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On one side, pure horror at catastrophe; on the other, a feeling of deadness, an apathy of 
powerlessness.  Caught by the media, we were spectators of multiple tragedies, distanced, 
incapable of sharing others’ pain.  How do we argue for the arts when unexpectedness 
overwhelms the ordinary course of things?  How do we make a case for arousing people 
from the taken-for-granted when nature seems to have accomplished  what so many of us 
ask of the arts: jolts out of  what Virginia Woolf called the “cotton wool of daily life’’; 
the opening of new vistas in the cities, on the land; the pushing back the horizons of 
familiar sound—and, yes, the civility and decency of peace?

There are those of us who reach towards the transcendental, towards some universal 
harmony that may assuage or explain.  We may even now experience the “pity and 
terror’’ that meant catharsis for the audiences at Greek tragedies.  Or, hearing a Bach 
cantata, or looking at the light illuminating a young woman’s face in one of Vermeer’s 
quiet rooms, or attending to the requiems sung over and over after 9/11, we may find 
ourselves in touch with some enduring order behind or beneath the cataclysmic breakage 
of things, the cracks in what we called “real”. Or, soothed by the prospect of coming in 
touch with what Wordsworth called “the growth of the poet’s mind” or the consciousness 
of a Schubert or a Berlioz finding expression through the shaping of language, the 
sculpting of sound—we may begin to explore or to feel new depths of emotion in 
ourselves, as the tide of numbness recedes. Awakened, we may feel ourselves more in 
touch with what lies around us—more embodied, more in the world, less in dread.  At 
length we may come to recognize that it is our attending, our imaginative participation in 
a given work that activate and bring it into life.

I am not offering a prescription for what an aesthetic experience ought to be; but I am 
suggesting the values of awareness, wide-awakeness, and the ”passion for the possible,” 
one of the ways of describing the imagination.  John Dewey once said that the opposite of 
‘aesthetic’ is ‘anaesthetic’; and I cannot help but summon up images of passivity and 
apathy I mentioned before. There is something about stasis, about immobility that in 
some manner contradicts the very notion of what it signifies to be human.  For me, and, I 
am sure, for most of you, to be human is to be always in the process of becoming, to be in 
quest of openings, of possibilities. It may be a matter of health—of mobility, of being 
alive to the world.  It may have to do with what is called happiness, which has little to do 
with contentment. It surely has much to do with the civic dialogue, with being a citizen in 
a democracy—which, as is often said, a community in the making, generated in mutual 
regard, conscious membership, and a shared sense of what might be, what is not yet.

One of the great potentialities of the arts is their capacity to release imagination.  For 
Emily Dickinson, imagination ‘lights the slow fuse of possibility’.  It not only allows us 
to look at things as if they could be otherwise, to build alternative realities, perhaps 
alternative visions of the world—visions of what might be, of what ought to be. 
Encounters with the various arts enable us to break with the habitual, the wholly 
conventional (and, we must remember, not always for the good), to think about our  own 
thinking, to reflect on  our own stories, our own experiences. Art experiences—with a 
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Rembrandt portrait, for instance, a Shakespeare sonnet, a Melville or a Flaubert or a 
Woolf novel–do not determine how we ought to act or feel; they pose questions and 
rarely answer them.  In fact, that is one of the great contributions of art forms: they are 
always incomplete, leaving to the reader or perceiver the task of probing deeper, moving 
further, creating new patterns in experience. Again, for those who can attend, they open  
to the uncharted, to moments of freedom and presence at odds with the fixed, the 
repetitive, the routine.

Even as I argue in this way, I am entirely aware that members of the public, young and 
old, are not familiar with the kinds of questions I am calling for; nor are they acquainted                                                                                               
with the language used in wondering and pondering about the arts.  For one thing, of 
course, there has been a fearful attrition in the fields of art education, as ordinarily 
understood.  Also, there has been (certainly until recently) an emphasis on pre-defined 
answers, usually possessed by the teacher, and on various notions of correctness now 
intensified by pressures from the religious right, incidents of censorship, appeals to the 
public’s  presumed longing for certainty.  At once there are the pressures and 
manipulations by the media, what often feels like a cacophony of sound or a continual 
clash of styles and idioms, of “American idols”, visions of survival, meanings of 
“reality”, argue for the values of self-reflection, on efforts to make sense of what we are.  
to the seeing and sense-making today (including the natural and social sciences) the 
perspective, point of view, and location of the perceiver or inquirer have become 
significant.  For all the presumed fear of relativism, for all the rampant fundamentalism, 
it is harder and harder sincerely to place one’s faith in a deity willing to aid the good and 
punish evil, even as it remains difficult to give up one’s confidence in a voice from 
nowhere, a logos, or even a  Joycean “indifferent god paring his nails.”  People yearn for
anchorage, for definitions; many feel homesick for an orderly, rule-governed universe.  
They want to find comfort in certainty, in what is objectively good, right, beautiful, just, 
and true. And yet, in the worlds of art and art-making, there are no absolutes.  The 
wonder and mystery of art are to be found in the incompleteness that marks the forms of 
art, the profoundly unanswerable questions in their wake: questions about mortality, “the 
silence of the spheres”, freedom, meaning, choice.

To “do” aesthetics is to reflect upon our experiences in the presence of  works of art, or 
what are described as works of  art.  It seems clear enough that (because of the attrition of 
art education in recent years and because of an elitism that barred many ordinary people 
from museums, concert halls, theatres, or studios) the split between those who took the 
arts seriously and those called the Public widened perceptibly.  Physically, low-income 
people might be admitted to museums; but too often they were ill-equipped to break the 
codes governing the paintings of their time.  They saw battlefields, perhaps, beautiful 
women, landscape paintings that struck them as copies of the world they knew. They 
might recognize Biblical or mythical images, turn away in amusement or scorn from 
abstract or surrealist works.  Many sank into reveries on the rare occasions of listening to 
“serious” music. Few would select long books over films.  Now I know I sound like an 
upper-class snob, as if I were saying that the poor and ill-favored were inherently 
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incapable of exploring below the surfaces of works of art, to have what we call aesthetic 
experiences.

I am reminded of the divisions between ‘high’ and ‘low’ that characterized social life in 
the 19thc century in this country.  Efforts were made by the upper class aficionados of the 
arts to sacralize them—to treat opera and drama as somehow sacred, to be defended 
against the incursions of the lower classes  Folk dances, gospel music, quilt-making and 
the like were not considered art; and the rhythmic responses they might evoke, the 
attentiveness, the regard for craft were not thought to be art anymore than certain Indian 
blankets or examples of pottery. 

There is a realm of conceptual, sensual, and emotive possibility that may open before  us 
if we are able to reflect back on what has happened to us in encounters with a poem, a 
sonata, a ballet, a painting, a play, or a film.  Crucial, however, is the awareness of 
imagination and its role in bringing alternative realities into existence.  Imagination is, it 
has been said “a passion for the possible”.  In Emily Dickinson’s words, it “lights the 
slow fuse of possibility.”  It is not a capacity for  taking refuge from an intolerable world 
or for sheltering in fantasy.  It can, however, in the space that opens between what we 
believe we are and what we hope to be or think we should be, move us to change.  
Similarly, it may open a space between the way things are (our social system, perhaps, 
the distribution of goods, the inattention to the arts) and our desire for the way things 
ought to be.  In my view, the arts, more than any other human creation, have the potential 
for releasing imagination.  They do not determine what is disclosed; they do not shield us 
from the darkness or the unanswerable; they do not control the bringing together of 
severed  parts of experience.  Again, for those who can attend, they open to the un-
charted, to moments of freedom and presence at odds with the conventional, the habitual, 
the routine.                                                                                           

Even as I argue for the value of reflecting on our experiences with the arts, on our 
feelings of wonder or surprise or desolation, I am aware of the general unfamiliarity of 
such questions or such language. Still, if time were taken in schools, museums, rehearsal 
rooms, performance spaces, not only to nurture attentiveness and careful observations, 
but to encourage dialogue about what diverse individuals were seeing or hearing or 
discovering, the mystery and  challenge of encounters with art forms are likely to be 
intensified. Many of us have been made aware of the interest and excitement and  
unexpected  questions  somehow generated in conversation or by the kind of dialogue 
that arouses imagination on the part of different people brought together by something in 
between. In the course of such conversations people may be moved to think about their 
own thinking, to seek out words to describe what they experienced when encountering 
particular works.  Not asked to report perceptions or interpretations deemed “correct” at 
first pronouncement, they may be urged to look through others’ perspectives or to listen 
from changing auditory distances. Picking up different tonalities, nuances, shadings once 
they begin to pay heed to others’ responses, individuals may find themselves attending 
more sensitively, more critically to their own.
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Like many of you, I am sure, I have had classroom and workshop experiences in these 
days of multiple diasporas, increasing immigration, changing relations among different 
classes and ethnic groups, that have startled me, enlightened me, made me question my 
own certainties and look askance at what have thought of as my treasure trove of art 
experiences that I considered  absolutely necessary for growth as a free, reflective person, 
perhaps even a proper democratic citizen. Bach, of course, Mozart, Beethoven, Berlioz, 
Debussy: I do not need to continue my hymn to the canon.  Shakespeare, naturally, 
Blake, Chekhov, Dostoyevsky, Stendhal, Flaubert, Woolf, Ellison, Camus, Joyce,   
Morrison: I am beginning to echo Harold Bloom or other priests of the canons, and I have 
not even begun on the painters, the sculptors, the film makers, the playwrights I love. 
Not  long ago, I mentioned MADAME BOVARY in a classroom, and a student asked 
what made me think they had ever heard of Flaubert..

Even in what felt like vertigo, I realized the number of strangers, the number of 
newcomers in our classes.  They come not only from other cultures but from (what  shall 
I say?) well-developed sub-cultures or alternative cultures in our own society, many of 
them nurtured and fed by media and advertisers, not to speak of a government wed to 
manipulations and mystifications. What some of us think of as those others, even if they 
are our own children, used to be automatically associated with popular culture 
automatically linked to ”low” as opposed to “high” culture. In the 19th century, as you 
surely know, so-called “high” or elite art was, as it were, sacralized.  Precious, beyond 
the reach of ordinary folk, it had to be protected from invasion or competition. There 
were, we might say, secret codes that were not to be broken by the outsider or the lower 
class. Although there exist boards of trustees or potential patrons, or certain critics who 
still hold that point of view, one of the fundamental changes in the world of art is not 
only the gradual opening of art galleries, publishing houses, orchestras, and dance  
companies to artists too long  categorized  as “minorities”.  It is also the slow absorption 
of what once were considered  examples of “low” art into what even members of  the  
upper class (sometimes, but not always) influenced by sophisticated art magazines or 
literary journals, as well as academics become visible in a public space or on media were  
willing to accept and even celebrate as art.                                                                                                                            


