked by 
rival political factions, rather than deteriorating from neglect, 
as they were in Athens, during the plague. In Corcyra, both 
the democrats and the oligarchs were supposedly trying to 
save the city, but through opposite means. They were not 
interested in compromise and they soon came to act as ene
mies towards each other. Internal fighting destroyed 
Corcyra's ability to put forth an organized self-defense 
against outside forces. Even worse, it released internal forces 
that destroyed civil unity. 

At this point in his chronicles, Thucydides departs from 
his simple presentation of fact and analyzes the aspects of 
human nature that direct the course of revolution. He begins 
by describing how the change from attitudes of peace to 
attitudes of conflict and war come to permeate the whole 
structure of understanding: "To fit in with the change of 
events, words, too, had to change their usual meanings." (III, 
82) Along with the logos of speech, the existing logos, or 
order, of human values was displaced. Aggression was now 
seen as courage, moderation as unmanliness, consideration 
prior to action as cowardly inaction, villainy as cleverness, 
and honesty as simple-mindedness. Thucydides further com
ments: "The simple way oflooking at things, which is so much 
the mark of a noble nature was regarded as a ridiculous quality 
and soon ceased to exist." (III, 83) In language, law, and 
national character the concepts of virtue were changed from 
those which benefitted the weak to those which benefitted the 
individual. It is necessary to understand why this change 
occurred and its influence in the generation of the resulting 

situation. 
The existing structures of understanding are purposely 

destroyed in times of revolution to allow for structures of 
hostility and conflict to be established. During the plague in 
Athens, a time of civil disunity but not revolution, the moral 
ties of law and religion were disregarded; human nature took 
advantage of such lawlessness. But in Corcyra and other 
revolutions, these laws were attacked and replaced in order to 
destroy the existing social order. A certain type of human 
behavior was encouraged rather than simply left unrestrained. 

Revolutions create hostilities and enemies while at the 
same time they remove the systems of justice that once 
mediated and restiicted such behavior. Thucydides explains 
that "Society had been divided into two ideologically hostile 
camps .. . " (II, 83), thus providing a structure in which indi-

victual desires conflicted with another party or individual. 
People could no longer depend on any common standard or 
belief or behavior. There could be no confidence in others and 
so all energy was devoted to individual strength and quickness 
for self-preservation. Potential enemies were everywhere, and 
simple survival was so tenuous that to strike first became the 
best way to be secure. Vengeance and profit became the ideals 
governing man's behavior. 

Thucydides asserts that the emergence of the structures 
of conflict and revenge propel a state further into its own 
destruction for two reasons. First, the loss of unity permits the 
emergence of a dangerous form of human behavior: 
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Then, with the ordinary conventions of civilized life 
thrown into confusion, human nature, always ready to 
offend even where laws exist, showed itself proudly in 
its true colors, as something incapable of controlling 
passion, insubordinate to the idea of justice, the enemy 
to anything superior to itself; for, if it had not been for 
the pernicious power of envy, men would not so have 
exalted vengeance above innocence and profit above 
justice. (ill, 84) 

And second, the lawlessness and hostility established by such 
behavior destroys the means of salvation from the disorder 
and suffering. 

Indeed, it is true that in these acts of revenge on others 
men take it upon themselves to begin the process of 
repealing those general laws of humanity which a.:e 
there to give a hope of salvation to all who are m 
distress, instead of leaving those laws in existence, 
remembering that there may come a time when they, 
too, will be in danger and will need their protection. 
(ill,84) 

In the revolutions, the "structures" of hostility that en
couraged self-interest and revenge in order to dismantle the 
original unity ultimately could not be contained within an 
ordered system. The competition for power to further party 
interests that had corrupted the strata of national unity, even
tually spread to individual competition for power, corrupting 
all strata of the once cohesive city. Thucydides claimed: 
"Love of power, operating through greed and through per
sonal ambition, was the cause of all these evils." (III, 83) Party 
programs seemed admirable, but they appealed to public 
concerns only to gain the support necessary to empower those 
competing for leadership. Party attacked party and individual 
attacked individual. Public spirit became a guise for personal 
ambition; nothing was as it seemed. Hence violence erupted 
throughout the society. The only way to achieve one's ends 
was quickly and forcefully. Other means, such as agreements 
and unions, could not be trusted as they were assumed to be 
motivated by aggression. The disorder, fear, and hostility that 
spread through all levels of organization caused terrible suf
fering, which could not be prevented as the structures of 

salvation had been removed. 
Civil war in Corcyra destroyed the society. Specific 

unities (under party lines) were set up to achieve certain ends 
through the creation of disunities in the city. The structures of 
justice were removed. But eventually the once directed hos
tility and disunity between parties grew beyond the control of 
its creators. Without the structures of justice to stop it, this 
destructive form of human behavior spread until the whole 
society collapsed. Such human behavior consists of a mixture 
of greed, power, hostility, and self-preservation; a combina
tion that seems to be very similar to the attitudes of states on 
the international level. 

Athens attempted to avoid a declaration of war with 
Sparta by presenting Sparta with a justification for her actions. 
Thucydides first presents evidence of Athens' attitude of 
hostility in her statement of character to Sparta. Athens de
scribed herself as obtaining and maintaining her empire ac
cording to three powerful motives, namely "security, honor, 
and self-interest." (I, 76) Security upheld her social ties, honor 
her moral ties, but self-interest encouraged her to set up 
disunities that weakened such ties. Without the external threat 
of Persian aggression, Athens believed she was strong enough 
to rule others and no longer needed their cooperation and trust. 
She also claimed that "it has always been a rule that the weak 
should be subject to the strong" and that she was worthy of 
her power. All of these beliefs established specific "disunit
ies." Security and self-interest imply that one state has per
sonal interests that may conflict with those of other states. 
Each state recognizes the potential for enemies and, fearing 
for its own safety, acknowledges the need to protect itself. If 
alliances are made, they cannot be fully trusted, because any 
state may choose to break the terms of the agreement as soon 
as it seems more advantageous for them to do so. Thus Athens 
was forced to depend on her allies' fear of her power. Potential 
disunity was ever-present due to conflicting interests of states, 
but a specific enemy had not yet been recognized and an 
uneasy international unity remained. 

The formal structures of alliance and Grecian unity es
tablished as a result of the Persian conflict had not yet been 
dissolved. But since the original cause for unity, the Persian 
empire, was gone, the adherence of states to the alliance was 
much more tenuous as the faith in such a social order was 
dismantled. Athenians talked of paying" ... more attention to 
justice than they are compelled to do so by their situation." (I, 
76) This attitude seems to undermine the importance of jus
tice, as justice is presented not as something to which Athens 
was subject, but as something she chose to respect. honor was 
still cited as a controlling value in the Athenian character, as 
it was for the sake of honor that they continue to recognize 
justice insofar as it didn't compromise their strength. Athens 
was prepared to undermine the social order existing between 
states because she believed that she herself was not subject to 
any moral order. Because she was so strong and protected 
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from weakness she thought she did not need to act with 
concern for the weak. Thus the other states came to realize 
that Athens' "justice" could be depended on only when it 
benefitted her self-interest. Athens also suspected such self
interest in the actions of others states. Since true justice is 
difficult (ifnot impossible) to separate from bias, the appear
ance of justice can easily be used to veil self-interest. By 
upholding and displaying such attitudes Athens presented 
herself as superior to other states and to any rules governing 
dealings between states, such as justice, which could restrict 
her power. Similar to the early stages of rebellion within a 
city, initial disunity and a lack of a common structure had been 
established, this time on the international stratum. Policy had 
to be based on self-interest, acted out of strength, or avoided 
through fear. Power now ruled justice and law. Athens had 
thus begun to dismantle the moral order from the system in 
which she and other states has to interact. 

The Athenian speech is followed by King Archidamus' 
speech to the Spartans advising them on how to respond to the 
Athenian situation. Thucydides cites fear of the growth of 
Athenian power as the reason that motivated Sparta to finally 
declare war (I, 23). King Archidamus viewed the Athenians ' 
pride as excessive and dangerous. But, most significantly, he 
feared the effects of such an attitude on the internal unity of 
the state. He was concerned that the overriding self-interest 
set up by Athens on the international level might permeate the 
state level and destroy national unity. King Archidamus cau
tioned the Spartans against such behavior with the same 
arguments used by Thucydides in his analysis of human 
nature at the destruction of Corcyra. To maintain a powerful 
and unified state he called on them to uphold the social order: 
to be self-controlled and unified through honor and regard for 
law and custom. He also warned them not to remove the moral 
order; they must never become too confident in their own 
strength; they must realize that success is subject to chance 
and change. 

Athenian policy did not address such concerns. Athens 
saw her strength as the principle of her foundation that en
abled her to act according to self-interest. The perpetuation of 
such strength required that she be unified. Pericles realized 
this and labored to encourage her confidence and solidarity. 
In his speech to the Athenian assembly after the Spartan 
ultimatum, he attempted to show that Athens truly was the 
stronger. He also argued the necessity that she demonstrate 
her power by refusing to make concessions to such trifling 
rewards as included in the Spartan ultimatum. Athens' refusal 
to concede to the conditions of the treaty was a display of 
strength to the world. 

Pericles, in his funeral oration, labored to ensure that 
Athens truly was strong by being internally unified. Pericles 
spent a great deal of time praising the special character of 
Athens as good and noble. In doing so he presented them with 
the ideal character for Athens and encouraged them, out of 



love for the state and all that is good, to emulate this ideal. He 
thus gave the citizens a sense of unity based in their own 
belief. He reinforced this sense of unity by praising and 
encouraging their respect for the laws. Internal moral struc
tures were upheld, but so as to encourage the Athenian sense 
of national unity, Pe1icles was careful at the same time to 
depict Athens as having a very specific and superior charact~r. 
For example, Pericles claimed of Athens: "In her case, and m 
her case alone, no invading enemy is ashamed at being de
feated, and no subject can complain of being governe? by 
people unfit for their responsibilities." (II, 41) Penc~es 
worked to unify Athens, and to give her a distinct and supenor 
self-image. In this way he tried to mold public attitude into 
the conditions he needed in order to maintain a strong state 
capable of successfully waging war. . 

As Thucydides and the Spartan King warned, strenglh is 
not infallible: it can be overturned by chance. The Athenian 
plague is the first illustration of the effects of c~anc~ in the 
History. Suffeiing from the hopelessness of the situation and 
desperate for an end to their suffering, the Athenian people 
began to lose confidence in the leadership, valu~s, and l~ws 
they had hitherto upheld. Pericles attempted to give meanmg 
to their suffeiing for them, prevailing upon them to recollect 
the ultimate benefits to be confeiTed upon all of Athens, for 
which they had all promised to fight. A hope for the fu~ure 
was necessary to make the people see beyond present diffi
culties and to deter them from exploiting the opportunity for 
lawlessness. Pericles was able to convince the Athenians to 
continue to follow his policy of war, though they still suffered 
and were angry because of it. Through such descriptions 
Thucydides shows how desperate people become to find an 
end to their suffering. Pericles was able to unify the Athenians 
despite their suffering because he was such an intelligent and 
well respected leader, dedicated to the glory of the state. Not 
all leaders, however, possess such qualities. Even worse, 
some leaders go so far as to exploit the volatility of human 
suffering for their own selfish ends. 

Disorder threatened to destroy civil society during the 
time of the plague, but strong leadership was ultimate~y 
able to maintain order. The stability of such order was agam 
threatened when disunity emerged in Athenian national 
leadership. 

Competition for leadership and support is strikingly evi-
dent in the debate between Cleon and Diodotus about whether 
to destroy the population of Mytilene, an ally that failed in its 
attempt to revolt. Cleon spoke first. He claimed t?at fear ~d 
conspiracy were permeating the empire, potential enemies 
were everywhere, and that the harsh treatment proposed for 
Mytilene would render the other subjects obedient by instill
ing them with fear. Cleon greatly expanded upon the sense. of 
superiority that Pericles had initially inspired in the Atheman 
citizenry. Unlike Pericles, he did so, not for the good of 
Athens, but for his own quest for power. He tried to frighten 

the Athenians by the dangers he described so that they would 
empower him with their trust to protect them through what
ever means he claimed necessary. Cleon encouraged fear 
within the state and violent action against its adversaries. He 
was not interested in maintaining any" general laws of human
ity," structures of justice, or any restrictions on conduct in 
adversarial relations with other states: 

As for compassion, it is proper to feel it in the case of 
people who are like ourselves and who will pity us in 
their tum, not in the case of those who, so far from 
having the same feelings towards us, must always and 
inevitably be our enemies. (Ill, 40) 

Cleon advocated an extreme structure of hostility, fear, 
and self-interest from which he removed any consideration 
for moral law. Both his opinions and his motivations seemed 
dangerous to the preservation of unity. Diodotu~ prese~ted an 
outlook in opposition to Cleon's recommendation. D~odo~us 
was opposed to putting the Mytilenians to death. As did King 
Archidamus at the debate at Sparta, Diodotus warned the 
people against acting out of haste and anger. But he also 
warned them of a new danger, namely that speakers and 
leaders could no longer be trusted or believed. Not only were 
moral acts rendered void of purpose and influence on the 
international level, but basic values such as honesty and oust 
ceased to function as a means to preserve order within the 
state. For now that self-interest had spread so far as to corrupt 
the balance of political power within the state, the citiz~ns h~d 
to suspect the motivations of every leader. This state of ~faus 
is strikingly reminiscent of the situation that resulted m the 
destruction of Corcyra. Good leadership dming the plague 
maintained among the people a hope of salvation fro°! t~e 
disorder. In Athens, however, there was no longer the fruth m 
leadership that might empower it to restore unity to the nation 
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should it fall prey to disorder. 
Diodotus argued only according to the self-interest of the 

state, as this was the principle governing Athens' foreign and 
domestic affairs, but he argued insightfully as to the nature of 
such a system. He provided evidence that even the death 
penalty could not prevent men from b eaking laws. Fear of 
death is not enough to prevent crime if men are truly deter
mined to break the law. Diodotus cited factors of human 
nature as the cause of this behavior: 

Hope and desire persist throughout and cause the gr~at
est calamities-one leading and the other followmg, 
one conceiving the enterprise, and the other suggesting 
that it will be successful-invisible factors, but more 
powerful than the te1Tors that are obvious to our eyes. 

(Ill, 45) 

If Mytilenians are given nothing but hopelessness and a 
well defined enemy to blame, then shouldn't they do every
thing in their power to destroy their enemy since, at the very 

least, their fate could be no worse than if they had never tried 
at all? This seems to be a good explanation as to why the social 
conditions generated by suffering are so volatile. Diodotus 
claimed that once on a certain course human nature cannot be 
controlled through intimidation (III, 45); physical strength is 
unreliable as such a control. This comment is significant as it 
was through Athens' strength and the fear which she inspired 
that she maintained her empire. Diodotus suggested that 
Athens' security must not be based on force but on "good 
administration" (III, 46): maintaining friendships not yet 
based on fear and keeping a very close wat.ch on those which 
are based on fear. Diodotus cautioned Athens not to depend 
solely on her military might. In calling for strength in admin
istration, he also advocated maintaining structure and unity in 
the empire. 

Diodotus did not ask Athens to be compassionate. He 
realized that there was no longer any place for moral consid
erations in Athenian policy. Athens set out to act according to 
her self-interests; she could not maintain such interests if she 
were to recognize the damaging effects of her actions upon 
others. Although the motion ofDiodotus was passed, the vote 
was close, indicating that a division was growing among the 
Athenian population. The national and civil interactions be
tween Athenians began to reflect the disunity of Athenian 
aggression on international affairs. 

The Athenian attitude of unchecked self-interest is 
starkly apparent in the Melian Dialogue. This passage con
cerns the fate of Melos, an island state that wanted to remain 
neutral to the Athenian empire. The Athenians refused to 
recognize this neutrality, as they perceived other states only 
as enemies or subjugates. The Athenians claimed that justice 
is based on the distribution of power and that it is the "general 
and necessary law of nature to rule whatever one can." (V, 
105) Moral justice was rendered valueless, weakness was 
ignored; opportunity and strength governed all. 

The Melians were told outright that the only arguments 
the Athenians would understand had to reflect the concerns 
of Athenian self-interest. Since their hostility was already 
assumed, it was useless to argue their neutrality or innocence. 
The Melians had to accept these limitations. They did, how
ever, raise some important observations on human nature and 
self-interest. They tried to suggest to the Athenians that it 
would be useful to Athens not to destroy a principle that is to 
the "general good of all men": 

" ... in the case of all who fall into danger there should 
be such a thing as fair play and just dealing, and that 
such people should be allowed to use and to profit by 
arguments that fall short of a mathematical accuracy." 
(V, 90) 

The Melian speech is strikingly similar to the general 
laws of humanity which Thucydides himself describes earlier. 
The Melians further said that by repealing these laws, which 
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were apparently intended to protect the weak, Athens would 
ultimately hurt herself, regardless of her present strength. The 
Melians warned Athens: "And this is a principle which affects 
you as much as anybody, since your own fall would be visited 
by the most terrible vengeance and would be an example to 
the world." They suggested to Athens that her attitude was 
needlessly creating enemies, but Athens was unconvinced. 
Athens remained confident of her own strength and security, 
and of the accuracy of her understanding of world affairs. Her 
attitudes were so ingrained that more dialogue could never 
convince her that her international relationships would bring 
about the eventual downfall of the Athenian empire. 

Despite Athens' assurance of her strength and justness in 
her international relations, her internal order had been dis
mantled and could no longer support her interests. Athens' 
allies came to trust Sparta more than Athens, her leaders 
manipulated state affairs for their own private interests, and 
the citizens followed whomever promised the easiest solution 
to their present difficulties. At the end of her empire Athens 
was too disorganized to fight her enemy, the Sicilians. Her 
internal disunity made her externally weak. The ultimate blow 
to the glory of her state was that she was finally betrayed to 
Sparta by one of her own leaders. Social ties were in sham bl es 
throughout all levels of society. During the time of Pericles, 
Athens followed the same principles of strength and self-in
terest, but her ability to wield such weapons against other 
states was securely rooted in the internal strength and the unity 
of her state. Previously, when civil difficulties threatened 
moral order and national unity, good leadership could contain 
their spread and redirect the people toward law and unity. 
When self-interest, revenge, and the exercise of brute force 
replaced the moral structures which previously protected the 
weak, the principles of disunity eventually brought about the 
ruin of the entire society. 

Thucydides presents war as an establishment of specific 
unities and disunities in an otherwise stable system so that one 
state, party, or individual can put forth a unified attack against 
another. In order to do so, some of the moral and social ties 
of human interaction must be removed without destroying the 
whole delicate web of human affairs. Since these ties connect 
and guide society in all respects and on all levels, the effect 
of breaking one law, or of setting up hostility on one level of 
interacting, soon resounds throughout the entire sphere of 
human affairs. The human motivations of self-interest, power 
and revenge create and spread the disunity of war because 
they change the understanding of what is good or most bene
ficial . Such intentions thereby change the rules that govern all 
levels of human interaction. The good of the whole, the 
"common good," is no longer understood to be the good of 
every individual; individual "goods" are therefore bound to 
conflict. By removing the order determined by the common 
good that restricts individual goods, two things happen: hos
tilities are introduced, and the structures that guide and protect 



an individual person or state are removed. The individual must 
face hostility with his own strnngth and intelligence without 
hope of protection. But Thucydides shows that strength can
not be relied on as the only bulwark against destrnction; 
chance and decay can undermine its protective value. Virtue, 
however, seems to guard against the extremes of fortune and 
time by directing men to the notions of common good and 
societal unity. In creating partial disunity, a state of war risks 
total disunity. Should suffering or destruction result-should 
the individual need help or protection, the structures of society 
can no longer assist him. The society has been destroyed; even 
the "general laws of humanity which are there to give a hope 
of salvation to all ... "(III, 84) are lost. 
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D Two swans 
by J.H. Beall 

A pale blue seen wan across the pale water 
cries its swan song as the placid pair 
curve their white necks into the rush 
weeds near shore, near a tumble of rocks 

as the long shadows come, long toothed 
with winter, the occasional, ochre sedge 
of sea grass a line against the fm1her . 
burgundy ridge of trees. The other pair 

eye not the pale blue jumble of the rocks 
but the darker ebb and current the wind asks 
where the yielding water sloughs up and is thrown 
back. Without comment, each wave awash 

with its own desire, draws weakly up. "Perhaps 
a will there," they say. Perhaps the pawn of spent breath 
the way is given to, words being that they are 
cold comfort under coming winter star. 
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D Morning at Midnight-· for Mary Ruth Clance 
by J.H. Beall 

A midnight's fancy in its tones resolves 
a deeper chord and hues the shades would fit 
on evening lay like cats upon a purry clime. 
All resonate and thrust upon the tautest edge, 
would stop and trust to make the evening so. 
Thus violate, the sleeping lover lies, 
and in the carnal bed so troubled with repose, 
tranquility of ages in a breath of sighs 

demarking dreams all-literate, "Suppose." 
Yet here upon the dark incontinence 
of sleep, mass continents of thoughts the mind itself 
would not have dreamed, where toppling, high meridians 

alone in keening silence fall, as should 
a great tree fall in dark and soundless wood. 
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