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Excerpt from the essay
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…the degree of the infectiousness of art depends on three conditions:
The more individual the feeling transmitted the more strongly does it act on the recipient; the
more individual the state of soul into which he is transferred the more pleasure does the
recipient obtain and therefore the more readily and strongly does he join in it.

Clearness of expression assists infection because the recipient who mingles in consciousness
with the author is the better satisfied the more clearly that feeling is transmitted which, as it
seems to him, he has long known and felt and for which he has only now found expression.

But most of all is the degree of infectiousness of art increased by the degree of sincerity in the
artist.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

In order to define any human activity. it is necessary to understand its sense and importance;
and in order to do this it is primarily necessary to examine that activity in itself, in its
dependence on its causes and in connexion with its effects, and not merely in relation to the
pleasure we can get from it.

If we say that the aim of any activity is merely our pleasure and define it solely by that
pleasure, our definition will evidently be a false one. But this is precisely what has occurred in
the efforts to define art. Now if we consider the food question it will not occur to anyone to
affirm that the importance of food consists in the pleasure we receive when eating it.
Everybody understands that the satisfaction of our taste cannot serve as a basis for our
definition of the merits of food, and that we have therefore no right to presuppose that
dinners with cayenne pepper, Limburg cheese, alcohol, and so on, to which we are accustomed
and which please us, form the very best human food.
In the same way beauty, or that which pleases us, can in no sense serve as a basis for the
definition of art; nor can a series of objects which afford us pleasure serve as the model of
what art should be.

. . . People come to understand that the meaning of eating lies in the nourishment of the body,
only when they cease to consider that the object of that activity is pleasure. And it is the same
with regard to art. People will come to understand the meaning of art. Only when they cease
to consider that the aim of that activity is beauty, that is to say. pleasure.

In order to define art correctly it is necessary first of all to cease to consider it as a means to -
pleasure, and to consider it as one of the conditions of human life. Viewing it in this way we
cannot fail to observe that art is one of the means of intercourse between man and man. . . .



Speech transmitting the thoughts and experiences of men serves as a means of union among
them, and art serves a similar purpose. The peculiarity of this latter means of intercourse,
distinguishing it from intercourse by means of words, consists in this, that whereas by words a
man transmits his thoughts to another, by art he transmits his feelings. . . .

If a man infects another or others directly, immediately, by his appearance or by the sounds he
gives vent to at the very time he experiences the feeling; if he causes another man to yawn
when he himself cannot help yawning, or to laugh or cry when he himself is obliged to laugh
or cry, or to suffer when he himself is suffering-that does not amount to art.

Art begins when one person with the object of joining another or others to himself in one and
the same feeling, expresses that feeling by certain external indications. To take the simplest
example: a boy having experienced, let us say, fear on encountering a wolf, relates that
encounter, and in order to evoke in others the feeling he has experienced, describes himself,
his condition before the encounter, the surroundings, the wood, his own lightheartedness, and
then the wolf’s appearance, its movements, the distance between himself and the wolf, and so
forth. All this, if only the boy when telling the story again experiences the feelings he had lived
through, and infects the hearers and compels them to feel what he had experienced-is art.
Even if the boy had not seen a wolf but had frequently been afraid of one, and if wishing to
evoke in others the fear he had felt, he invented an encounter with a wolf and recounted it so
as to make his hearers share the feelings he experienced when he feared the wolf ,that also
would be art. And just in the same way it is art if a man, having experienced either the fear of
suffering or the attraction of enjoyment (whether in reality or in imagination), expresses these
feelings on canvas or in marble so that others are infected by them. . . .

The feelings with which the artist infects others may be most various-very strong or very weak,
very important or very insignificant, very bad or very good: feelings of love of one’s country,
self-devotion and submission to fate or to God expressed in a drama, raptures of lovers
described in a novel, feelings of voluptuousness expressed in a picture, courage expressed in a
triumphal march, merriment evoked by a dance, humor evoked by a funny story, the feeling of
quietness transmitted by an evening landscape or by a lullaby, or the feeling of admiration
evoked by a beautiful arabesque-it is all art.

If only the spectators or auditors are infected by the feelings which the author has felt, it is art.

To evoke in oneself a feeling one has once experienced and having evoked it in oneself then by
means of movements, lines, colours, sounds, or forms expressed in words, so to transmit that feeling
that others experience the same feeling-this is the activity of art. . . .

As every man, thanks to man’s capacity to express thoughts by words, may know all that has
been done for him in the realms of thought by all humanity before his day, and can in the
present, thanks to this capacity to understand the thoughts of others, become a sharer in their
activity and also himself hand on to his contemporaries and descendants the thoughts he has
assimilated from others as well as those that have arisen in himself; so, thanks to man’s capacity
to be infected with the feelings of others by means of art, all that is being lived through by his
contemporaries is accessible to him, as well as the feelings experienced by men thousands of
years ago, and he has also the possibility of transmitting his own feelings to others. . .

. . . If men lacked this. . . capacity of being infected by art, people might be almost more savage
still, and above all more separated from, and more hostile to, one another.



And therefore the activity of art is a most important one, as
important as the activity of speech itself and as generally diffused.
As speech does not act on us only in sermons, orations, or books, but in all those remarks by
which we interchange thoughts and experiences with one another, so also art in the wide
sense of the word permeates our whole life, but it is only to some of its manifestations that we
apply the term in the limited sense of the word.

We are accustomed to understand art to be only what we hear and see in theaters, concerts,
and exhibitions; together with buildings, statues, poems, and novels. . . . But all this is but the
smallest part of the art by which we communicate with one another in life. All human life is
filled with works of art of every kind-from cradlesong, jest, mimicry, the ornamention of
houses, dress, and utensils, to church services, buildings, monuments, and triumphal
processions. It is all artistic activity. . . .

Art in our society has become so perverted that not only has bad art come to be considered
good, but even the very perception of what art really is has been lost. In order to be able to
speak about the art of our society it is, therefore, first of all necessary to distinguish art from
counterfeit art.
There is one indubitable sign distinguishing real art from its counterfeit-namely, the
infectiousness of art. . . .

The recipient of a truly artistic impression is so united to the artist that he feels as if the work
were his own and not someone else’s as if what it expresses were just what he had long been
wishing to express. A real work of art destroys in the consciousness of the recipient the
separation between himself and the artist, and not that alone, but also between himself and all
whose minds receive this work of art. In this freeing of our personality from its separation and
isolation, in this uniting of it with others, lies the chief characteristic and the great attractive
force of art.

If a man is infected by the author’s condition of soul, if he feels this emotion and this union
with others, then the object which has effected this is art; but if there be no such infection, if
there be not this union with the author and with others who are moved by the same work-
then it is not art. And not only is infection a sure sign of art, but the degree of infectiousness is
also the sole measure of excellence in art. . . .

And the degree of the infectiousness of art depends on three conditions:
The more individual the feeling transmitted the more strongly does it act on the recipient; the
more individual the state of soul into which he is transferred the more pleasure does the
recipient obtain and therefore the more readily and strongly does he join in it.

Clearness of expression assists infection because the recipient who mingles in consciousness
with the author is the better satisfied the more clearly that feeling is transmitted which, as it
seems to him, he has long known and felt and for which he has only now found expression.

But most of all is the degree of infectiousness of art increased by the degree of sincerity in the
artist. As soon as the spectator, hearer, or reader, feels that the artist is infected by his own
production and writes, sings, or plays, for himself, and not merely to act on others, this mental
condition of the artist infects the recipient; and, on the contrary, as soon as the spectator,
reader, or hearer, feels that the author is not writing, singing, or playing, for his own satisfaction



does not himself feel what he wishes to express, but is doing it for him, the recipient-resistance
immediately springs up, and the most individual and the newest feelings and the cleverest
technique not only fail to produce any infection but actually repel.

I have mentioned three conditions of contagion in art, but they may all be summed up into
one, the last, sincerity; that is, that the artist should be impelled by an inner need to express his
feeling. That condition includes the first; for if the artist is sincere he will express the feeling as
he experienced it. And as each man is different from every one else, his feeling will be
individual for every one else; and the more individual it is-the more the artist has drawn it from
the depths of his nature-the more sympathetic and sincere will it be. And this same sincerity
will impel the artist to find clear expression for the feeling which he wishes to transmit.

Therefore this third condition-sincerity-is the most important of the three. It is always
complied with in peasant art, and this explains why such art always acts so powerfully; but it is
a condition almost entirely absent from our upper-class art, which is continually produced by
artists actuated by personal aims of covetousness or vanity. . . .

The absence of anyone of these conditions excludes a work from the category of art and
relegates it to that of art’s counterfeits. If the work does not transmit the artist’s peculiarity of
feeling and is therefore not individual, if it is unintelligibly expressed, or if it has not proceeded
from the author’s inner need for expression-it is not a work of art. If all these conditions are
present even in the smallest degree, then the work even if a weak one is yet a work of art. . . .
Universal art arises only when some one of the people, having experienced a strong emotion,
feels the necessity of transmitting it to others. The art of the rich classes, on the other hand,
arises not from the artist’s inner impulse but chiefly because people of the upper classes
demand amusement and pay well for it. They demand from art the transmission of feelings
that please them, and this demand artist try to meet. But it is a very difficult task, for people of
the wealthy classes, spending their lives in idleness and luxury, desire to be continually
diverted by art; and art, even the lowest, cannot be produced at will, but has to generate
spontaneously in the artist’s inner self. . . .

As soon as ever the art of the upper classes separated itself from universal art a conviction
arose that art may be art and yet be incomprehensible to the masses. And as soon as this
position was admitted it had inevitably to be admitted also that art may be intelligible only to
the very smallest number of the elect and eventually to two, or to one, of our nearest friends, or
to oneself alone which is practically what is being said by modern artists:-’I create and
understand myself, and if anyone does not understand me so much the worse for him:

The assertion that art may be good art and at the same time incomprehensible to a great
number of people, is extremely unjust and its consequences are ruinous to art itself; but at the
same time it is so common and has so eaten into our conceptions, that it is impossible to make
sufficiently clear its whole absurdity.
Nothing is more common. than to hear it said of reputed works of art that they are very good
but very difficult to understand. We are quite used to such assertions, and yet to say that a
work of art is good but incomprehensible to the majority of men, is the same as saying of some
kind of food that it is very good but most people can’t eat it. . . . Perverted art may not please
the majority of men, but good art always pleases every one.
It is said that the very best works of art are such that they cannot be understood by the masses,
but are accessible only to the elect who are prepared to understand these great works. But if
the majority of men do not understand, the knowledge necessary to enable them to



understand should be taught and explained to them. But it turns out that there is no such
knowledge, that the works cannot be explained, and that those who say the majority do not
understand good works of art, still do not explain those works, but only tell us that in order to
understand them one must read, and see, and hear, these same works over and over again. But
this is not to explain, it is only to habituate! And people may habituate themselves to anything,
even to the very worst things. As people may habituate themselves to bad food, to spirits,
tobacco, and opium, just in the same way they may habituate themselves to bad art-and that is
exactly what is being done.

Moreover it cannot be said that the majority of people lack the taste to esteem the highest
works of art. The majority always has understood and still understand what we also recognize
as being the very best art: the epic of Genesis, the Gospel parables, folk legends, fairy-tales, and
folk-songs, are understood by all. How can it be that the majority has suddenly lost its capacity
to understand what is high in our art? . . .

. . . Art is differentiated from activity of the understanding, which demands preparation and a
certain sequence of knowledge (so that one cannot learn trigonometry before knowing
geometry), by the fact that it acts on people independently of their state of development and
education, that the charm of a picture, of sounds, or of forms, infects any man whatever his
plane of development.

The business of art lies just in this: to make that understood and felt which in the form of an
argument might be incomprehensible and inaccessible. Usually it seems to the recipient of a
truly artistic impression that he knew the thing before, but had been unable to express it. . . .
But as soon as . . . the upper classes acclaimed every kind of art as good if only it afforded them
pleasure, and began to reward such art more highly than any other social activity, a large
number of people immediately devoted themselves to this activity, and art assumed quite a
different character and became a profession.

And as soon as this occurred the chief and most precious quality of art-its sincerity-was at once
greatly weakened and eventually quite destroyed.
The professional artist lives by his art and has continually to invent subjects for his works, and
does invent them. And it is obvious how great a difference must exist between works of art
produced on the one hand by men such as the Jewish prophets, the authors of
 the Psalms, Francis of Assisi, the authors of the Iliad and Odyssey, of folk-stories, legends, and
folk-songs, many of whom not only received no remuneration for their work but did not even
attach their names to it, and on the other hand works produced by court poets, dramatists, and
musicians receiving honors and remuneration, and later on by professional artists who lived
by the trade, receiving remuneration from newspaper editors, publishers, impresarios, and in
general from the agents who come between the artists and the town public-the consumers of
art.

Professionalism is the first condition of the diffusion of false, counterfeit art.
The second condition is the growth in recent times of art-criticism, that is, the valuation of art
not by everybody, and above all not by plain men, but by erudite, that is, by perverted and at
the same time self-confident, individuals.
A friend of mine, speaking of the relation of critics to artists, half jokingly defined it thus: ‘Critics
are the stupid who discuss the wise: However partial, inexact, and rude, this definition may be,
it is yet partly true, and incomparably more just than the definition which considers critics to
be men who can explain works of art.



‘Critics explain!’ What do they explain?
The artist, if a real artist, has by his work transmitted to others
the feeling he experienced. What is there, then, to explain?
If a’ work is a good work of art, then the feeling expressed by the artist-be it moral or immoral-
transmits itself to other people. If it is transmitted to others, then they feel it, and all
interpretations are superfluous. If the work does not infect people, no explanation can make it
contagious. An artist’s work cannot be interpreted. Had it been possible to explain in words
what he wished to convey, the artist would have expressed himself in words. He expressed it by
his art, only because the feeling he experienced could not be otherwise transmitted. The
interpretation of works of art by words only indicates that the interpreter is himself incapable
of feeling the infection of art. And this is actually the case, for, however strange it may seem to
say so, critics have always been people less susceptible than other men to the contagion of art.
For the most part they are able writers, educated and clever, but with their capacity for being
infected by art quite perverted or atrophied. And therefore their writings have always largely
contributed, and still contribute, to the perversion of the taste of that public which reads them
and trusts them. . . .

[Modem art resorts to] action, often purely physical, on the outer senses~ Work of this kind is
said to be ‘striking’ and ‘effective’. In all arts these effects consist chiefly in contrasts: in bringing
together the terrible and the tender, the beautiful and the hideous, the loud and the soft,
darkness and light, the most ordinary and the most extraordinary. In verbal art, besides effects
of contrast there are also effects consisting in the description of things that have never before
been described. These are usually pornographic details evoking sexual desire, or details of
suffering and death evoking feelings of horror, such, for instance, as when describing a murder,
to give a detailed medical account of the lacerated tissues, of the swellings, of the smell,
quantity, and appearance, of the blood. It is the same in painting: besides all kinds of other
contrasts one is coming into vogue which consists in giving careful finish to one object and
being careless about all the rest. The chief and usual effects in painting are effects of light and
the presentation of the horrible. In the drama the most common effects, besides contrasts, are
tempests, thunder, moonlight, scenes at sea or by the sea-shore, changes of costume, exposure
of the female body, madness, murder, and death generally: the dying person exhibiting in
detail all the phases of agony. In music the most usual effects are a crescendo passing from the
softest and simplest sounds to the loudest and most complex crash of the full orchestra; a
repetition of the same sounds arpeggio in all the octaves and on various instruments; or for
the harmony, tone, and rhythm, to be not at all those naturally flowing from the course of the
musical thought, but such as strike one by their unexpectedness.


