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In reflecting on the will it is important to admit that the range of its influence is 

limited. Belief in the truth of a proposition, for example, cannot be changed by an act 

of the will. I might wish, under certain circumstances, that two and two made five, or 

that all men were good, or that the climate of England were dry and sunny, or that I 

might meet Mozart or David Hume in the street, but it is beyond my power to believe 

in any such thing; and no effort of the will can change the fact that my belief on these 

points is settled. I might find it prudent at certain times to disguise a belief, or to 

refrain from expressing it in public, and such decisions are certainly subject to my 

will. Even in my own private thoughts I may occasionally refuse to face an 

uncomfortable fact, and prefer to think of something else. Into all of these matters the 

will does enter, and hence it is reasonable to appeal to the will in order to change 

them. A friend may say: ‘Be a man and face the facts!’, but he could not possibly say: 

‘Be a man and, recognizing these facts for what they are, use your will and believe 

them to be different’.  

 

 

Vital Beliefs  

Over such trivial beliefs as I have mentioned—that two and two make four, or that the 

climate of England is damp—no one would deny that the will is powerless. But when 

it comes to more vital beliefs, which are passionately held by some and 

incomprehensible to others—religious beliefs in the fifteenth or sixteenth century, or 

economic beliefs at the present moment— the charge is often made that dissent is 

wilful. Heretics have been persecuted not only for holding views which were not 

approved, but for their pertinacity in refusing to change them, as if their beliefs could 

be formed by their will. The absurdity of these proceedings was exposed in the 

fifteenth century with masterly skill by Pico della Mirandola, who spoke from 

experience: for he held some beliefs which were judged heretical, and he was asked 

by a papal commission to change them. He explained that the intrusion of the will into 

matters of belief— even the highest forms of belief—is an elementary confusion, and 

he gave to that confusion a good Latin name: he called it actus tyrannicus voluntatis, 

a tyrannical act of the will. The will assumed powers which did not belong to it, and 

to usurp such powers is a tyrannical act.  

 

As is well known, tyrannical acts of the will are not confined to external pressures. 

Internally, too, our will sometimes intrudes into regions where, it does not belong. A 

scientist or historian is sometimes unwilling to give up a theory to which he has 

become attached, even though he comes across facts which do not quite fit it. Rather 

than relinquish the theory, he tries to explain the facts away, ascribing them to 

secondary causes which might account for the facts without disturbing the theory. The 

will can thus obstruct a necessary revision of belief. Thinking becomes warped 

because it is wilful.  
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Nevertheless, there remains one important aspect of thought in which the will is a 

positive force: it is in the approach to new and uncharted regions of experience. The 

famous essay by William James which he called The Will to Believe was devoted to 

this problem. By a common rule of scientific prudence we are taught to suspend our 

judgment until we have the evidence before us, and not to commit ourselves mentally 

one way or the other for fear of being duped. According to James, this is an act of the 

will rather than an act of reason, and if applied to important and vital issues, an 

unproductive act at that: for by it we refuse to take the kind of risk which generally 

attends the discovery of new truths. James is surely right in suggesting that this risk 

has almost always been taken by productive thinkers.  

 

As the mathematician Gauss remarked, his results never caused him any trouble 

because he knew them in advance; the real trouble was to discover how to reach them. 

Without this peculiar inversion between end and means, many important scientific 

discoveries would hardly have been made. The scientist acts on a hunch, for which the 

scientific evidence is incomplete, and his decision to act on that hunch, at the risk of 

being disappointed, is as certainly an act of the will as is the contrary and more 

common decision, namely, not to risk that disappointment and thereby lose the chance 

of making a discovery.  

 

 

Authentic Experience  

In turning from knowledge to the experience of art, we may find that the role of the 

will is here exactly the same. Whether we go to the theatre or not, depends on our 

will; and whether on leaving the theatre we declare our feelings about the play, or 

keep them to ourselves, or decide to see the play again rather than trust our first 

impression, all these are matters in which our will is involved. However, in the 

presence of the play itself, our response would not be genuine and right unless our 

will were temporarily suspended. Persons who can never forget what they want, and 

exert their own will in the presence of a work of art, are debarred from authentic 

artistic experience. The work of art demands, no less than a truth if we are to grasp it 

fully, a genuine and complete surrender of the will, and an oblivion of the - self: an 

attitude repugnant to many persons while others perform it with natural ease.  

 

And what is true of the spectator, applies to the artist himself. In the moment of 

creation, his personal will must be suspended; otherwise his work will be contrived 

and forced—what the French very fittingly call voulu, which means ‘strained’ or 

‘laboured’ and is a term of aesthetic censure. Thus a tyrannical act of the will falsifies 

art as it falsifies belief. Only a misguided artist ‘wills’ his art, just as it is a misguided 

thinker who ‘wills’ his theory. Byron did not exaggerate when he wrote of divine 

raptures that  

 

‘Tis in vain  

We would against them make the flesh obey—  

The spirit in the end will have its way.  

 

But this does not mean that the artist’s will is not engaged when he prepares himself 

for these raptures by regular exercise and drill. Imagination needs a great deal of 

prodding and restraining to issue at the right moment in full bloom. It is also by an act 
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of the will that he releases the ‘finished work to the world, or withholds it, or neglects 

it, or whatever he may do—or not do—with it. The creative act, although it is quite 

beyond the will, is thus surrounded by acts that are willed by the artist, and they 

include questions that concern his points of departure, his choice of scale, for 

example, or of medium or any other parts of the general framework within which he 

sets his imagination to work. These are questions which are raised in the forecourt of 

art, although it is only in the temple itself that they find their ultimate resolution.  

 

 

Leaving the Artist Alone  

It follows that the subject of this lecture – ‘Art and the Will’ - refers to the forecourt 

of art in relation to the temple. When we treat art as sacrosanct, we clearly refer to the 

temple and to nothing else: there the artist is necessarily alone with his genius. But in 

the forecourt he should not be left alone. And yet we leave him alone there as well, 

because we mistakenly extend to the portico the same veneration as belongs to the 

temple. Even in the exercise of the artist’s will, we think that no pressure should be 

brought to bear on him, for fear that it might disturb his inspiration, and so all his 

preliminary decisions must be made by him in vacuo. For whom, for what purpose or 

place he will plan a new work—these are matters which are rarely suggested to him 

by an external assignment, as a rule they are left for him to imagine, to invent. We 

thus place an excessive burden on the artist’s personal choice because in contrast to 

artistically more gifted and lively ages, no points of reference are given. For all 

practical purposes the forecourt is empty. The only persons to be met there are a small 

circle of friends and the artist’s dealer, who is there on business. The patron remains 

modestly outside and waits.  

 

It is very unlikely that a person wishing to acquire a painting today would tell the 

artist what he wants him to paint, he would think it wrong to do so. Instead he visits 

an exhibition in which works of art can be purchased ready-made; and in acquiring 

one of them, he cherishes it as a ‘find’, a sort of objet trouvé. The heroic battles 

between artist and patron, which fill the annals of the Renaissance, would seem 

improper and wasteful to the modern amateur. He prefers not to enter the fray. 

Communication with the artist is left to the dealer; and it is fortunate, indeed, that the 

best of the modern art-dealers have been ready to shoulder the kind of responsibility 

which the patron and the public no longer discharge: they do much of the prodding, 

and most of the planning, and are willing to take risks. It would be most fortunate if 

one day the dealer, in his turn, were to be displaced by the auctioneer, who would 

neither prod the artist, nor plan for him, nor take any risks, but merely sell him. On 

that day art would become pure merchandize.  

 

In the eighteenth century a lively exchange between the artist and his public was still 

taken for, granted. Hogarth laughed at - poets who lived in garrets and pursued their 

fancies; he ridiculed musicians enraged by the popular music of the streets. The true 

artist was in contact with his public. The Romantics, however, introduced the fable 

that the poet dreaming in his garret, who writes only as the spirit moves him, is an 

image of the true poet; and although we know that the image is largely false, it still 

lingers in our imagination. We are well aware that most poets do not live in garrets, 

and that artists work not only regularly but that they work harder and longer than 

business men; and yet we hold fast to the belief that they should work only as the 

spirit moves them, undisturbed by our requests and unsupported by our resistance.  
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On this assumption the relation of the artist to his public resembles the ancient legend 

of Narcissus and Echo. The nymph Echo loved Narcissus, but he was enamoured of 

his mirror-image and would look at nothing but his own face. The nymph might have 

broken the spell if her conversation had not been quite so limited; but all that the 

nymph Echo could ever say was to repeat the last words she had been hearing. To 

converse with an echo is unrewarding, and we should not put the whole blame on 

Narcissus. We expect the artist to mould our imagination, but we forget that no artist 

can work on materials which do not offer him a plastic resistance.  

 

The great patrons of the Renaissance were active patrons, and as such they had an 

unpleasant trait in common. Each was to the artist what Lord Bridges—in an 

interesting lecture on ‘The State and the Arts ‘—thinks a good patron should not be: 

‘an awkward and uncomfortable partner’. They had definite ideas about their 

patronage and did not hesitate to assert them. It is difficult to imagine, without reading 

the documents, what amount of bickering went into the planning and replanning of the 

Medici Chapel. Michelangelo’s designs for the Tombs were corrected by Cardinal 

Giulio de’ Medici, who had commissioned them, and whenever Michelangelo 

submitted new designs, the Cardinal was ready with counter-suggestions. Finally, 

after complete agreement had been reached and, Michelangelo was in the process of 

cutting the stone, the Cardinal became Pope Clement VII, and on that occasion he 

appears to have changed the whole project over again, proposing a new plan, from 

which emerged the sublime figures that we know today.  

 

Since Michelangelo was not easily pleased with anyone, one might think that he 

would feel bitter about such a disruptive patron, but quite the contrary: he explained 

to his pupil Condivi, apparently with considerable warmth, that Clement VII had an 

exceptionally great understanding of the artistic process. It is evident that 

Michelangelo felt the pressure of his patron’s will as beneficial, but it requires the 

resilience of a forceful artist to transform such an impact into art; a weaker spirit 

might well be crushed by it.  

 

In the large but imperfectly preserved correspondence in which Isabella d’Este 

pursued artists and art, there are fifty- four letters referring to one single painting by 

Perugino. The patron who cared for art was fussy in those days; and as a rule artists 

prefer patrons who fuss to patrons who do not care. Perugino, it is true, was not a 

strong master, nor did the excessive attention of Isabella d’Este improve him, but it is 

characteristic of Mantegna that his art prospered under her trying commands. As for 

Isabella’s brother, Alfonso d’Este, the courtesies which he extended to Titian were 

equalled only by the angry threats with which he followed them up, but by this policy 

of well-calculated attacks he manoeuvred Titian into producing a uniquely inspired 

series of paintings, the famous Bacchanals in Madrid and London.  

 

Among recent patrons, perhaps the only comparable case is that of Ambroise Vollard, 

the French picture dealer and publisher. He had a singular gift for annoying, bullying, 

teasing, and flattering until the artist produced the kind of work which Vollard tried to 

get out of him. How a victim responded to that kind of treatment is shown in a rapidly 

sketched self-portrait by Renoir, which bears a charming dedication to his torturer. 

The inscription reads: ‘à mon raseur sympathique’. This does not refer to Renoir’s 

shaggy beard, but the word raseur is a colloquialism for an ‘insufferable bore’. Il me 
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rase means ‘he grinds me down’. The affectionate tone of the dedication shows the 

artist’s gratitude to his gadfly.  

 

That such treatment of artists has gone more or less out of fashion might be ascribed 

to a variety of reasons. In the first place, amateurs of art live under the impression that 

they do not have the time to exchange fifty-four letters about a single picture, but that 

is an illusion. A casual glance at the life of any Renaissance patron would reveal that 

these persons had far less time to spare than a fully occupied man of affairs today. 

They were haunted by daily business of an urgency and personal danger which it is 

difficult for us to imagine. If in the midst of these frightful troubles they found the 

time to battle with artists and impress them with their will, it is because art was as 

indispensable to them as their daily food: they could not live without it. And that, I 

think, is the root of the matter. If art were as indispensable to us as it was to them, we 

would not leave the forecourt of art so empty.  

 

Moreover, the Renaissance patrons took far greater risks than the average modem 

collector would care to take. They asserted their ‘will to believe’ at the crucial 

moment, when the outcome of an artistic enterprise was still in the balance, whereas 

we prefer to wait until the artist has finished his work, so that we may decide whether 

we care for the outcome or not. Participation is thus postponed to a less critical 

moment: our artistic life is more sedate. No doubt, William James was tight that the 

person who will not risk disappointment is in the end no safer than the one who does. 

The pressure of our artistic climate is lowered by the absence of an active patronage, 

with the result that the prudent collector, who thinks he has diminished his risks, has 

actually diminished his chances of getting as many significant works as he might.  

 

When the sculptor Jean Arp began his work for the Unesco building in Paris, he was 

astonished and disappointed that not even the architects could spare the time—he uses 

the expression ‘spare the time ‘—‘ to discuss in earnest with the painters and 

sculptors’ how their work was to be conceived as part of the general plan. Everyone 

was left to work for himself; and, quite apart from questions of time, there can be little 

doubt that although in this instance the patron was a corporate body, the patron 

adopted the usual way of leaving the artist to himself, so that each might follow his 

individual will. Their wills were not made to clash and then to work Out their 

harmonization. As a result this building, which is devoted to the cultural work of the 

United Nations, has become a monument of disunited arts.  

 

The consequence of leaving the artist far too much to himself is clearly shown in 

paintings of the Abstract Expressionists. These artists have carried introspection to an 

extreme, and nevertheless try to break out from the seclusion imposed on them. Theirs 

is an art searching desperately for substance, and seeking it in two directions: by 

reverting to the artist’s instinctive impulses and by projecting them outward on a scale 

which is larger than life. We generally doodle on small bits of paper, and our psycho-

analytical friends tell us that this untidy habit integrates our personality. To doodle 

monumentally brings forces of integration into play which raise the artist beyond his 

private self. I believe, therefore, that the huge size of these paintings is not at all 

accidental; it is, on the contrary, their raison d’être. Today many artists who search 

for substance in their art, inadvertently try to find it by an increase of scale. The size 

is a kind of test whether the imagination will hold its own in such enlargements. To 

speak of abstractions as ‘larger than life’ is not as odd as it may sound: for the artist’s 
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idiom is related to the scale of man but seems raised to a higher pitch by a tour de 

force in projection. The same is obviously true of some of the ‘action paintings’ by 

Soulages, which are monumental exercises in calligraphy, flawless performances 

which derive a superior authority from the fact that they are so huge. It is as if the 

artist himself had to invent the obstacles which are no longer supplied from without.  

 

Although it would be fantastic to make the artist responsible for the seclusion in 

which he is compelled to work, his own attitude to that condition has helped to shape 

it and tends to encourage its continuance. On the other hand, Baudelaire was surely 

right in suspecting that the progress of industrialism would make us lazy in our artistic 

responses. No creative friction develops between artist and patron, because art is 

acquired ready-made. The next step is to be content with reproductions, and to 

applaud every new device of diffusion which dilutes and sterilizes the original work 

and thus makes it more easily and more safely digestible. In the end the managerial 

questions: ‘Will it record well? ‘, ‘Will it reproduce well? ‘, ‘Will it exhibit well?’ 

become the primary criteria of judgment. For wherever a vacuum is left by the will 

today, it is bound to be filled by mechanical forces.  

 

The force which progressively replaces the active will in art has been recognized for 

what it is by William James. He called it ‘a passion for conceiving the universe in the 

most labour-saving way’. James accused the logicians of having spread confusion by 

extending what they call ‘the law of parsimony’ to regions where it does not belong. 

The law of parsimony, invented by Occam and hence called ‘Occam’s razor’, 

prescribes that in forming a theory we should not introduce any more hypotheses than 

are absolutely required for its construction. Those extending this rule from a useful 

technique in logic to a technique in life James called ‘the knights of the razor’. And he 

added confidently: ‘The knights of the razor will never form among us more than a 

sect’.  

 

This was written in 1881. Today, the knights of the razor are not a sect, they are the 

majority; and they are not—in any sense of the word—raseurs sympathiques. To 

them art is a nuisance because it resists automatism. The various forces that have been 

discussed in these talks can be related to this overriding impulse: for when things look 

odd in the artistic life of an age, it is certain that the oddity is not confined to art but 

pervades the entire mode of living. Art just happens to be the most sensitive place in 

which acute disturbances make themselves felt. The fear of knowledge, the 

mechanization of art, the fallacy of pure form, the cult of the fragment for the sake of 

freshness, are simplifications which spare us the trouble of getting upset, transformed, 

and Platonically endangered by a passionate participation in art; and every device of 

modern scholarship, from the connoisseur’s list to the iconographer’s label, can be 

misused to make art look more manageable than it is. ‘These most conscientious 

gentlemen’, to quote James again, ‘think they have jumped off their own feet, but they 

are deluded. They have simply chosen from the entire set of propensities at their 

command those that were certain to construct, out of the materials given, the leanest 

result’.  

 

The scientific description of the world has been defined as an attempt to look at the 

world from the point of view of nobody. This neutrality is admirable for scientific 

equations and for the engineering of any experiment in which the observer is 

conceived as replaceable. Aesthetic participation, however, cannot be neutral, because 
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the person involved in it cannot be replaced. To treat him as if he were a dispassionate 

observer, and hence claim that art can be approached from the point of view of 

nobody, is not only a form of scientific fetishism but an illicit intrusion of the will. It 

is an actus tyrannicus voluntatis. To quote James again and for the last time: ‘Man’s 

chief difference from the brutes lies in the exuberant excess of his subjective 

propensities… Had his whole life not been a quest for the superfluous, he would 

never have established himself as inexpugnably as he has done in the necessary… 

Prune down his extravagance, sober him, and you undo him’.  

 

 

 

 


