
O N  I M A G I N A T I O N  

E \ x s  in war-time meii cannot think only of what they 
are doing here and now. Their desire goes beyond the 
immediate job; and when their outer world falls to bits 
they turn to God., if they believe in Him and seek Him, 
or to the Future that is always going to be so much better 
than the past, or to their own souls. Belief that the human 
soul is somehow, vaguel)., ‘ dii.ine ’ is intensified by the 
horrors that surround it a d  to which i t  seems a stranger 
cven Ivhile it directs tliem. T h e  sense of the strangeness 
of man’s soul in this world, of its unconform,ity to the outer 
niadness, causes lvcinder; and wonder has traditionally 
found expression, i n  England, in the individual voice of 
poets. Yet as a citizzn and in public the poet is expected 
not merely to draw poetry from the situation, but to relate 
it back to the situation. He  must be practical, he must 
provide propaganda or, in the widest sense of the word, 
amusement. If Shakespeare is ever played nowadays, he 
is expected, officially a t  least, either to help people to for- 
get the TYar coinpletely or to make them remember it 
d l  the inore intensely. Teach us to forget ourselves for 
a night. Teach us to remember ourselves to-night so that 
io-mori-ou- n-e may fight like Englishmen. 

Every artist u-ill recognise that these two demands mean 
Yittle to Shakespeare once he sets to work; but they may 
ict him to work in the first Flace. He  is human and Eng- 
I:sh and a bread-winner, so he sits down to begin M u c h  
:!do or King Lea).. There is no inconsequence in the fact 
:hat from this moment until he writes finis to the composi- 
:ion he will be in a kind of trance, as Wyndham Lewis 
53~s; he will be thinking not of the State or his family, 
3ut sinipl? of the work to be done, the fuctibile to be 
?lade, the words to be found. And the iiioi-e he concen- 
:rates, the more he is lifkely to succeed. If you were to 
~ s k  him, in the heat ol composing Act I11 of Lear, why 

.. 
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exactly he was doing anything so odd as that, he would 
tell you, if he managed to be so polite, to keep that ques- 
tion for another day. 

T o  compose is to put together and, if the coniposer be 
a poet, i t  is to put together materials of the imagination. 
the inner world of sense, and bring it all to the surface 
with words. Over that inner world ti-e have niore control 
than over any other part of knou-ledge. O\-er his iinagi- 
nation a nian is lord to the extent that he can inlrent what 
he imagines, and to this extent he can create his o w i  es- 
perience. Edgar raves through the storm and the storm 
raves through Shakespeare’s inner world. And h e  dc- 
liberately lets it do so because he Ti-ants to find u-ords for 
it. Let us ask 
him instead to remember, for his soul’s health, that it is 
not a real storin and, further, that e1.m a fictional storm, 
being in imagination, must obey the Ian- go\-erning imagi- 
nation; and this, in Ivan, says that inlagination should be 
used by Intelligence. Images are g i x n  us to be used and 
their use consists in being understood. It is no use! 
properly speaking, hzving images of cats unless I become, 
as they say, knowing about cats and, in the end, n philo- 
sopher about cats. T o  substantiate this ti-ould require a 
separate essay; here i t  is stated dogmatically as a basis for 
the remarks which follow. 

There is free- 
dom in the choice of examples, for they are many and 
varied, and this brings into our earth-bound thinking an 
element of play and of Humour which is born from corn- 
parison of the disparate. But here i t  is more important 
to see that it  matters not at all to the imagination n-hetlier 
the images chosen as examples are good examples or  no. 
Imagination as such has nothing to say on the question 
whether the image of a cat or that of a three-sided figure 
on a blackboard be the better example of the idea of 
triangularity. T o  the iinagimtion they are equally good 
or bad hecause they are equally indifferent ; for iinagina- 

For the moment let us not ask him why. 

Images are rneanc to become examples. 
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tion has HO idea of triangularity at all. Hence it is clear 
that imagination is not directly concerned with Truth.  I t  
is always, in  one sense, truthful: whatever I choose to 
imagine correspond5 to some realiry somehow. But of its 
nature i t  is  indifferent to this correspondence. It is quite 
according to its nature to present me with images of things 
that neier were on sea or land; and if it does image things 
that are or have been, it has nothing to say to the question 
whether they are or what they are. Clearly then i t  may 
delude us if its data be not controlled by that in  us which 
is concerned directly with Truth,  by Intelligence. If I 
fancy that, viewed from behind, I am beautiful, whereas 
in reality this is not so, the one thing needed is that I 
stop to consider whecher I have ever seen myself froni be- 
hind. Similarly, much confusion is caused by trying to 
think with two or more images at the same time. T h e  re- 
sult ot this will be irrelevance, for the extra image will 
insert its on-n unneeded quality into the mind and so hin- 
der abstraction. Thus if, when Tte think of Chastity we 
allow unneeded images of pallor and delicacy (like lilies) 
to intrude too far, we shall probably end by confusing 
chastiq- with prudery and weakness. So also a lot of 
modern rvriting and talking about the intellectual or the 
spiritual life seems to add to whate\er images are needed 
the images of cold and dryness and pain; and so concludes 
that this glorious life (for, i n  a Catholic, they should be 
one and the same) is no life at all, but a living death. 
Before we can define ideas we must sort out images. lt'e 
must put them in their place. And this, or a great part 
of this process, means shaking the images off the zuords we 
use. TSords accumulate images as a rock in the sea 
accumulates seaweed. I\-e hai e to look hard at the images 
which words accumulate and  separate out from the tangle 
those which may properly accompan) a particular word 
from those which are only accidentally connected with it 
and which perhaps ought not to be connected with i t  at 
all. 
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So much is fairly obvious. But it is less obvious that 
it is just here, in this matter of the cleansing of our words 
from their false or falsifying associations, that the first and 
yet least recognised social function of great literature is 
performed. I say ‘great literature,’ though I know that 
the term is vague, because it seems to me that literature 
as a whole does not cleanse language in this way; rather 
that it tends to exploit all the words’ associations, the false 
and the true indifferently; and that it does this because 
ii tends on the whole to give the public what it thinks 
the public wants, and at any given moment the public’s 
language is clustered around with a crowd of unsorted as- 
sociations, and the public’s desire is that its poets and 
novelists should play upon them. Literature as a whole 
always tends to vulgarity, for vulgarity in literature is 
nothing )but the use of words for the sake of their asso- 
ciations, for the sake of some emotional quality attached 
to them which blots out or blurs their proper content. 
(If it  be snobbish to say this, at least I am turning snab- 
bery against itself, for it is a form of vulgarity.) Vulgarity 
of this kind is always an exploitation of language. But 
the masters of language do not exploit it. I t  would be 
truer to say that they explode it. At least they break 
through the word’s conventional, wlgar covering and dis- 
cover the bright and single image or idea. They recover 
its real meaning by unifying its meaning in the distin- 
guishing light of their imagination and intelligence. The  
resulting single image-let 11s keep this dimusion to 
images-can now be caught up into metaphor or reflected 
in similes according to its own proper quality and the 
power of the writer. But if the ivord has not had this 
shaking it will certainly come to be used as a stale counter 
or as sentimental dope. Precision does not make a lan- 
guage poor, as those who call distinctions ‘ pedantry ’ are 
foolish enough to suppose. Rut it does cut away that 
growth on words which kills them. 

Now this power of cleansing language can nowhere be 
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iound so quick and strong as in  Shakespeare. I t  is quite 
a mistake to suppose that because Shakespeare, compared 
with Dame, is wild and complex in  his speech he is there- 
fore a vague writer in aliy sense. He does not define his 
icrms as he goes along, for that is not his business, but 
he uses words that are already defined by the mere fact 
that they follow the play of imagination and clo not pre- 
cede it. TVhen he is most himself tlie image always comes 
first. It is there, and ihen the word is found; so that the 
word appears charged with a real and therefore definite 
image. Compared with current speech his language seems 
wild and stranw to us, like a ncw creation-quite apart 
from any archaisms. He  seems to have written from a 
source behind the words he throw out or packs together. 
Most of us write from a stock of Ivords, but hz wrote from 
his imagination. Il'ords oE course were clanging there, 
but he seems not to mind them until he has focussed the 
image and related it  to thc passion he is expressing. T h e n  
the word is pulled in, but so that you can hardly recogiiise 
it in this gnlkre. There is !lo TL-riter who so gives one the 
impression of finding words as lit: goes along, of pulling 
them in by the hair. But they do their u-ork and are the 
better for it. Think of ' lcoped and n-indowed ragged- 
ness ' and a thousand other piirases that are nearer to 
imao.inatioii than to current speech. That  is Shakespeare's 
quality as a writer: he drairs speech back to the imagina- 
tion, where other witers  woulcl let their imaginations be 
drawn after the conventionalities of currcnt speech. 

Besides its cleansing effect on Tvords, there is anothcr 
good result to be expected from the poet's use of imagina- 
tion. If the first function of imagination is to serve the 
intelligence with intelligible data and its second function 
is to provide examples and analogies of things already un- 
derstood, it has sureiy a third fuiiction in human life IIOW, 
i n  oiir present decrepit condition, e w n  iI tliis was not ne- 
ccssary in Eden. I mean that the iiiind can play with images 
\\-ithout seeking to understand them or make examples 

@. 
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of them; and it claims to do this sometimes for its MVD 
good. It  needs to bathe in the freedoni of fancy from tinit 
to time not merely for the sake of repose, but alsc becausc 
it  is nourished by the sensible ~ o r l d ,  and it is thmugli 
images that i t  makes itself an-are of the Ivilcl and indepez- 
dent vastness of this wor!d. Qiic1m mcgizificatcl srtrit o ~ c I - ~ ;  
tun Domine. This wild world conies home to us some- 
times. Chestertoii stroVe LO bring i t  home to his duller 
contemporaries; but he ]\-as fore\-er outstripping fanq : 
diving down to the contingency of created being lrherc 
only intelligence could take him. T h e  artist need not go 
so far ; he can yet awake us : ‘ There, in the thrilling chasm 
of the sky, the e\:er-vivid meniscus tvas \-isible. The 
masked figure kissed his .hand to i t  as an -Attic husbandman 
xvould to the new sun, and he turned the little sil\-er coiiis 
in his pocket.’ I take this quotation at hazard, not know- 
ing its context; i t  seeins to be an  example of what I mean. 
T h e  image can transport us out of ourselves, and that 
was pi-obalbly the artist’s int.ention. 

How much do we reall>- kiioli- 
about i t ?  \\%y does It‘yndham Lewis :\-ant to make as 
forget, evcii for an instant, exyt l i ing  but the tliing ex- 
pressed, why does he strain after the pure bright image 
behind our usual vw-ds and xactioiis? He is not being 
just fancy-free. At least FVC hopc not, IVC do not thiiilr he 
ought to be just fancy-free, we think art should have 2 

message oi-er and abow its message of the wonder of this 
world. T h e  wonder! IVhat about the TVar? I\-e have 
got to 1ii.e in a world of men, of action aiid passion and 
sin and suffering; in a world of iiiorals and ps!-cliolog-)-. 
1,Vhat has fancy to do with all this? 

Il’hat indeed? But perhaps more than 1t-e hastil!. think. 
Imagination is that inner ~\-orld in n-hich I hold the outer 
world as in a mirror t!iat controls iLs own reflections. In  
this mirror the flurry of ph!-sicnl movement comes together 
for me into a I\-hoJe, an inner Ti-orld. It is like the .birth 
of a new cosmos with each new babj- born. And gradually 

T h e  artist’s intention! 
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this new ~vorld of images is unified inore and niore, con- 
verges into the self, its centre, with the growth of intelli- 
gence until at last the human person is perfectly actual in 
a single and supreme intellectual act possessing all things 
in God. That  is our destiny by Grace not by Nature. But 
in the iiieantinie this con\ ergence of images, this inner 
world forming in us, means more to us than a mere spring- 
board to acts of the intellect. A mere springboard 
you leave behind when you spring, but this is the 
real world as i t  is in iis, and until, in Heaven, 
we see the real world as i t  is in God we do not 
want to lose it. We have a natural and noble de- 
sire not to lose it precisely because, in our present state, 
it is so dark to us. It is always going to be understood, 
and the ways of God are always going to be glimpsed in it. 
It is like a book written in a tongue that we are just be- 
ginning to learn; and for the sake of the story we cling 
to the book even if we can hardly spell. And we cling 
to i t  as it  is in imagination, and we try to hold down our 
imagination with Art. By .4rt we find fixed synilbols in 
which we can possess our inner and fleeting world; that 
is to say, our fleeting selves in so far as we are what we 
imagine- 

‘ La feuille jaunit et le fruit tombe, xiiais la feuille dans 
mes vers ne pCrit pas.’ 

And again Claude1 says: 
‘ Et l’imptrissable esprit envisage les choses passantes.’ 
Thus Art supplies for imagination. Imagination can 

share in the immobility of the intelligence that relates it 
to symbols. We stoop to paint or print or stone and sign 
it with the mind, making it a sign of that Tchich is noibler 
than itself but  which, without it, would vanish away and 
be lost to us. Thus we grip and rescue the materials of 
intelligence. All art is a recovery. Far from being an 
escape from the real world, it is a recovery of the real 
world. Of course we may recover the real only to build 
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i t  into castles in  the clouds. But  probably not for long. 
Pure  imagination is a far inore likely escape from reality 
than is art; i t  is so much easier. T h e  eflort required of 
the artist is some guarantee at  least that i t  will be an  
attempt to recoi-zr and face the real ivorld. But the chief 
guarantee, after all, is the insatiable human interest in 
reality. Yet hosv strangely this interest is shown! T h e  
artist as such seeks to answer no questions, solve no pi-ob- 
lems; he does not even seek to give a faithful picture. Tu-o 
t h i n m s  Tchich re]-olt the soul of ewry  artist are eshausti1-e 
realism and exhaustive abstraction. If Shakespeare be- 
gan to w i t e  Hamlet after leaving a roomful of people 
and with a vision of human society as it really is (Hamlet 
is the most thoroughly social of his tragedies), u-e can be 
sure that if there xvas anything further from his thoughts 
than t h e  intention of painting an  exact portrait of that 
roomful it was the intention of illustratinp, with the aid 
of the roomful, some moral axiom or proposition i n  psycho- 
logy. No; what he sets out to do is to recol-er that rooiii- 
ful i n  irnaginatiori; and  not precisely in  memory. He 
sets ou t  to see the world, and to fix his \-ision i n  I\-ords. 
But  really to see this ~70rld a man must see it from the 
inside outwurds, as he  sees his own actions following his 
OTIW thoughts. H e  must see thought, passion and  event 
as they actually are outside himself; and as such the)- fol- 
low in that order. Of course men are  acted upon from 
outside; bu t  they act from within: and therefore the pro- 
cess of my re-creation, my recos-ery of them in -4i-t inust be 
from within outwards. Hencc Shakespeare must elimi- 
nate himself before Harnlet. H e  leaves his processes of 
knowledge behind, so that his particular sensations of that 
roomful, as well as his subsequent analysis of it, are left 
behind; to appear again, but  transformed. And he 1eaT-c 
his moral criticism of that roomful behind; for this is onl!; 
a reflection oil the fact, and if he can recoT'cr the fact there 
i y i l l  l x  no need of a separate criticisin. T h e  fact of Hamlet 
ivill bco crj  ticisni enough. In short, Shakespeare eliminates 

0 
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his experience in so far as it is experience of anything, 
and his criticisni in so far as it is criticism of anyone; with 
the result that his Hamlet really is Hamlet and not one 
of that roomful, with a goodness and badness which really 
is in act of being so and not merely in act of being judged 
to be so, not merely reflected in a inoral commentary. And 
of course since it is reality that Shakespeare wants to see, 
he flings in  sensations, packing his verse with particulars. 

I t  is the triumph of the Image. I n  a great work of ar t  
such as this the image is, as i t  were, drawn up into the 
closest contact with Intelligence. It is no longer mere 
material. I t  is no longer n e r e  example. It is character- 
ised in  all its details and down to its least actions by in- 
telligence; not merely by that of God, as are all particu- 
lars and images of them, but  by thc intelligence of a man, 
the artist. H e  is within the image of Hamlet as a hand 
in a glove, and all its deeds and rcords follow a n  act of 
his understanding. H e  does not know it through its be- 
hayiour; on  the conrrary, it  acts according to his know- 
ledge of it. H e  has got behind 
his images as he  got behiEd his words. If the real world 
\yere Hamlet, Shakespeare I\-ould be God; and when only 
that inner ~vorld of his is Hamlet how the image of God 
shines out in him! hcIan-like he  has moved to the con- 
quest of the world; not by knonTing it in  its causes, bu t  
11); becoining i t  in  its activity. And this of course he can- 
not do except by creating a 17en7 world; and  man-like he 
does this linking together spirit and matter, creating other 
men in his image, rational animals in  action. 

Alas, poor little god, it all happens in his fancy! And, 
Tvorse still, he finds, when he has made his Hamlets and 
Lens?  that thev are torn asunder 'by a moral conflict which 
he  could not help transmitting to them. They  are torn 
asunder, and they are so like men that their maker, the 
man Shakespeare, cannot put  them together again. He 
can give them his conllicts and ours, he can make us hate 
and love ounel\,es in them, he can turn  us violently to 

I t  is ruled by his  mind. 
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the rea!ity oE the sin and the passionate mind of man; but 
he cannot so1i.e their problem. H e  is too great to try. 
H e  can only give them a sort of shadow-justice, H e  can 
make, he m z ~ s t  make Hamlet kill Polonius instead of the 
crimiiial he had sworn to kill; and then the son of Polonius 
kill Hamlet on behalf of the criminal; and then the crimi- 
nal be killed with the sword which he  had poisoned. T h e  
u-heel comes full circle as in Lear; but it is only a human 
wheel, within a human imagination, and therefore its full 
circle does not display thc ful l  justice of God. Hamlet 
does not e\ren enter into his own kingdom. I t  is always 
a shadon.-justice, and no one lii.es happily e\'er after, But 
no one ever does live happily ei'er after, outside Heaven 
and fairy tales. In this world there are  only the begin- 
nings of justice like sliadows on  a screen; and Shakespeare 
lras concerned Tvith his images, that is with this world. 
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