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Sub-Creation and the Art of Seeing

The sub-creation of art
 holds a minor yet pivotal role in the salvation of the human soul. Its primary redemptive function is its ability to restore, through beauty,
 a glimpse of original vision; its chief danger likewise rests in its capacity to distort the imagination. This capacity springs not from accidental circumstances, but rather arises from the very core of art’s relationship with man and the significance what it means to be a human being, to be an incarnate soul. 

As the formative mythology for the western world–not to mention the divinely inspired account in the Christian theology–an exploration of the first three chapters of Genesis and the Incarnation probes Christian anthropological assumptions: what does it means to be created? to be a body? to be a soul? to be alone? to communicate? to ‘fall?’ to be imago Dei? In turn, the implications of these foundational questions recast art’s existential relationship with man and his immortal destiny, particularly in light of the concept of “sub-creation.” As formulated by philologist and medievalist J. R. R. Tolkien, sub-creation operates on two subjective levels beyond that of merely ‘pretty art.’ First, it embodies eternal not mutable reality, which Plato terms the ‘immortal archetypes;’ an ability made possible through the original goodness of Creation and imago Dei. Second, there is sub-creation as completion of primary physical creation by exploring through art ‘the possible’ in addition to the actual. Through these two avenues, artistic sub-creation is able to participate in man’s redemption by corporally transforming his distorted spiritual vision; likewise, however, its power to make man see can be easily corrupted through pride and possession toward destructive rather than creative ends.

I. Toward a Christian Anthropology 

To fittingly explore the relationship between religious experience and the arts in the human experience, one must return to the very beginning of man’s story: his origin. For art is demonstrably intrinsic to human nature. G. K. Chesterton observes that we know little about the pre-historic cave man, despite the most educated of guesses: 

It is the simple truth that man does differ from the brutes in kind and not in degree; and the proof of it is here; that it sounds like a truism to say that the most primitive man drew a picture of a monkey and that it sounds like a joke to say that the most intelligent monkey drew a picture of a man. Something of division and disproportion has appeared; and it is unique. Art is the signature of man.
 

The instant in which archeology discovers man proper, art likewise appears.


Traced back yet further, the impetus for artistic creation may be witnessed even in the Genesis story itself. Since the act of sub-creation is arguably the point of intersection between art and religion, it ought not be surprising that history of man’s own creation sheds much light on all his subsequent being. Pope John Paul the Second’s detailed investigation of the first three chapters of the Scriptures illuminates the theological anthropology which structures the creation narrative. Three principles appear in God’s creation of mankind, specifically, as distinct from the creation of nature alone. These principles define man’s unfallen state; one of “original innocence” as opposed to the post-fall historical state of “original sin.” And just as one has greater insight into a painting before graffiti defaces it, so too by examining what man was created to be, can one understand more fully what he actually is. 


The first principle is that of man’s original solitude. Stemming from God’s observation that man is alone, the Holy Father draws a number of related inferences: this existential loneliness is part and particle of man’s incarnate state; not that man necessarily experiences a dislocation of the quality or magnitude experienced post-fall, but that his very nature of incarnated spirit, suspended between the Eternal God and the a-rational beasts, creates a tension that cannot be satisfied short of visible Beatitude. From the very beginning, man is aware that among physical beings, that is, the other animals, he is different, he is alone: “His body, through which he participates in the visible created world, makes him at the same time conscious of being ‘alone’ ”.
 This loneliness flows from his awareness of himself and his peculiar position as a both rational and sensual being; the loneliness of one created in imago Dei and yet surrounded by other created physical beings whose very similarities emphasize his isolation.
 Aristotle likewise recognizes this

distinguishing characteristic of man among the animals, identifying it as rooted in man’s understanding of good and evil in addition to mere pleasure and pain.

Thus, the very observation of man’s isolated state manifests another insight concerning man’s mode of perception. Despite the strikingly similarities between Adam and the animals, it is the non-existent characteristics which appear most forcefully. “The fundamental meaning of his body has already been established through its distinction from all other creatures. It had thereby become clear that the ‘invisible’ determines man more than the ‘visible.’ ”
 

Likewise, in the midst of man’s existential tension―both kinship and otherliness to God and the animals―arise his first sub-creative activities. This creative energy manifests itself through quite ordinary physical means: naming the creatures and cultivating the ground. John Paul II explains that in these activities, “Man is a subject not only because of his self-awareness and self-determination, but also on the basis of his own body. The structure of this body permits him to be the author of a truly human activity.”
 The gift of a body, despite the sophisticated terminology which can assist in understanding its ramifications, remains quite practical and manifests itself in way just as sensible as artistic. The process of naming and cultivation, while not able fully to bridge the gap between Adam and the rest of being, nevertheless shows that it is through his body that communication and self-expression become possible. It is in this context that the second principle of the “theology of the body” appears, the principle of unity or communio. While his corporeal nature allows for the solitude-tension described above, it is also the chosen avenue of communication: 

the body expresses the person. Therefore, in all its materiality (“God formed man of dust from the ground”), it is almost penetrable and transparent, in such a way as to make it clear who man is (and who he should be), thanks to the structure of his consciousness and of his self-determination.
 

In other words, during man’s original innocence, there was no divide between the appearance of a thing and its reality. Rather, its appearance fully expressed its very being.

This principle of transparency, though unobtrusively present in Adam’s solitude, becomes explicit following the creation of Eve. Here, to see is to know. Immediately upon waking, Adam exclaims, “bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh:” “as if it were only at the sight of the woman that he was able identify and call by name what makes them visibly similar to each other, and at the same time what manifests humanity.”
 At a glance, he perceives her essence; its fundamental relationship to himself and yet its distinct otherness. The very syntax demonstrates this on two levels. First and most elementally, that her corporeal flesh and bone, derived from him now nevertheless have an independent existence. Secondly, there is the profound intimacy of this declaration, knitting them together spiritually through their physical relationship.

Following Eve’s creation, the biblical language builds upon the second principle of unity or communio to expresses the third principle which characterizes man’s unfallen design: Nakedness. Again, in the state of original innocence, the human body “expresses the person in his ontological and existential concreteness, which is something more that the individual. Therefore the body expresses the personal human ‘self’ which derives its exterior perception from within.”
 With no disjunction as of yet between the interior and the exterior, the cliché of “what you see is what you get” was really true of Adam and Eve. And thus, with no inward defect to conceal, the primordial nakedness was “without shame.” While first describing their physical condition, this very nakedness extends through the entire person with the result a mere physical contemplation was able to bring about growing insight into the other’s very soul. John Paul II writes that, “Nakedness signifies the original good of God’s vision. It signifies all the simplicity and fullness of the vision through which the ‘pure’ value of humanity . . .  is manifested” and demonstrates “no interior rupture and opposition between what is spiritual and what is sensible.”
 The corporeal gaze does not distract but rather corresponds with the spiritual reality.

It is after the fall in the Genesis account that the disassociation of physical and spiritual vision sets in. Previously, men and women were able to “see and know each other with all the peace of the interior gaze, which creates precisely the fullness of the intimacy of persons. Shame brings with it a specific limitation in seeing with the eyes of the body.”
 Indeed, the first action described after the fall expresses this: “She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves.”
 This perception of their nakedness, furthermore, preoccupies their minds to such an extent that it, rather than the literal transgression, becomes the focus of the dialogue with God. “The Lord God called to the man, ‘Where are you?’ He answered, ‘I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.’ And he said, ‘Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?’ ”
 The sinful disobedience is the catalyst for the deformation, but it is the shameful nakedness that becomes the permanent result of the original sin. The shameful aspect of the nakedness lies not in the mere fact of not wearing clothing, but rather in their sin-distorted perception of themselves and the other. For the first time, it became possible to look at the body as distinct from the whole person, as the spiritual and physical vision were disassociated from each other. To perceive the body and not to perceive the soul is to use rather than enjoy the body without appreciation for the integrity―the wholeness, the totality―of his or her being. This, in short, is lust as introduced by Adam and Eve and a part of man’s sinful vision ever after. 

The misuse of the act of perception in this manner distorts all of reality for the fallen man, not only the sexual aspects of life to which the term lust typically refers. His relationship with others, with himself, with his creator— all are twisted by the disassociation of vision which original sin causes. The God-given corporality of man becomes extremely dangerous, as though man is now trying to drive through Manhattan using only a shard of a convex mirror. Beauty itself, described by pagan and Christian philosophers alike as one of the four primary attributes of the One, becomes perilous beyond realization, as well as inadequate to convey the ineffability of the transcendent God. The Old Testament prohibition of all images or statutes pays tribute this truth. 

This, therefore, being the state of fallen man―among which we may count ourselves―what more remains to be said? Much, in fact. According to the Christian anthropology, the third chapter of Genesis circumscribes the current condition of man: yet the first chapter of the Gospel of John transcends it. 

“In the beginning was the Word.”
 Since time itself, as far as a temporal and finite mind can perceive, was created by God in the Genesis account, this preliminary phrase places the Second Person of the Trinity already in existence prior to the ‘beginning’ described in the first chapters of Genesis. Fully God and fully man, as defined by Chalcedon Council in the fifth century, his Incarnation holds vast ramifications for one’s understanding of corporality, which in turn is the foundation for an adequate understanding of sub-creation in the existential context. 


Through the Incarnation, Jesus, despite, “being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death.”
 Aside from the more doctrinal implications of this act, the Incarnation brings about a new dignity to the fallen, physical world, and most especially, to man himself. In many instances the Gospels associate Jesus’ ministry with the created order, from the Magi’s guiding star to Christ’s claim that the rocks would praise him if the people were silent.
 Indeed, St. Paul speaks of all creation as “groaning as under the pains of childbirth” and ultimately partaking in salvation.
 
More specifically, man himself is exalted toward salvation by the Incarnation, which enables him to be called no longer a slave, but a friend and a brother.
 In addition to the salvific (or lack thereof) ramifications of sin, a less consequential result was the well-deserved diminution of man’s stature in the world. For just as the eye wretched away from the glass cannot perceive itself, so man’s position as Imago Dei suffered and his self-understanding faltered with the entrance of sin. However, “Jesus Christ reveals man to himself,” as Pope John Paul II never tires of reiterating. Athanasius phrased it thus during the forth century debates regarding the dual natures of Christ:
You know what happens when a portrait that has been painted on a panel becomes obliterated through external stains. The artist does not throw away the panel, but the subject of the portrait has to come and sit for it again, and then the likeness is re-drawn on the same material. Even so was it with the All-holy Son of God. He, the Image of the Father, came and dwelt in our midst, in order that He might renew mankind made after Himself. 
 

Thus, in the artistic mode, the Incarnation signifies a reaffirmation of God’s original creation; although not ipso facto restoring creation to its state of original innocence (no longer possible), it illustrates and provides a pathway to a condition perhaps greater. As the Psalmist exclaims:



What is man that you should keep him in mind,



Mortal man that you care for him?



Yet you have made him little less than a god;



With glory and honor you crowned him,



Gave him power over the works of you hand,



Put all things under his feet.

Significantly, the author of Hebrews recalls these verses in his description not only of Christ but of the redeemed man.


Athanasius considers, furthermore, the motive behind such a dramatic action from God. Returning to the original telos of man’s creation, he asserts that man was created to perceive the “image absolute;” that is, to contemplate God.
 
 However, man became enamored of lesser goods:

Men had turned from the contemplation of God above, and were looking for Him in the opposite direction, down among created things and things of sense. The Savior of us all, the Word of God, in His great love took to Himself a body and moved as Man among men, meeting their senses, so to speak, half way. He became Himself an object for the senses, those who were seeking God in sensible things might apprehend the Father through the works which He, the Word of God, did in the body . . . 
 

In short, Jesus took a body “in order that He, as Man, might center their senses on Himself.”
 In no way nullifying the direct Divine motive of atonement for sin, the Incarnation yet has this subsidiary significance concerning the proper use of the senses.

II. Sub-creation
If the senses are, therefore, created good and reaffirmed through the Incarnation, then what implications does this ‘sensory redemption’ hold concerning man’s artistic impulses? More specifically, what does this Christian anthropology entail in regard to the act of sub-creation itself, not only all activities associated with the generic term “Art”? 

To be quite explicit about what I am attempting to argue, the role of sub-creation in man’s salvation is to renew as far as is possible man’s corrupt vision. The above anthropology explains what is the primordial good of man’s vision stemming from his corporeal nature, how this was and is designed by the Creator to operate, how it changed as a result of the fall, and the consequences of the Incarnation upon man’s corporeal potential. It is here that the role of the Third Person of the Blessed Trinity becomes foremost, after his less explicit role in the Creation (“and the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters”)
 and Incarnation (“The Holy Spirit will come upon you”).
 The traditional prayer eloquently states His function: “Come Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful and kindle in them the fire of your love. Send forth your spirit and they shall be created, and you shall renew the face of the earth.” Whether or not the artist fully understands the presence of the Holy Spirit in his true act of sub-creation is peripheral, although a remarkable number of great artists have wondered at the source of inspiration and admitted to an ungraspable influence, whether this be attributed to the Muses or mania among the Greeks, or the sublimity of the Romantics.
 While by no means suggesting that artistic sub-creation is an equivalent to salvation, or even Sacred Scripture, the remainder of this paper will explore the way in which sub-creation is nonetheless related to man’s redemption by healing man’s vision so that he both regains the holistic perception of reality and personhood which he possess in his original innocence through imitation of the archetypes of reality; and secondly, transforming that vision through the sub-creation of what might have been in a way made possible only through the Incarnation. 


First, let us define our terms. What is sub-creation? Although not an exclusively Christian term, the philosophy of sub-creation depends upon an assumption in an ultimate Creator or and ultimate Being in whom and from whom exists reality: all that is ‘really real.’
 In the broadest Christian sense possible, this takes the form of God as the Creator, and man as the craftsman, working with the material provided by God to fulfill the divine mandate. As a craftsman, he “uses something that already exists, to which he gives form and meaning.”
 In this sense, no human artistic activity is properly ‘creation’ however loosely we may use the term; rather, it is sub-creation for, as, “every genuine art form in its own way is a path to the inmost reality of man and of the world.”
 This extremely inclusive understanding of sub-creation is, indeed, almost too inclusive to do much other than discriminate between ‘good’ art and ‘bad’ art; that is to say, between art and not-art: an necessary discernment, but yet too broad to provide a truly helpful description of sub-creation as opposed to art, generically.


Yet by calling genuine art “a path to the inmost reality of man and of the world,” John Paul II moves in the direction of sub-creation proper. In this way, another possible definition of sub-creation is artistic creation in accordance with the immortal ‘archetypes,’ enabling one to see reality more clearly. This dimension of sub-creation patently requires no explicitly Christian world view; rather only a conviction that there is a truth in and of reality. And, if this theory of sub-creation is itself consistent with reality, one ought to be able to find it expressed by pre-Christian and non-Christian philosophers, since art and a desire for redemption are fully capable of existing outside of the Christian schema. Rather surprisingly, this notion of sub-creation crops up in the writings of that notorious ‘art-hater,’ Plato himself. Arguably too esoteric to be representative of the average Greek on the street, yet Plato, even in his comparative isolation, rallies the best arguments for sub-creation and against its misuse: both which illuminate the complex relationship between art and man’s redemption. 


For Plato, it is a mortal’s participation in the Good that enables his soul to share in the divine immortality instead of eternally reincarnating: immortality is synonymous with redemption. Likewise, within the context of ancient Greek thought target, Plato’s writings were intended to refute the up-cropping skepticism regarding the immortality of the soul. Indeed, all of the dialogues in some way explore the nature of things (de rerum) that are indestructible. In this category, neither man as such nor art as such exists; however, both are intrinsically inseparable from two things that are―the soul, and even beyond the soul, Beauty. Thus, although often oversimplified as dualism, the Platonic dialogues trace a more sophisticated understanding of the relationship between corporality and the forms, even suggesting that the first is necessary to some degree in order to perceive the second: that is, to attain salvation.

In this way, despite the standard interpretation that Plato considers renunciation of the flesh and sheer philosophy as the only way to possess the good and the beautiful, there is evidence that Plato himself sanctions an alternative method: Reproduction. The term “reproduction” as used by Diotima in the Symposium  is eerily similar to Tolkien’s term of “sub-creation.” Both disclaim ultimate responsibility for the end ‘creation’, since the author-artist is not in and of himself capable of bringing something into being out of nothing; rather, he is begetting an object that is beyond his own powers, that has existence beyond himself even though he may be the instrument of transmission and “sub-creation” in a very real sense. 

Plato explores this notion of reproduction/sub-creation most fully in the Symposium. Diotima explains to Socrates that all men love, which, in the general definition, means to desire permanent possession of the good-happiness, although they express their desire through various ways: wealth, athletics, philosophy, etc.
 But there is one activity alone which qualifies to be called love in the specific and exclusive definition of the word: “The use of what is beautiful for the purpose of reproduction, whether physical or mental.” Again, “[Love] is the desire to use beauty to beget and bear offspring.” 
 Diotima continues, explaining that this desire is rooted in mankind’s awareness of his mortality, and his desire to be immortal by leaving a replication or an extension of himself in the world. 

Any why to beget? Because begetting is, by human standards, something eternal and undying. So if we were right in describing love as the desire always to possess the good, then the inevitable conclusion is that we desire immortality as well as goodness. On this argument, love must be desire for immortality as much as for beauty.”
 

Plato inextricably links goodness and immortality, with love as the unifying element that, oddly enough, is expressed corporally in its most basic form.

Not only is reproduction the expression of man’s desire for immortality, it is also the means by which his soul may actually participate in the happiness of the gods. Through man’s Eros-driven creation of beauty into the world, the soul imitates the gods who eternally possess the good and the beautiful. Although not absolutely possessing the good in this divine way any more than a mother may be said to possess her child or a poet to possess his poetry, this reproduction not only expresses the soul’s desire for immortality, but also draws the soul closer to the real thing. The act of loving creation—whether physical or mental or artistic—by means of the beautiful does more than glimpse immortality through replicating the individual. Creation ennobles his soul as well, making it more fit for immortality through its close proximity to beauty. Diotima supports this interpretation, calling reproduction, “the mechanism by which mortal creatures can taste immortality—both physical immortality and other sorts,”
 and further describes it as, “the divine element, this germ of immortality, in mortal creatures—conception and begetting.”
 It may be claimed that creation is a sacred act, for it flows from the soul’s awareness of goodness and beauty and moves the soul toward immortality: that is, the permanent possession of the good and the beautiful. 


In their discussion about the begetting of beauty, Diotima and Socrates repeatedly use the one word “reproduction” to denote several forms of creative activity. Their language reveals that all sorts of reproduction, although differing in degree of worth, belong to the same class and, from the highest forms of reproduction to the most common, share the same essential characteristic: the use of beauty to create beauty. The basic form of reproduction occurs on the physical level; that is, the act of love between a man and a woman of which a child is the offspring. Secondly, man seeks immortality by means of heroic deeds, which hoping they will beget undying glory for himself. Most importantly, though, is mental reproduction: poetry, art and political thought.
 Diotima relates, “We would all choose children of this kind for ourselves, rather than human children. We look with envy at Homer and Hesiod, and the other great poets, and the marvelous progeny they left behind, which have brought them undying fame and memory.”
 Man’s corporality is intrinsic to all these acts, and no less is his spiritual nature.

Surprisingly enough, even the notoriously anti-corporeal Platonic ladder of love reinforces this view of the physical’s relationship to the spiritual with grave implications concerning the redemptive potential of artistic reproduction. After undergoing a rigorous education, the lover seeks to climb up the steps of Eros toward real Beauty. First he loves the particular physical beauty of one individual, and their offspring are beautiful discussions. Next he realizes the unity of all physical beauty. The lover then progresses to the love of all spiritual and mental beauty, as well as the contemplation of the beauty of human customs and institutions: at this point the offspring is discussions fruitful to the young. Having begun to love ideas in this way, he next loves beauty of various types of knowledge; now his offspring is philosophy.
 Diotima describes the culmination of his pilgrimage in this manner: Beauty

will not appear to him as the beauty of a face, or hands, or anything physical—nor as an idea or branch of knowledge, nor as existing in any determinate place, such as a living creature, or the earth, or heaven, or anywhere like that. It exists for all time, by itself, and with itself unique. All other forms of beauty derive from it, but is such a way that their creation or destruction does not strengthen or weaken it, or affect it in any way at all. If a man progresses (as he will do, if he goes about his love affairs in the right way) from the lesser beauties, and begins to catch sight of this beauty, then he is within reach of the final revelation.
 

Although this contemplation of incorporeal Beauty is the highest point on the ladder, in and of itself it does not fulfill man’s mortal existence nor the usher him into immortality. The contemplation of Beauty is the end, in that it is the highest, but it is not in itself the fulfillment nor even the soul’s salvation according to Plato. Not only does physical beauty remain the foundation of the lover’s climb toward Beauty, but it is the act of reproduction, not the contemplation of Beauty alone, which merits immortality. This creation by no means necessarily entails producing human children: for various people it will manifest itself various ways, but it does require the bringing forth of some manifestation of beauty into the physical world. 

Only then will it be possible for him, seeing beauty as it should be seen, to produce, not likenesses of goodness (since it is no likeness he has before him), but the real thing (since he has the real thing before him); and that this production, and caring for, real goodness earns him the friendship of the gods and makes him, if anyone, immortal.

To Plato, the vision of absolute Beauty is not an ecstatic day-dream: it is a reality which incarnate souls can experience in this physical cosmos and which generates goods, drawing man’s soul to the gods.

Moreover, in the modern context Josef Pieper reiterates Plato’s not quite Platonic understanding of the potential action of Beauty in the soul, emphasizing its particularly its relation to both physical and spiritual vision at the same time. He writes, “through the magic of artistic transfiguration, [works of art] make us perceive, if ever so vaguely, the paradise of uncorrupted primordial forms beneath the obvious surface of that still discernible common reality.”
 This discernment and contemplation of common reality, “does not so much attempt to copy reality as rather to capture the archetypes of all that is. Such art does not want to depict what everybody already sees but to makes visible what not everybody see.”
 In other words, Aristotle’s theory of mimisis, explanatory as it may be in regards to “art” in general, simply is not adequate to describe what is true sub-creation in which nature is not merely dutifully copied but rather captured.
 


However, sub-creation has a second particular meaning as well: not every work of art merits the description above, and the majority of even all those which do not necessarily share in the innermost meaning of sub-creation. Rather, J.R.R. Tolkien coins the term specifically to describe artists who not only convey a fundamental underlying reality of nature, such as Michelangelo reveals, but who express what could be. A true sub-creator completes, in a sense, the work of Primary Creation―God’s―with his own secondary creation which explores the potentiality of the cosmos under the divine umbrella. Tolkien elaborates that, “liberation ‘from the channels the creator is know to have used already’ is the fundamental function of ‘sub-creation,’ a tribute to the infinity of His potential variety, one of the way in which indeed it is exhibited . . .”
 In a minor act of sub-creation itself, Tolkien poetically explains his idea to C.S. Lewis:



Dis-graced he may be, yet is not de-throned,

And keeps the rags of lordship once he owned:

Man, Sub-creator, the refracted Light

Through whom is splintered from a single White

To many hues, and endlessly combined

In living shapes that move from mind to mind.

Though all the crannies of the world we filled

With Elves and Goblins, though we dared to build 

God and their houses out of dark and light,

And sowed the seed of dragons ― ‘twas our right

used or misused). That right has not decayed:

we make still by the law in which we’re made.
 

This poetic argument returns to the second Genesis account for its foundation, claiming man’s heritage as a sub-creator in his identify as imago Dei and alluding to Adam’s creative acts in naming and cultivating. His nature, “dis-graced, but not de-throned” retains the ability to complete God’s creation, left in a state of incompleteness not because God lacked the ability to finish and perfect it, but because of his generosity in involving man in a diminutive way in his own creative processes.

Obviously, this description of sub-creation involves a different level of artistic power than the first and wider definition.
 The essential characteristic of this sub-creation, when gone about rightly, is that it must be in accordance with what is understood about reality―the natural law―, or as a Christian might put it, in accordance with what is known about the character and works of God. For example, it would be possible, although quite difficult, to sub-create an internally consistent world in which the sky is green and the grass blue, because this does not nullify the essential attributes of this world or its Creator: it only so happens that for an unknown reason, it happens to exist the opposite way around. To create a world in which a rose is ugly or a lie is good would be a perversion of sub-creation since it would undermine the foundation of this world rather than explore the possibilities of another. Tolkien affirms the proper use of sub-creation through an analogy of leaves on the Tree of Tales: 

“Who can design a new leaf? The patterns from bud to unfolding, and the colours from spring to autumn were all discovered by men long ago. But that is not true . . .  Each leaf, of oak and ash and thorn, is an unique embodiment of the pattern, and for some this very year may be the embodiment, the first ever seen and recognized, though oaks have put forth leaves for countless generations of men.
 

Just as the exploration of each leaf’s individual ‘accidents’ can lead to a recovery of the ‘essence,’ so too by contemplating the primary world through the overlays of the secondary and ‘fanstastic’ worlds, one can develop a greater appreciation for both green and yellow suns so to speak.
In a possible world, Tolkien argues, there could be all sorts of creatures: rational, fantastic, and others which do not exist in this primary world but are no more absurd or even ‘unrealistic’ than man’s own existence. Although Tolkien’s own “fantasy” writings perhaps come to mind, other examples of sub-creation are not necessarily as blatant while nonetheless being a step beyond the first level of sub-creation: sub-creation is not identifiable with science-fiction. Indeed, there must be some sort of common reference point to the world each of us know and experience or else it would be incomprehensible, and the best examples of sub-creation mingle the known and the unknown, the actual and the possible so that they both dwell in a context in which each are equally coherent and consistent. This inner consistency is neither easy nor arbitrary: indeed, it is the fundamental link between sub-creation and the primary world. 

Probably every writer making a secondary world, a fantasy, every sub-creator, wishes in some measure to be a real maker, or hopes that he is drawing on reality: hopes that the peculiar quality of this secondary world (if not all the details) are derived from Reality, or are flowing into it. If he indeed achieves a quality that can fairly be described by the dictionary definition: ‘inner consistency of reality,’ it is difficult to conceive how this can be, if the work does not in some way partake of reality. The peculiar quality of the ‘joy’ in successful Fantasy can thus be explained as a sudden glimpse of the underlying reality or truth.
 

Hence, there is a broad spectrum of sub-creation of secondary worlds, which merely require the artistic scope to be of such breadth and quality that the familiar and the other are interwoven with the result that both are seen anew and seen aright. Prime examples of artistic sub-creation include the Orpheus myths, Beethoven’s Ninth, Beowulf, and of course, The Lord of the Rings. Thus, the sub-creator participates in God’s work of creation if only to a marginal degree, rounding out, as it were, the primary reality through a mythic dimension. Not so fanciful in this context does Tolkien’s remark appear: “God is the Lord, of angels, and of men ― and of elves. Legend and History have met and fused [in the Incarnation].”
 

Following such an apparently abstract and esoteric view of art, the sensible question to ask is, ‘why does this matter? what significance does sub-creation, in both of its forms but more particularly the second, hold for the man on the street?’ The question is valid, indeed, necessary, provided that the query pursues sub-creation’s humdrum significance rather than its utility. 

Not surprisingly, J. R. R. Tolkien indirectly explores the ‘why’ of sub-creation in one of his ‘fairy-tales,’ Leaf by Niggle. The sometime indolent painter, Niggle, “was the sort of painter who can paint leaves better than trees. His used to spend a long time on a single leaf, trying to catch its shape, and its sheen, and the glistening of dew-drops on its edges. Yet he wanted to paint a whole tree, with all its leaves in the same style, and all of them different.”
 Niggle’s attempts to paint the Great Tree, as he privately calls it, are interrupted by his mandated Journey [death], and his life work is used to patch a neighbor’s leaky roof, except for one “mountain-peak and a spray of leaves” which a dreamy schoolmaster preserves.
 Nevertheless, his painting becomes real in the land to which Niggle has traveled where “it is proving very useful indeed . . . as a holiday, and a refreshment. It is splendid for convalescence; and not only for that, for many is it the best introduction to the Mountains. It works wonders in some cases.”
 Meanwhile, Niggle and his once-bothersome neighbor Parish have continued to work on the painting-turned-landscape. In an explanatory conversation with a Guide, the Guide explains that:

‘[Niggle] tried to tell you long ago . . . but you would not look. He had only got canvas and painting in those days, and you wanted to mend your roof with them. This is what you and your wife used to call Niggle’s Nonsense, or That Daubing.’

‘But it did not look like this then, not real,’ said Parish.

‘No, it was only a glimpse then,’ said that man; ‘but you might have caught the glimpse, if you had ever thought it worth while to try.’

Of course, the fault for Parish’s lack of perception rests almost as much on Niggle, who considered Parish too much of an “earth-grubber” to bother to involve him in the painting. Yet the story reveals the purpose of both sorts of sub-creation as epitomized separately in the sub-creation of the leaf―as the more full vision of the primary world―and the tree―the imaginative exploration and creation of the possible. Both work harmoniously together to give man ‘a glimpse:’ The first helps us to see the grandeur of the Other in the ordinary; the second to see the grandeur of the Ordinary by the light of the other.

III. Sub-Creation as Temptation

Having now explored the positive and creative potential of artistic sub-creation, as linked to the man’s own creation and the Incarnation, it is equally necessary to explore the dark potential of man’s artistic capability. If, as Dostoyevsky writes in The Idiot, “beauty will save the world,” it also often has the negative capability of corrupting the world when misused.
 The poets themselves―called vati in Latin which implied prophet, priest and poet equally―are acutely aware of the temptation to become false priests. Repeatedly, the immense power of sub-creation has frightened even those who attempt to wield it for the good. Tolkien asks himself:

Are there any ‘bounds to a writer’s job’ except those imposed by his own finiteness? No bounds, but the laws of contradiction, I should think. But, of course, humility and awareness of peril is required. . . . Great harm can be done, of course, by this potent mode of ‘myth’ – especially wilfully. The right to ‘freedom’ of the sub-creator is no guarantee among fallen men that it will not be used as wickedly as is Free Will.”
 

Like free will, Tolkien argues, the very immensity and generosity of God in giving man this creative potential to strength his position of imago Dei makes the gift particularly susceptible to perversion from the original good. 

The two primary motives for this misuse are firstly pride and secondly the desire of possession. John Milton’s Satan has been called the ideal Renascence man, with his skill at any activity, poetic consciousness and liberal habit of mind; Edmund Spencer’s Archimago creates forgeries and illusions to ensnare the upright knights; J. R. R. Tolkien’s Melkor becomes enamored of the void and disrupts the One’s music with his own vain devises: each of these arch-antagonists of literature uses “art” in an attempt to nullify creation and undermine virtue. More disturbingly, two of these three figures―Satan and Melkor―begin with arguably praiseworthy or at least, harmless, motives, and it is only later on that pride creeps in and the becomes manifest as they choose their own will over the submission of their creative work to a higher authority. For artists whose talents are not on such a cosmic scale as these anti-heroes, the distorting desire for possession nonetheless remains a possibility. Again in The Silmarillion, the leader of the Nolder refuses to give up the light of his gems to the Valar, who first created of the light which he caught, for he loved the works of his own hands too much. The two snares for the sub-creator correspond directly to the two aspects of sub-creation as well. 

These two causes for distortion affect not only the sub-creator himself, but also have a profound affect on the audience to which the misused sub-creation is presented. Just as the correspondence between the visual and imagination can restore to fallen man a glimpse of the original innocence, of the true vision, so also, art can substitute a false vision when it acts in dissonance with the original vision, making evil and falsehood unspeakably more compelling than it could be without its artful perversion. Thus, although the medium which some modern art uses are able to communicate the (fallen) reality of the world. Picasso, for example, communicates his distorted vision of the world in such a way as to truly express evil, at least, as in his depiction of Guernica. Christians particularly ought to acknowledge the debt owed to those artists who are able to “explore the darkest depths of the soul, of the most unsettling aspects of evil, [and] give voice in a way to the universal desire for redemption.”
 Nonetheless, Picasso and other modernists hold a vision of reality which is fundamentally distorted and thus their presentations of non-violent life merely distort; rather than, as with Flannery O’Connor, distorting so that we may see our own clever distortion. In particular, his conception of the feminine human body repeatedly shows not an enjoyment of its solitude and communio, but rather a lustful and violent use. This use perpetuates our ordinary sinful vision rather than regaining temporarily a vision of the enjoyment of original innocence 


In this manner, sub-creation has the inherent capacity to suggest an alternate vision of the world. It may be used with hellish affect to suggest an alternate vision that misrepresents man’s incarnate nature or distorts the created order. Yet at the same time, sub-creation, whether more modestly attempting to capture the essence of primary reality or more fantastically exploring potential primary creation, also has the ability to redeem and sanctify man’s vision of himself, his cosmos and Creater, re-presenting if only for a brief glimpse, the good of the original vision.


Due to the more specific and abstract nature of this type of sub-creation

While all this anthropological philosophizing may appear quite tangential from the real thesis of this paper ― an exploration of art’s role in man’s salvation ― a stout theological understanding of what it means to be a created being, physical and spiritual, is a indispensable foundation upon which the subsequent portions of this argument will rest, or at the least, to which it will refer. 

His Holiness Pope John Paul II, To Artists
“this dialogue is not dictated merely by historical accident or practical need, but is rooted in the very essence of both religious experience and artistic creativity. The opening page of the Bible presents God as a kind of exemplar of everyone who produces a work: the human craftsman mirrors the image of God as Creator” (11)


“the one who creates bestows being itself” ex nihilo

“the craftsman, by contrast, uses something that already exists, to which he gives form and meaning.” (12)


Unbridgable gap

“Through his ‘artistic creativity’ man appears more than ever ‘in the image of God’ . . .” etc. (12)

“In shaping a masterpiece, the artist not only summons his work into being, but also in some way reveals his own personality by mean of it. For him art offers both a new dimension and an exceptional mode of expression for his spiritual growth.” (14)

beauty and art (14)

“beauty is to enthuse us for work, and work is to raise us up” ---Cyprian Norwid (16)

Old Testament forbiddance of representations of the invisible and ineffable God . . . until Incarnation. (16)

Art was a way of catechesis (18)

“Every genuine artistic intuition goes beyond what the senses perceive and, reaching beneath reality’s surface, strives to interpret its hidden mystery. The intuition itself springs from the depths of the human soul, where the desire to give meaning to one’s own life is joined by the fleeting vision of beauty and of the mysterious unity of things.” (18)

“every genuine art form in its own way is a path to the inmost reality of man and of the world. It is therefore a wholly valid approach to the realm of faith, which gives human experience its ultimate meaning.” (20)

early Christian art: code. Fish, loaves . . .  (20)

“Our only art is faith and our music, Christ”---Paulinus of Nola (21)

Gregorian chant---“The ‘beautiful’ was thus wedded to the ‘true,’ so that through art too souls might be lifted up from the world of the senses to the eternal.

Council of Niceae: iconoclast crisis, 787


“The decisive argument to which the bishops appealed in order to settle the controversy was the mystery of the Incarnation: if the Son of God had come into the world of visible realities―his humanity building a bridge between the visible and the invisible―then, by analogy, a representation of the mystery could be used, within the logic of signs, as a sensory evocation of the mystery. The icon is venerated not for its own sake, but points beyond to the subject which it represents.” (22)

Dante described the Divine Comedy as “the sacred poem, to which both heaven and earth have turned their hand” (24)

“Even beyond its typically religious expressions, true art has a close affinity with the world of faith, so that, even in situations where culture and the Church are far apart, art remains a kind of bridge to religious experience. Insofar as it seeks the beautiful, fruit of an imagination which rises above the everyday, art is by its nature a kind of appeal to the mystery. Even when they explore the darkest depths of the soul of the most unsettling aspects of evil, artists give voice in a way to the universal desire for redemption. (26)

Fr. Marie Dominique Chenu---works of art are “not only aesthetic representations, but genuine ‘sources’ of theology.” (28)

Art is necessary to the Church to communicate the gospel. 

Veni, Creator Spiritus (31)

Inspiration (32)


“every genuine inspiration, however, contains some tremor of the ‘breath’ with which the Creator Spirit suffused the work of creation for the very beginning.  . . . He touches it with a kind of inner illumination which brings together the sense of the good and the beautiful, and he awakens energies of mind and heart which enable it to conceive and idea and give it form in a work of art.”

Stir to wonder (32)

“beauty will save the world” ---- The Idiot (33)

“may your art help to affirm that true beauty which, as a glimmer of the Spirit of God, will transfigure matter, opening the human soul to the sense of the eternal.” (34)

My Thoughts:


What about art that isn’t beautiful? Picasso, etc?


Look into Nicaean council

Pieper, Josef. Only the Lover Sings: art and contemplation

“music, the fine arts, poetry ― anything that festively raises up human existence and thereby constitutes it true riches ― all derive their life from a hidden root, and this root is a contemplation which is turned toward God and the world so as to affirm them.”---preface

“We see still another form of such activity [contemplation] in the creation of the artist, who does not so much aim at presenting copies of reality as rather making visible and tangible in speech, sound, color, and stone, the archetypical essences of all things as he was privileged to perceive them. But those, too, who experience the spark of poetry while listening to a poem, who behold a sculpture and perceive the artist’s intention ― yes, those who only listen and observe, as long as the conditions are right, can also touch, in contemplation, the core of all reality, the domain of the eternal archetypes. (24)

“Wherever the arts are nourished through the festive contemplation of universal realities and their sustaining reasons, there in truth something like a liberation occurs: the stepping-out into the open under an endless sky, not only for the creative artist himself but for the beholder as well, even the most humble. Such liberation, such foreshadowing of the ultimate and perfect fulfillment, is necessary for man, almost more necessary than his daily bread, which is indeed indispensable and yet insufficient.” (27)

concupiscence of the eyes (33)

the way in which creating art improves perception (35)

music ---> silence (44)

“since music articulates the immediacy of man’s basic existential dynamism in an immediate way, the listener as well is addressed and challenged on the profound level where man’s self-realization takes place” (47)

Mythologically, the Muses are called into existence to sing the praises of creation. (60)

Artist-priest: both called to remember the sacred realities in danger of being forgotten (62)

“through the magic of artistic transfiguration, [works of art] make us perceive, if ever so vaguely, the paradise of uncorrupted primordial forms beneath the obvious surface of that still discernible common reality.” (69)

receptive observation, we are on earth “to behold” (72)

“art flowing from contemplation does not so much attempt to copy reality as rather to capture the archetypes of all that is. Such art does not want to depict what everybody already sees but to makes visible what not everybody sees.” (74)

art without loving contemplation: “to revile, despite, and distort reality, or explicitly to destroy all ordered form . . .” (75)

Pieper, Josef. “Divine Madness:” Plato’s Case against Secular Humanism.

“Poetic mania, the ecstasy inspired by the Muses and seizing ‘upon a tender and virgin soul, stiffing it to rapturous frenzy.’ . . . Genuine and grand poetry is not possible unless born out of divine madness. Whosoever wishes to be a poet by his own devices will never experience the blessed initiation. “ (29)

poetic inspiration ~~~~~divine revelation. (32-34)

“Beauty is not so much a fulfillment as rather a promise”---Goethe. (48)

“Man, even in his most sublime spirituality, is always an incarnate being. This bodily reality, which makes each person either a man or a woman, even on the highest level of spiritual life, does not constitute simply a barrier and a limitation; it is at the same time the beautiful wellspring of all human activity.” (54)

Tolkien, J. R. R. Letters.

“I sense amongst all your [Christopher T.] pains (some merely physical) the desire to express your feeling about good, evil, fair, foul in some way: to rationalize it, and prevent it just festering. In my case it generated Morgoth and the History of the Gnomes.” (78)

“It will probably work out very differently from this plan when it really get written, as the thing seems to write itself once I get going, as if the truth comes out then, only imperfectly glimpsed in the preliminary sketch” (104)

[C.S.L.’s] point was that they [fainthearted admirers of beauty] do still in that way get some nourishment and are not cut off wholly from the sap of life [in the gospel story]: for the beauty of the story while not necessarily a guarantee of its truth is a concomitant of it, and a fidelis is meant to draw nourishment from the beauty as well as the truth. So that the faintheart ‘admirer’ is really still getting something, which even one of the faithful (stupid, insensitive, shamefaced) may be missing.” (109)

“always I had the sense of recording what was already ‘there,’ somewhere: not of inventing.” (145)

“Anyway all this stuff* (It is, I suppose, fundamentally concerned with the problem of the relation of Art (and Sub-creation) and Primary Reality.) is mainly concerned with Fall, Mortality, and the Machine. . . . With Mortality, especially as it affects art and the creative (or as I should say, sub-creative) desire which seems to have no biological function, and to be apart from the satisfactions of plain ordinary biological life, with which, in our world, it is indeed usually at strife. This desire is at once wedded to a passionate love of the real primary world, and hence filled with the sense of mortality, and yet unsatisfied by it. It has various opportunities of ‘Fall.’ It may become possessive, clinging to the things made as ‘its own’, the sub-creator whish to be the Lord and God of his private creation. He will rebel against the laws of the Creator – especially against mortality.” (145)

“I should have said that liberation ‘from the channels the creator is know to have used already’ is the fundamental function of ‘sub-creation,’ a tribute to the infinity of His potential variety, one of the way in which indeed it is exhibited . . .” (188)

“Are there any ‘bounds to a writer’s job’ except those imposed by his own finiteness? No bounds, but the laws of contradiction, I should think. But, of course, humility and and awareness of peril is required. . . . Great harm can be done, of course, by this potent mode of ‘myth’ – especially wilfully. The right to ‘freedom’ of the sub-creator is no guarantee among fallen men that it will not be used as wickedly as is Free Will.” (194)

“I have long ceased to invent (though even patronizing of sneering critics on the side praise my ‘invention’): I wait till I seem to know what really happened. Or till it writes itself.” [example . . ] [I] cite myself simply because I am interested in mythological ‘invention,’ and the mystery of literary creation (or sub-creation as I have elsewhere called it) and I am the most readily available corpus vile for experiment or observation.” (231)

Sub-creation’s role in the Fall (259)

A story exists in the mind of the teller, hearer, derivatively. (284)

“I feel as if an ever darkening sky over our present world had been suddenly pierced, the clouds rolled back, and an almost forgotten sunlight had poured down again. As if indeed the horns of Hope had been heard again as Pippin heard them suddenly at the absolute nadir of the fortunes of the West. But How? And Why?

 . . . ‘of course you don’t suppose, do you, that you wrote all that book yourself?’ 

I think I said: ‘No, I don’t suppose so any longer.’ I have never since been able to suppose so.” (413)

Tolkien, J. R. R. Tree and Leaf.

“The achievement of the expression, which gives (or seems to give) ‘the inner consistency of reality,’ is indeed another thing, or aspect, needing another name: Art, the operative link between Imagination and the final result, Sub-creation.” (47)

Dis-graced he may be, yet is not de-throned,

And keeps the rags of lordship once he owned:

Man, Sub-creator, the refracted Light

Through whom is splintered from a single White

To many hues, and endlessly combined

In living shapes that move from mind to mind.

Though all the crannies of the world we filled

With Elves and Goblins, though we dared to build 

God and their houses out of dark and light,

And sowed the seed of dragons ― ‘twas our right

(used or misused). That right has not decayed:

we make still by the law in which we’re made.” (54)

“Probably every writer making a secondary world, a fantasy, every sub-creator, wishes in some measure to be a real maker, or hopes that he is drawing on reality: hopes that the peculiar quality of this secondary world (if not all the details) are derived from Reality, or are flowing into it. If he indeed achieves a quality that can fairly be described by the dictionary definition: ‘inner consistency of reality,’ it is difficult to conceive how this can be, if the work does not in some way partake of reality. The peculiar quality of the ‘joy’ in successful Fantasy can thus be explained as a sudden glimpse of the underlying reality or truth. [and he elaborates] (70-71)

Gospel-fairy story. (71)

“God is the Lord, of angels, and of men ― and of elves. Legend and History have met and fused [in the Incarnation].” (72)

“It’s a gift!”----Niggle (104)

“a glimpse” etc (109)

Athanithius On the Incarnation.

Upon men “He bestowed a grace which other creatures lacked–namely the imress of His own Image, a share in the reasonable being of the very Word Himself, so that, reflecting Him and themselves becoming reasonable and expressing the Mind of God even as He does, though in limited degree they might continue for ever in the blessed and only true life of the saints in paradise.” (7)

Man = embodied spirit (7)

“Naturally also, through this union of the immortal Son of God with our human nature, all men were clothed with incorruption in the promise of the resurrection. For the solidarity of mankind is such that, by virtue of the Word’s indwelling in a single human body, the corruption which goes with death has lost its power over all. You know how it is when some great king enters a large city and dwells in one of its houses; because of his dwelling in that single house, the whole city is honored . . .” (11)

Created to perceive the “image absolute” (13)

Incarnation ---> re-creation (15)

“You know what happens when a portrait that has been painted on a panel becomes obliterated through external stains. The artisit does not throw away the panel, but the subject of the portrait has to come and sit for it again, and then the likeness is re-drawn on the same material. Even so was it with the All-holy Son of God. He, the Image of the Father, came and dwelt in our midst, in order that He might renew mankind made after Himself . . .” (15)

“Men had turned from the contemplation of God above, and were looking for Him in the opposite direction, down among created things and things of sense. The Savior of us all, the Word of God, in His great love took to Himself a body and moved as Man among men, meeting their senses, so to speak, half way. He became Himself an object for the senses, those who were seeking God in sensible things might apprehend the Father through the works which He, the Word of God, did in the body . . . “ (16)

took a body “in order that He, as Man, might center their senses on Himself . . .” (16)

Jesus’ body was an “instrument” not a “limitation” (17)

“He sanctified the body by being in it” (17) ex. Ff

His body as the path to Heaven (23)

Immortality (27)

His Holiness, Pope John Paul II. The Theology of the Body: Human Love in the Divine Plan. 

Gen. 2 presents the subjective account of man’s creation, corresponding to the objective reality of imago Dei. (31)

State of original innocence, toward which historical sinfulness is referred. 

Redemption of the body as well: “We who have the first fruit of the Spirit groan inwardly as we wait for . . . the redemption of our bodies.” (34)

Original solitude: 


-derived from man’s very nature, humanity


-derived from man-woman relationship (35)

“His body, through which he participates in the visible created world, makes him at the same time conscious of being “alone” ” (38). 

A body among bodies, yet dissimilar by virtue of imago dei (39)

“Man is a subject not only because of his self-awareness and self-determination, but also on the basis of his own body. The structure of this body permits him to be the author of a truly human activity. In this activity the body expresses the person. Therefore, in all its materiality (“God formed man of dust from the ground”), it is almost penetrable and transparent, in such a way as to make it clear who man is (and who he should be), thanks to the structure of his consciousness and of his self-determination. On this rests the fundamental perception of the meaning of one’s own body, which can be discovered when analyzing man’s original solitude.” (40-41)

“The fundamental meaning of his body has already been established through its distinction from all other creatures. It had thereby become clear that the “invisible” determines man more than the “visible.” (42) [Perhaps the power of the visible lies in its ability to suggest the invisible?---Me]

Choice between death and immortality (42).

Recognition of the “double solicitude” of man/woman is the basis for communio and essential for Imago Dei thanks to the Trinity. (46)

“The words of Gen. 2.23 speak of it directly and for the first time in the following terms: ‘bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.’ The man uttered these words, as if it were only at the sight of the woman that he was able identify and call by name what makes them visibly similar to each other, and at the same time what manifests humanity.” (47) 

ie, “body reveals man” (47

Naked and not ashamed (53)

In the state of original innocence, the human body “expresses the person in his ontological and existential concreteness, which is something more that the individual. Therefore the body expresses the personal human ‘self’ which derives its exterior perception from within.


The whole biblical narrative, and in particular the Yahwist text, show that the body through its own visibility manifests man.” An intermediary. (56)

“Nakedness signifies the original good of God’s vision. It signifies all the simplicity and fullness of the vision through which the ‘pure’ value of humanity . . .  is manifested.” “no interior rupture and opposition between what is spiritual and what is sensible.” (57)

Men and women “see and know each other with all the peace of the interior gaze, which creates precisely the fullness of the intimacy of persons. Shame brings with it a specific limitation in seeing with the eyes of the body.” (57-8)

[Love as the force that drags men toward the one, true, good, beautiful (Plato) (169) Lust is the opposite, the corruption of these.]

Von Balthasar, Hans Urs A Theological Anthropology. New York: Sheed and Ward (1967)

“If the world has its origin in God, then God is in the memory of the soul (X, 24) and yet beyond it, for ‘all . . . things suffer change, but Your remain unchangeable over all’ (X, 25)---Confessions (2)

Man is ‘incompleteable’ there is a tension between the two parts of himself---not mortal body and immortal spirit---but between finite personhood and infinite God. (40s)

“All these forms of salvation [Parmenides, Plato, Stoicism, Neoplatonism], however different they may appear to be, have one thing in common: they endeavor to rescue something “immortal” in man by abandoning the rest to the devouring powers.” (55)

. . . “But perhaps the renunciation of pain, from the point of view of the possible wholeness of man, is more dangerous than the renunciation of pleasure.” (56)

Greeks accepted the contradictions . . . “their thinking remains so close to reality that the metaphysical perspectives do not ultimately throw doubt on this reality, but rather impart to it something like a transfiguring halo. Thus, the relation between transient and eternal existence remains curiously unresolved.” (56)

The second way is pain, suffering. (60-61)

The third way; love. 

In the Incarnation, “at last the aspirations of mysticism and of myth can be fulfilled by there being a true “appearance” of God as the salvation for man. As he pursues the way of salvation, he makes the world transparent for the divine to “appear” through it. This appearing is now no longer a turning away from bleak historical reality―as a mystic negation of finitude or as its mythical translation into images of the imagination―no, reality is the place and the material within which the living God appears.” (66)

Alternative ‘Alternative Lifestyles’ in Plato: 

The (Implied) Middle Way between Hedonism and Asceticism, 

Its Relationship with Eros and Vicarious Immortality 


Platonic thought is frequently interpreted as advocating holiness through the complete separation of the body from the soul, with philosophy being the severing instrument. This paper will be arguing that this anti-corporeal interpretation is simplistic by showing that Plato himself endorses an alternative way as well: the pursuit of true immortality through loving reproduction with beauty.

In order to present an alternative response to the supposedly clear-cut relationship between the soul and the body, one must first re-exam Plato’s concept of immortality. The first indication that Plato’s notions of immortality might not be as straightforward as they are often interpreted is that, according to Socrates, the gods alone are inherently immortal. In the Symposium, Diotima and Socrates agree that the gods are all happy and beautiful and that to be happy means to possess the good permanently, so that perfect happiness and perfect immortality are necessarily co-existent.
 Empirical evidence confirms that humans desire perfect happiness, which, according to Socratic logic, requires that humans must lack perfect happiness in order to desire it.
 Thus, the human soul is not absolutely immortal in the same way that the gods are: “All continuous mortal existence is of this kind. It is not the case that the creature remains always, in every detail, precisely the same—only the divine does that.”
 If a human soul is itself to be immortal in the absolute manner of the gods, it must participate in the immortality of the gods, which entails sharing in the divine characteristics of possessing the good and the beautiful. 

The Phaedo’s description of the afterlife does not suggest that all souls share in the gods’ immortality to the same degree. Rather, the nature of immortality depends upon the soul’s holiness.
 Socrates posits various destinies for the unclean souls: the commonplace “proceed to the lake. There they dwell, and are punished for the crimes which they have committed, and are purified and absolved; and for their goods deeds they are rewarded, each according to his deserts.”
 After a stint of some time in the lake, they are reincarnated into the physical world. The “incurable . . . those who have committed many and great sacrileges, and foul and lawless murders, or other crimes like these,” however, have more options. Either they “are hurled down to Tartarus . . . whence they never come forth again,” or if their sins are not completely unforgivable, they are tortured, but are released when their victims forgive them.
 Elsewhere Socrates suggests that the defiled soul “soon falls back into another body and takes root in it, like seed that is sown. Therefore she loses all part in intercourse with the divine, and pure, and uniform.”
 These descriptions of immortality differ greatly from the immortality of the holy, whose soul goes “away to the invisible that is like herself, and to the divine, and the immortal, and the wise . . . [where] for the rest of time lives in very truth with the gods.”
 Comparing the descriptions of the immortality of the pious to the immortality of the polluted, it appears the holy souls have a very different fate than the unholy. Although both types of souls are equally indestructible, nevertheless, only the virtuous souls share in full-blown immortality with all the goodness and beauty which true immortality entails: the defiled souls are indeed everlasting—everlastingly imprisoned, everlastingly recycled through the world and everlastingly lacking the good.

According to the evidence above, it is a mortal’s participation in the good that enables his soul to share in the divine immortality instead of eternally reincarnating. Despite the standard interpretation that Plato considers renunciation of the flesh and sheer philosophy as the only way to possess the good and the beautiful, there is evidence that Plato himself sanctions an alternative method: Reproduction. In the Symposium, Diotima explains to Socrates that all men love, which, in the general definition, means to desire permanent possession of the good-happiness, although they express their desire through various ways: wealth, athletics, philosophy, etc.
 But there is one activity alone which qualifies to be called love in the specific and exclusive definition of the word: “The use of what is beautiful for the purpose of reproduction, whether physical or mental.” Again, “[Love] is the desire to use beauty to beget and bear offspring.” 
 Diotima continues, explaining that this desire is rooted in mankind’s awareness of his mortality, and his desire to be immortal by leaving a replication or an extension of himself in the world. 

Any why to beget? Because begetting is, by human standards, something eternal and undying. So if we were right in describing love as the desire always to possess the good, then the inevitable conclusion is that we desire immortality as well as goodness. On this argument, love must be desire for immortality as much as for beauty.”
 

Once again Plato inextricably links goodness and immortality, with love as the unifying element. 

Not only is reproduction the expression of man’s desire for immortality, it is also the means by which his soul may actually participate in the happiness of the gods. Through man’s Eros-driven creation of beauty into the world, the soul imitates the gods who eternally possess the good and the beautiful. Although not absolutely possessing the good in this divine way any more than a mother may be said to possess her child or a poet to possess his poetry, this reproduction not only expresses the soul’s desire for immortality, but also draws the soul closer to the real thing. The act of loving creation—whether physical or mental—by means of the beautiful does more than glimpse immortality through replicating the individual. Creation ennobles his soul as well, making it more fit for immortality through its close proximity to beauty. Diotima supports this interpretation, calling reproduction, “the mechanism by which mortal creatures can taste immortality—both physical immortality and other sorts,”
 and further describes it as, “the divine element, this germ of immortality, in mortal creatures—conception and begetting.”
 It may be claimed that erotic creation is a sacred act, for it flows from the soul’s awareness of goodness and beauty and moves the soul toward immortality: that is, the permanent possession of the good and the beautiful. 


In their discussion about the begetting of beauty, Diotima and Socrates repeatedly use the one word “reproduction” to denote several forms of creative activity. Their language reveals that all sorts of reproduction, although differing in degree of worth, belong to the same class and, from the highest forms of reproduction to the most common, share the same essential characteristic: the use of beauty to create beauty. The basic form of reproduction occurs on the physical level; that is, the act of love between a man and a woman of which a baby is the offspring. Secondly, man seeks immortality by means of heroic deeds, which hoping they will produce undying glory. Most importantly, though, is mental reproduction: poetry, art and political thought.
 Diotima relates, “We would all choose children of this kind for ourselves, rather than human children. We look with envy at Homer and Hesiod, and the other great poets, and the marvelous progeny they left behind, which have brought them undying fame and memory.”
 The superficial meaning of her statement is that spiritual reproduction surpasses physical reproduction. Yet, the assumption beneath Diotima’s words reinforces the claim made above: spiritual children and physical children may be compared and ranked only because they are fundamentally related to each other and arise from similar acts. As the idiom goes, you can’t compare apples and oranges.   

Surprisingly enough, even the notoriously anti-corporeal Platonic ladder of love reinforces this view of the physical’s relationship to the spiritual. After undergoing a rigorous education, the lover seeks to climb up the steps of Eros toward real Beauty. First he loves the particular physical beauty of one individual, and their offspring are beautiful discussions. Next he realizes the unity of all physical beauty. The lover then progresses to the love of all spiritual and mental beauty, as well as the contemplation of the beauty of human customs and institutions: at this point the offspring is discussions fruitful to the young. Having begun to love ideas in this way, he next loves beauty of various types of knowledge; now his offspring is philosophy.
 Diotima describes the culmination of his studies in this manner:

[Beauty] will not appear to him as the beauty of a face, or hands, or anything physical—nor as an idea or branch of knowledge, nor as existing in any determinate place, such as a living creature, or the earth, or heaven, or anywhere like that. It exists for all time, by itself, and with itself unique. All other forms of beauty derive from it, but is such a way that their creation or destruction does not strengthen or weaken it, or affect it in any way at all. If a man progresses (as he will do, if he goes about his love affairs in the right way) from the lesser beauties, and begins to catch sight of this beauty, then he is within reach of the final revelation.
 

Although this contemplation of incorporeal Beauty is the highest point on the ladder, in and of itself it does not fulfill man’s mortal existence nor the usher him into immortality. Not only does the physical beauty of the beloved remain the foundation of the lover’s climb toward Beauty, but it is the act of reproduction, not the contemplation of Beauty alone, which merits immortality. This creation by no means entails producing human children; rather it is the bringing forth of some manifestation of beauty into the physical world.

Only then will it be possible for him, seeing beauty as it should be seen, to produce, not likenesses of goodness (since it is no likeness he has before him), but the real thing (since he has the real thing before him); and that this production, and caring for, real goodness earns him the friendship of the gods and makes him, if anyone, immortal.

To Plato, the vision of absolute Beauty is not an ecstatic day-dream: it is a reality which incarnate souls can experience in this physical cosmos and which generates goods, drawing man’s soul to the gods.

If anyone, human or divine, has seen Beauty in this way, one may assume that Plato considers those persons to be Socrates and Eros. By examining their practices one may shed light upon what Plato envisioned to be the reproduction of Beauty in both the real and mythic world. Although little that is known about Socrates, none of the preserved information in any way suggests that he was an ivory-tower philosopher, removed from the defilements of the flesh or who regarded his friends expendable tools in his own pursuit of philosophy. Quite the contrary. According to the Phaedo, Socrates was married to a woman named Xanthippe.
 Socrates speaks about his family in the Apology, “I do not come, in Homer’s famous words, ‘from oak or rock.’ No, I was born of men, so I do have a family, and sons, men of Athens, three of them. One is not quite grown-up, the other two are still boys.”
 The Symposium strongly suggests that Socrates had lovers as well. He says, “I’ve found the love of this man [Alcibiades] a bit of a nightmare. From the day I took a fancy to him, I haven’t been allowed to look at, or talk to, anyone attractive at all.”
 In addition to Socrates’ personal relationships, he appears to have been a rather sociable man in general, spending most of his time discussing ideas with people in the agora.
 There are also chance remarks that paint Socrates in anything but an ascetic light. Alcibiades claims that Socrates “wouldn’t drink for choice, but if he had to, he drank us all under the table.”
 Surely Socrates himself did not endorse the supposedly Platonic revulsion from physical matters. 

Likewise, Diotima’s description of Eros shows that, on a mythological level, he pursues the beautiful in the same way as Socrates: 

He sleeps on the ground, without a bed, lying in doorways or in the open street. He has his mother [Poverty’s] nature, and need is his constant companion. On the other hand, from his father [Resource] he has inherited an eye for beauty and the good. He is brave, enterprising and determined . . . intellectual, resourceful, a lover of wisdom his whole life through, a subtle magician, sorcerer and thinker.
 

Since Diotima personifies Eros himself as seeking beauty in the ordinary trappings of life, surely Plato would not consider human love to be disgraced by employing the ordinary to gain immortality. 


In conclusion, between one soul’s rigid rejection of all sensory matter and another soul’s wanton cavorting there lies a third way: the way of physical, mental and spiritual reproduction. The spectrum ranges from sexual creation to the direct transmission of Beauty itself, yet Plato suggests that through physical and metaphysical reproduction alike the soul seeks the same salvific end—the pursuit of the permanent possession of the good and the beautiful—and that through these mechanisms, the soul tastes immortality and the bliss of the gods. 

� For the purposes of this paper, the sixth definition of art in the Oxford English Dictionary will be used: “The application of skill to the arts of imitation and design; the cultivation of these in its principles, practice, and results; the skilful production of the beautiful in visible forms.” 


� Beauty is notoriously elusive of definition, however, in order to clarify of terms at any cost, I proffer the second definition in the Oxford English Dictionary: “That quality or combination of qualities which affords keen pleasure to other senses, or which charms the intellectual or moral faculties, though inherent grace, or fitness to a desired end.” For the purposes of this paper, I would replace ‘charms’ with ‘satisfies’ or possibly, ‘completes’. 
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