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“Nothing,” says Christopher Dawson, “is more difficult than for the natural 

man to understand a culture or a social tradition different from his own.”
1
 

This difficulty stems not merely from a lack of imagination as such but is due 

to the tacit belief that ancient cultures could not possibly contribute 

significantly to our modern one. This historical myopia has allowed modern 

culture to know vast information about the ways of the natural world without 

ever knowing about itself or how it came to be so “modern” in the first place. 

In amputating past eras from its consciousness, particularly the medieval 

period, modernity has lost its identity in favor of what C.S. Lewis called 

“chronological snobbery.” We have information without an historical context 

in which to place it. Not least of which is the sacrifice of our religious roots. 

Once a culture’s religious roots have been severed, there exist only the dead 

remains of the cultic corpse the likes of which Nietzsche had envisioned in his 

parable of the madman. While Nietzsche’s madman heralded the killing of 

God to the Enlightened mind, his point was that, to be truly enlightened, 

humans need to finish the job by burying His political and moral corpse as 

well. 

But if Nietzsche was the nihilistic prophet rebuking the 

Enlightenment era for clinging to its ancient religious residue, Christopher 

Dawson was a voice crying in the wilderness with a plea to return to the 

religious consciousness which has always served to give human cultures their 

identity. For, according to Dawson, if God is pronounced dead then so is the 

very culture making the pronouncement.  History, as Dawson saw it, was not 

merely an academic enterprise. The past is always embodied within the 

present sphere of life. The attempt to amputate the past from the present will 

not just result in the death of God. According to Dawson, this amputation will 

be the very suicide of humanity. 

This point makes Dawson’s work on cultural history all the more 

important. He introduces us to cultures outside of our own in imaginative and 

unprecedented ways. Dawson takes on this difficult task by tackling the 
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complex dialectical dimensions of human life as it unfolds within the fabric of 

the history of things, ideas, and events. He does not just tell us what 

happened; he offers a very compelling case toward an interpretation of history 

that puts religion in the driver’s seat, guiding every facet of human life 

(material, economic, aesthetic, sexual, etc.) forward. It might be well affirmed 

that one of the greatest contributions that Dawson makes to historiography is 

his integration of the complex structures of social and religious life. This 

integration includes the point that human beings flourish best in culture, 

where the moral and religious imagination, aesthetic experience, and right 

reason merge.  It might be said that Christopher Dawson’s writings serve as 

the intersection of this critical Christian humanist trinity. Yet in this essay, 

particular attention will be given to Dawson’s social aesthetic perspective.  

Most pointedly, Dawson revolutionized the arts by integrating the social, 

religious, and meta-historical dimensions together with the aesthetic 

imagination of man. 

 

 

Ancient Culture and the Arts 
 

Given what we know from recorded history and archaeology, the best 

available evidence suggests that the earliest humans were artists, even if crude 

ones by modern standards. Social scientists, cultural historians, and historians 

of religion tell us that religious conscience and artistic expression existed 

within human experience before even communal agriculture and 

hunter/gatherer civilizations developed. Christopher Dawson has noted that, 

“Religion and art are older than agriculture and industry. In the beginning 

man was a seer and an artist before he was a producer.”
2
 Man differs from the 

animal because he “thinks and plans.”
3
 Humans are essentially imaginative 

creatures and not utilitarian machines.  

In their pre-productive phase of development human beings already 

achieved a “high degree of cultural specialization and had attained mastery 

over his environment even in the unfavorable conditions of the glacial age.”
4
 

Thus, according to Dawson, since the essential characteristics of human 

culture already existed long before economic systems were put in place, this 

“shows that man was spiritually creative before he was economically 

productive.”
5
 This, in Dawson’s thought, is where Marx got it wrong. Humans 

are not first and foremost economic beings whose life, including religious 

consciousness, revolves around mere necessity. Rather, economics has 

revolved around humanity’s attempt to bridge life with divine things. In the 

Genesis story it was divine fellowship and sacrifice that came first in the 

                                                        
2 Dawson, Religion and Culture, p. 132. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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priorities of the agricultural and economic life of Adam and Eve and their 

descendants (Genesis 1-9). In fact, the development of every ancient culture 

served to “bring human life into relation with divine reality and into 

subordination to divine powers.”
6
 

Consequently, ancient humans did not separate aesthetic life from 

utilitarian life in the way that is often done today. As Dawson points out, “The 

more primitive a culture is, the more difficult it is to distinguish the spell from 

the prayer or the magical techniques from the religious ritual.”
7
 Such claims 

are supported by evidence that suggests the human imaginative instinct has 

been around since discernable anthropological history. The creativity of the 

early human mind, along with the cultural pressures imposed by 

environmental factors, has influenced the “magic” and “spiritual” 

explanations of natural phenomena. Earliest cultures sought spiritual 

explanations to the happenings of the world around them because it was 

instinctive to do so. But before any other communal act, human nature moved 

itself toward communicating these proclivities through artistic mediums. 

This was, in part, G. K. Chesterton’s point in The Everlasting Man 

when he wrote, “People have been interested in everything about the cave 

man except what he did in the cave.”
8
 The caricature of this “cave man” is 

often one that suggests a brute and irrational beast such that would not know 

how to count or whose moral insensitivities would justify himself in beating 

his wife into submission with a club. But, as Chesterton points out, quite the 

opposite is the truth. What we find is an artist whose imaginative faculties 

were in full operation. In other words, the caveman was a man of aesthetics. 

Chesterton continues to assess what, exactly, we find in these caves. They 

were drawings or paintings of animals; and they were drawn or painted not 

only by a man but by an artist. Under whatever archaic limitations, they 

showed that love of the long sweeping or the long wavering line which any 

man has ever drawn or tried to draw will recognize; and about which no artist 

will allow himself to be contradicted by any scientist. They showed the 

experimental and adventurous spirit of the artist, the spirit that does not avoid 

but attempts difficult things.
9
 The cave man, then, shows us that “Art is the 

signature of man.”
10

 It is this artistic nature that inspired him to form 

civilization and not the reverse. This is precisely Dawson’s point as well. The 

primitive aesthetic and religious impulse is what drove humans to agricultural 

and industrial achievements.  In a phrase: Religion and art are the essential 

foundations of human culture.     

But if what has been said above is true, then what is commonly called 

“fine arts” (even if not the expression) has been around as long as human 

                                                        
6 Ibid, p. 133. 
7 Ibid. 
8 GK Chesterton, The Everlasting Man, p. 28. 
9 Ibid, pp. 29-30. 
10 Ibid, p. 34. 



4 

beings have possessed their unique rational faculties. What animals could do 

merely by instinct, human beings have been able to move past through both 

instinct and imagination. This is the role of the rational mind.  This is not to 

say that humans merely do what animals do, only better. It is to say that 

humans have been able to do what animals have never been able to do. 

Chesterton’s observation that “Monkeys did not begin pictures and men finish 

them”
11

 distinguishes man from beast in that humans are not solely of this 

world. Man, “is a very strange being, almost in the sense of being a stranger 

of this earth….Alone among the animals, he is taken with the beautiful 

madness called laughter.”
12

  Even if some animals could laugh instinctively, 

this would not negate Chesterton’s point. The laughter Chesterton speaks of is 

of an aesthetic quality that is free from mere instinct. It has artistic and 

religious elements to it similar to Dawson’s idea that “religion is not a 

sophisticated by-product of the economic process….it is rather one of the 

primary psychological forces behind the whole culture process from its very 

beginning.”
13

 Such culture building is something unique to the human species 

just as this imaginative laughter and religious impulse is unique to him. 

Without the one, you cannot have the other. Yet whenever you find the one 

you will find the other not very far away. 

 

 

The Tension of Useful and Aesthetic Definitions of Fine Art 
 

Since this connection between art and culture is so foundational to human life, 

one is hard pressed to find justification for the separation of fine art and acts 

of utility. For Dawson, this dichotomy is unnecessary.  Dawson observes that, 

“We are accustomed to look for Art not in the workshop and the marketplace, 

but in the galleries and private collections where the artistic achievements of 

different ages and cultures are collected like the bones of extinct animals in a 

museum.”
14

 But Dawson held that all of life, in some sense, can be considered 

art. He believed that the modern view of art as individual expression done 

solely for the sake of that expression was far too narrow. In many ways, he 

thought, “Modern artistic production has been almost entirely parasitic on 

wealth, and the little world of the arts, the collectors, the dealers and the 

critics lives its own life apart from the main current of our modern 

civilization.”
15

 This does not mean that Dawson saw everything beautiful. Nor 

would he say that everything in life is good art. Dawson was merely breaking 

down the dichotomy that so savagely compartmentalized life. Dawson’s 

artistic perspective was a kind of Thomistic holism. He tries to bring the 

                                                        
11 Ibid, pp. 34-35. 
12 Ibid, p. 36. 
13 Dawson, Religion & Culture, p. 133. 
14 Dawson, Dynamics, p. 72. 
15 Ibid. 
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world of ideals and the world of things together. In some sense, one should 

think of Dawson’s aesthetic views as a kind of incarnational holism, bringing 

together the sublime and the every day. 

But this raises an interesting question. What, exactly, is an “art”? It 

seems at the very least to include that which is practiced in order to create, 

perform, or produce in a certain way within the norms of a certain genre. To 

produce what and for what reasons, exactly, is another kind of question of 

which I want to consider here.  The well established and well defined “Liberal 

Arts” date back to ancient eras. Such Liberal Arts included language, 

grammar, and speech skills. Rhetoric, logic, and other social skills were suited 

to the truly “liberal” man who wanted (what would now be considered) a 

“classical” education. 

But there are other “arts” as well. At least that is what is commonly 

held today. Particularly “fine arts” are sometimes distinguished from “liberal 

arts” by thinking of the latter as having more utilitarian purposes while the 

former as possessing more aesthetic qualities. Fine arts are typically 

compartmentalized from other arts in that they involve those of more 

entertaining or pleasurable qualities. Non-utilitarian arts such as theater, 

music, drama, paintings, et al. are typically classed among these fine arts. 

Unlike liberal arts, fine arts typically are the arts that are valued for their own 

sake and not for some other useful purpose annexed to accomplish some 

further practical goal (or so it is typically understood). 

However, as pointed out above, Dawson did not agree with such 

dichotomies. Like Dawson in his time, James Schall holds that liberal arts, if 

they be truly “liberal,” may just as well be valued for their own sake even if 

they have useful functions inherent within them. To be free, Schall argued, 

“we must carefully continue to study them.”
16

 Thus, a liberal education is one 

in which humans are to “equally develop the powers of the mind. The liberal-

arts tradition goes back to the medieval curriculum.” This curriculum usually 

consisted in two main parts. The trivium consisted in grammar, rhetoric, and 

logic. It included “reading, writing…and sound reasoning.”
17

The quadrivium 

included arithmetic, geometry, astronomy as well as other subjects of 

measurements and calculating. But while these subjects had utilitarian goals, 

they also had a higher telos. For Schall, a true Liberal Education served man 

by “completing himself in order to be what he was intended to be.”
18

 As 

Schall points out, even the word “educere” from which we derive the word 

education originally meant “to bring forth” and the classic idea was that of 

bringing forth good (or sometimes bad) “human beings.” To be liberally 

educated, then, is to be “free to know.” Liberal arts was far from serving mere 

utilitarian goals of the State, and it meant more to the ancients than earning a 

paycheck. 

                                                        
16 James Schall, The Life of the Mind, p. 30. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid, p. 32. 
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On the other hand, it is hard to limit what is commonly referred to as 

“Fine Arts” to actions that are always merely done for their own sake without 

some other purpose. Can an artist enjoy the aesthetic value of his work while 

making a living from it? It seems so. Like Schall, Dawson argued that, “In the 

case of the simple village economy there is the craft of the mason and the 

carpenter, the blacksmith and the wheelwright, the potter and the weaver, the 

thatcher and the hurdler, and many more; and each of them has its value and 

significance from an artistic as well as the economic point of view.”
19

 The 

artist can produce a work that is both useful as well as pleasant. According to 

Dawson, the distinction between useful and mere aesthetic art is a relatively 

new idea. “In the past,” he observes that the combination of art and utility 

“was all so much a part of man’s common experience that it was not 

consciously realized.”
20

 

In fact, according to David Clowney, “at the beginning of the 

eighteenth century there was as yet no standard grouping of anything like the 

fine arts.”
21

 Art was either useful or not, yet it was still art. Consequently, 

seeking a definition of art, even in general terms, is difficult. It may be one of 

those things that are more easily identified than propositionally defined. 

While a new discipline within the arts arose after the eighteenth century, “no 

new human capabilities were discovered.”
22

 It goes without saying that, 

“Imagination, pleasure, creativity…and taste were not eighteenth century 

inventions.”
23

 However, the new label for what was deemed more beautiful 

for its own sake was invented: fine arts.
24

 Before this, everyone could 

intuitively know whether a work was productive or pleasurable; but more 

often the lines were blurred. Yet, as Dawson shows, in all cases, the work, if 

done according to its own goal, was a work of art. 

 

 

Culture and Art 
  

One of Dawson’s greatest contributions to the subject of the Arts is the role 

that the Arts play with regard to culture and society. While modern “Artistic 

creation is essentially” thought to be “the work of an individual genius, who is 

independent of the milieu in which he works,” Dawson sees artistic work as a 

dialectical product both of culture and the individual. The modern artist is 

often seen, using Dawson’s biblical analogy, as a kind of “Melchizedek 

appearing out of the void, ‘without father, without mother, without descent, 

                                                        
19 Dawson, Dynamics, p. 73. 
20 Ibid. 
21 David Clowney, “Definitions of Art and Fine Art’s Historical Origins.” p. 331. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 The expression “fine arts” itself, according to Dawson, is an “aristocratic Renaissance expression” 

(Dynamics 74). Jacques Barzun also mentions that the term “fine arts” was a distinction which first began 

in the Renaissance period (From Dawn to Decadence 75).  
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having neither beginning of days nor end of life.’”
25

 This extreme 

individualism has given rise to the idea that art is best when it reflects the 

individual qua individual independent of any historical context. As an 

individual the artist stands alone with the created work regardless of any 

standard of creative ability or social judgments. This individualism has 

created a modern movement where art is best valued when it reflects 

uniqueness over creative ability or aesthetic prudence. The moral nature of art 

is, thus, lost when uniqueness is exalted above the creative character which 

stands behind every good work of art.
26

 Art, according to Aristotle, is good 

when it reflects what the artist intended. While this is true, art is also good 

when what was intended by the artist is in accord with “right reason” about 

the things that are being made.
27

 So in one sense art is valued as it relates to 

the ideas of the artist, but this does not mean that art is good when the ideas of 

the artist stand apart from what is best about human creative ability, virtuous 

character, and/or imagination. 

However, Dawson believed that art could never be seen apart from its 

social context. He held that art serves as a widow to the nature of any given 

culture. The more highly educated a person is in their own tradition, “the less 

will he be able to appreciate all that diverges from it.”
28

 Nevertheless, Dawson 

goes on to say that,  

 

Art, in the widest sense of the word, is the great bridge which crosses 

the gulf of mutual incomprehension that separates cultures. To 

understand the art of a society is to understand the vital activity of 

that society in its most intimate and creative moments. We can learn 

more about mediaeval culture from a cathedral than from the most 

exhaustive study of constitutional law  . . . Hence an appreciation of 

art is of the first importance to the historian and the sociologist.
29

  

 

For Dawson, art is the external forms and symbols that are the “embodiment” 

of the common view of life.”
30

 This is not to say that art must always conform 

to reality. This is only to say that the symbols, no matter how novel or 

fictitious, tell us something of the culture in which it is created. Additionally, 

we should also not make the mistake of assuming artists are mere puppets of 

their times; rather, they consciously and unconsciously reflect their social 

milieu. For instance, there is an “art of the Peasant, and an art of the Hunter, 

                                                        
25 Dawson, Dynamics, p. 74. 
26 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 6:4. 
27 Schall quotes Aristotle on this point saying that art is “right reasoning with regard to things to be made” 

and then adds “In this understanding, a work of art is good if it conforms to the idea in the mind of the artist 

who made it and is carried out in a luminous way in the object made.” (James Schall, The Modern Age, p. 
24.)  
28 Dawson, Dynamics, p. 71. 
29 Ibid, pp. 71-72. 
30 Ibid, p. 75. 
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an art of the Warrior and an art of the Priest.”
31

 To take Dawson’s point a step 

further, there is an art of the West and an art of the East. There is an art of the 

Enlightenment and an art of the Modern ages. There is an art of the Protestant 

religious consciousness and an art of the Catholic consciousness. There is an 

art of the religious believer and an art of the unbeliever. There is an art of the 

Ancient, Medieval, Renaissance, Enlightened, Modern, and Post-Modern Man. 

All of this is summed up in Dawson statement that, “a great art is always the 

expression of a great culture.”
32

 Categories notwithstanding, the critic will 

always find exceptions to this observation. But the rule is much more telling 

than the exceptions. 

 

 

Dawson’s Theory Tested  
 

Dawson’s social dynamic of art allows us to look to art as an interpretive tool 

toward understanding history. When tested, his theory not only holds up as 

valid, but it so happens to serve as an invaluable tool in cultural analysis. The 

dominant perspectives of a culture are mirrored by the art that it produced. Of 

course, the influence is not merely one sided. As the culture influences the 

artist’s perspective and abilities, so also does the creativity of the artist 

(particularly the collective works of the artists) help to shape culture. As 

Dawson states, “A great art is the expression of a great society, as much as of 

a great individual, or rather it is the expression of a great society through a 

great individual.”
33

 He goes on to point out that, “It has been said that a 

committee has never painted a great picture, but it is undeniable that great 

works of art are often the expression of a corporate tradition.”
34

 It is within 

this “corporate tradition” that we may find art to be historically insightful. 

One way to illustrate and test Dawson’s social ideas of art is to take a 

look at certain works to see how they are embodied within time and place. 

One vivid example is found in the works of Richard Wagner. Wagner, himself, 

was clearly a product of his time. But his creativity also allowed his works to 

help redefine opera as a unique mix of drama and music. For example, The 

Ring serves both as a consequence of the Enlightenment and a product of the 

Modern world. While the Medieval poet found it natural to integrate the 

wonder of religious faith and his work, Wagner believed that, “[t]he Wonder 

in the Poet’s work is distinguished from the Wonder in religious Dogma,”
35

 

and the latter only hindered understanding by its demand for “absolute faith.” 

For Wagner, the “absolute faith” of the religious figure (like Jesus) was no 

                                                        
31 Ibid, p. 74. 
32 Ibid, p. 75. 
33 Ibid, p. 76. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Richard Wagner, Opera and Drama, p. 211. 
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more than a blind leap of allegiance toward religious tyranny.
36

 Instead, the 

Poet’s job is to give the public an “understanding through Feeling.” Rather 

than calling the audience to a message “over Nature” as is the case with 

religious Dogma, the Poet calls the audience toward an intelligible experience. 

The Ring series certainly reflects Wagner’s philosophy of art. It is a 

work about “man’s understanding of himself (the forces influencing his action, 

at the start located in gods, are finally discovered to lie within himself).”
37

 It is, 

to be sure, a story about redemption. But instead of the redemption of humans 

by God, it is a story about the gods’ dependency upon humans for their 

redemption. Wotan, the chief of the gods, recognizes that the life of the gods 

depends upon the human hero who, alone, could reverse the curse of the 

power and pride of the ring. In the end, Wotan comes to realize that the world 

of the gods is doomed to annihilation since the final hero, Siegfried, along 

with his lover Brunnhilde, finds love and life only in the acceptance of 

sacrificial death. Thus, Scruton is most surely correct to point out that,  

 

Perhaps no modern work of art portrays as profoundly as The Ring 

the psychological force which created the modern world—a the force 

that Nietzsche called ressentiment and which, in my view, is the force 

that takes over when religion dies.
38

 

 

But even in the beginning of the series we see Wagner’s pessimism of life. In 

the prelude of Rheingold, Alberich is denied the love and sexual fulfillment 

by the Rhinemaidens. Once denied, Alberich turns against such love and all 

that seems natural, desiring only the power that lies in the gold the 

Rhinemaidens are guarding. This rejection of natural love along with the 

incestuous relationship between Siegmund and Sieglinde (lovers and siblings) 

not only challenges the status quo, but, for Wagner, calls into question 

everything typically thought of as good in the world as well as the authority of 

traditional values. The Ring (forged by the Rheingold), then, “comes into 

being because Nature has been repudiated.”
39

 

Thus, Wagner seeks to redeem Nature, not by the incarnation of God 

who, in turn, brings man into Heaven. But he seeks to redeem Nature by the 

humanization of Brunnhilde, who not only loses her divine status but dies a 

mortal’s death. The valiant acceptance of death, in the end, is the only 

redemption of man. In Wagner’s The Ring, the gods turn out to be mere 

projections of man’s imagination trying to find eternal life when there is none. 

Once humans accept death heroically as it is, Wotan, and the world of the 

gods are no more. What was once thought to be the creation of God, humans 

are now found to be the god’s creators. “In effect he is their creation,” Scutton 

                                                        
36 Ibid. 
37 Richard Wagner, The Ring of the Nibelung, translated by Andrew Porter, p. xviii. 
38 Roger Scruton, “A First Shot at the Ring,” p. 139. 
39 Ibid, 145. 
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concludes, “made real by their suffering and by their ineffective prayers to 

him, and—in a spectacular inversion of Christian doctrine—Wotan must be 

redeemed by them, and redeemed precisely by sharing their mortality.”
40

 

Such a Naturalistic view of life is no better illustrated in The Ring 

than in The Valkyrie (2.4). Wotan’s divine servant, Brunnhilde, is sent to kill 

Siegmund for his incestuous relationship with Sieglinde. Brunnhilde is moved 

by such sacrificial love when Siegmund cries out that if a choice must be 

made between his love for Sieglinde and Heaven (“Walhall”) then he would 

choose Sieglinde: 

 

I’ll not go to Walhall: 

Hell may hold me instead! 

 

To this Brunnhilde responds, 

 

So you would sacrifice 

joy everlasting?
41

                 

 

Yet this is precisely what Wagner wants us to see as heroic: the rejection of 

the illusion of religious Dogma and the acceptance of death as it really is. 

Only then, according to Wagner, will humans be free. Only then will what is 

truly Natural be redeemed. 

One can easily see why Wagner’s work would not have been as 

successful in Medieval Europe as it was in Modern Europe. But, as 

Christopher Dawson’s theory shows us, Wagner’s opera not only fits well into 

the Modern European Humanism, but, in fact, was in many ways created by it. 

In a strong sense, the secular individualism of the Modern West is mirrored 

by Wagner’s art. Whether one recognizes it or not, as Dawson puts it, “society 

continues to exercise a deep subconscious influence on the mind of the artist 

and the poet.”
42

  

 Yet this “subconscious influence” is exactly what made Friedrich 

Nietzsche so discontent with Wagner’s opera. Nietzsche was, in fact, initially 

one of the major admirers of Wagner’s work. Yet while he viewed Wagner as 

a “higher man” of achievement, Nietzsche would later break from Wagner 

due to Wagner’s inability to free himself both from the anti-semitism of his 

time and from the “life-denying” values that was reflected in traditional 

religions (particularly Christianity). Nietzsche’s objections are evident in his 

work, Contra Wagner, where he explains his break: 

 

By the summer of 1876, during the time of the first Festspiele, I said 

farewell to Wagner in my heart. I suffer no ambiguity; and since 

                                                        
40 Ibid, 153. 
41 Richard Wagner, The Ring, 2.4.105-108. 
42 Dawson, Dynamics, p. 77. 
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Wagner had moved to Germany, he had condescended step by step to 

everything I despise—even to anti-semitism.
43

 

 

Nietzsche asserted that Wagner’s vulnerability resided in his desire to 

communicate to the masses. Nietzsche saw this as a compromise with the herd 

morality that promoted weakness rather than true art: 

 

In the theater one becomes people, herd female, pharisee, voting 

cattle, patron, idiot—Wagnerian: even the most personal conscience 

is vanquished by the leveling magic of the great number; the neighbor 

reigns, one becomes a mere neighbor.
44

        

 

Speaking to Wagner directly, Nietzsche goes on to say, “But on whom are 

such effects (of music) achieved? On those whom a noble artist should never 

impress: on the mass, on the immature, on the blase, on the sick, on the idiots, 

on Wagnerians!”
45

 

In addition to these objections, Nietzsche believed that Wagner 

suffered from an ambiguity that underscored this artistic compromise. In some 

ways, Wagner embodied the old traditions while simultaneously claiming to 

challenge them. But according to Nietzsche, this only served the weak masses 

whom Wagner was appeasing, 

 

There are “cheerful people” who employ cheerfulness in order to be 

misunderstood—they want to be misunderstood . . . There are free, 

impudent spirits who would like to conceal and deny that at bottom 

they are broken, incurable hearts…
46

 

 

Yet as Walter Kaufmann observes, 

 

[Nietzsche] says expressly that it was that it was in part Wagner’s 

“ambiguity” that he could not “bear.” Nietzsche may have been more 

similar to Wagner than he admitted when he spoke of “We Antipodes,” 

but any writer is misunderstood fundamentally when his intentions 

are ignored and he is identified with the forces he fought.
47

    

 

In addition to Nietzsche’s failure to see his own ambiguity for which he was 

so uncompromisingly critical, he also failed to see the influence that culture 

and time had upon himself. If Wagner’s art was a reflection of the 

                                                        
43 Nietzsche, “Nietzsche Contra Wagner,” in The Portable Nietzsche, translated by Walter Kaufmann, p. 

676. 
44 Ibid, pp. 665-666. 
45 Ibid, p. 667. 
46 Ibid, p. 680. 
47 Walter Kaufmann, Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist, p. 15. 
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Enlightenment or Modern world, Nietzsche was living in a time when the new 

Postmodern world was dawning. Instead of rising above culture, he may well 

unwittingly serve to illustrate Christopher Dawson’s social theory which 

argues Nietzsche’s individualism itself was evidence of a collective mirroring, 

for “even the spirit of individualism itself is a characteristic social trait of the 

period.”
48

 Art dominated by individualism can only exist in a social context 

where it is allowed (and encouraged) to thrive.    

 

 

The Correlation Between Artistic and Social Evolution   
 

Christopher Dawson’s theory of art as social reflection can be illustrated in 

many other ways. One way we can demonstrate his theory is through a brief 

comparison of Sandro Bottcelli’s Birth of Venus and Titian’s Venus of Urbino. 

Bottcelli’s Venus reflects his own Platonic view of beauty. His Venus depicts 

the goddess’ pure beauty by showing her simply standing upright and 

inaccessible to the onlooker. It is no great observation that during the 

Medieval and early Renaissance period, Platonic beauty in art was common. 

 

 
 

Sandro Botticelli’s Birth of Venus (1486). A reflection of the Divine Venus—the standing beauty of 

modesty and purity. 

  
Scruton’s remarks are enlightening. He states that Botticelli’s Venus is,  
 

...from an anatomical point of view, a misshapen caricature, held 

together by no skeletal structure or muscular tension, a helpless 

                                                        
48 Dawson, Dynamics, p. 76. 
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appendage to the face that looks out so wistfully, not at the viewer but 

past him—and yet who cares? This is a face dreamed of, longed for, 

unforgettable, the face of an idealized woman—and therefore not the 

face of any mortal, but a face all the same, and one that individualizes 

and mystifies. Not that we should think of Botticelli’s Venus as 

sensual: this is an early Renaissance Venus, who moves in heavenly 

spheres, and is outside the reach of mortal longings. And that is why 

the painting is so haunting: this woman conjured from desire lies 

beyond the reach of desire as we know it.
49

   

 

On the other hand, if one compares Botticelli’s Venus with that of 

Titian’s Venus of Urbino, a strong case can be made that as culture evolves so 

does the art that is produced within it. In Titian’s painting, Venus is reclining 

in a clearly erotic pose. 

 

  
 

Titian’s Venus of Urbino (1538). Divine beauty brought down to earth. 

 
In the later Renaissance until the dawning of the Enlightenment one can begin 

to discern an evolution of art moving from transcendent beauty toward a more 

secular tone. Yet while Titian’s Venus is unapologetically erotic, one can 

make a case that it is not yet pornographic. The difference being, as Scruton 

points out, that “Art can be erotic and also beautiful, like the Titian Venus. 

But it cannot be beautiful and also pornographic—so we believe, at least.”
50

 

                                                        
49 Roger Scruton, Beauty: A Short Introduction, p. 127-128. 
50 Ibid, p. 133. 
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Just why this is the case, according to Scruton, is that in an erotic painting 

there is an “interest in the embodied person” without merely objectifying the 

body. However, in pornography there is the mere “interest in the body” as a 

thing in itself.
51

 It is not until we get into the Enlightenment that pornography 

begins to be viewed within the context of the arts and literature.
52

 

Nevertheless, “Gradually, in the aftermath of the Renaissance, the Platonic 

view of our condition lost its appeal, and erotic feelings began to be 

represented in art, music, and poetry for what they are.”
53

 This steady 

evolution within art mirrored what was happening in the European context. 

Along with what cultural transformation, we might think of this evolution as 

the secularization and individualization of artistic expression: 

 

While the Platonist mind of the Middle Ages and the early 

Renaissance conceives the object of desire as a premonition of the 

eternal, the modern mind sees the object of desire as both rational and 

mortal.
54

       
 

By the time the West becomes embedded into the Post-Modern era 

the extreme individualism we see rising in Wagner has become full grown. 

One of the iconic works of the Post-Modern world of art is Marcel 

Duchamp’s Fountain. In 1917 Duchamp put a porcelain urinal on display in 

order to challenge traditional artistic expression.     

 

 
 

Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain (1917). The deconstruction of art. 

 

                                                        
51 Ibid. 
52 See for example John Cleland’s “Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure,” The Portable Enlightenment 

Reader, pp. 257-264. 
53 Scruton, Beauty, p. 131. 
54 Ibid, p. 132. 
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There have been, of course, widely differing interpretations of Duchamp’s 

display. One approach has seen his act as expressing the view that even the 

most mundane elements of life can be seen as art. While this point, at least in 

some sense, has been argued by the ancients, no one would have ever thought 

to put the “mundane” in an art museum. Another proposed idea suggests that 

Duchamp was trying to dismantle traditional conceptions of art altogether. 

This was, after all, Duchamp’s own explanation. Ours is a unique time indeed 

that would put a mere urinal in a museum and call it art. Such an art mocks 

the creative and talented abilities of all the great artists that have gone on 

before. Scruton explains that if Duchamp’s point is accepted it would mean 

that, “If anything can count as art, what is the point or the merit in achieving 

that label? All that is left is the curious but unfounded fact that some people 

look at some things while others look at other things.”
55

 Just as there are no 

objective values in the Post-Modern world, there are similarly no objective 

judgments about art. Every past monumental aesthetic achievement can easily 

be “dismissed out of hand.” Thus, Duchamp’s act mirrors the 

deconstructionism and extreme individualism of the Post-Modern mind. 
 

 

Religious Elements of Aesthetic Quality 

 

While it has not been the purpose of this essay to set out to define good art 

from the bad, I have sought to examine the validity of Christopher Dawson’s 

theory of the social dynamics of art. His idea that art is a mirror of culture 

makes sense of the world and offers us an avenue to evaluate a culture’s 

values and nature. But rather than asserting a deterministic view of art as a 

mere work which supervenes upon the society in which it is created, art serves 

two major purposes for the cultural historian. As has been pointed out above, 

a particular work of popular art does, in fact, aid in the interpretation of the 

culture in which it is produced. “Though art often appears as abstract,” says 

Birzer, “Dawson claimed a scholar can learn far more about a society and a 

people through a study of its arts than by all the economic statistics 

available.”
56

 

Nevertheless, the causal link goes both ways. While culture creates 

the artistic spirit, the artist has a creative influence upon the culture as well. 

Dawson also held that,  

 

Like other forms of life, man is subject to the control of geographical 

and climatic factors, but he differs from lower animals in the 

independence and creativeness of his response to the stimulus of 

natural conditions. He is not limited to a single type of climate or 

vegetation; to a large extent he is even the creator of his 

                                                        
55 Ibid, pp. 82-83. 
56 Bradley Birzer, Sanctifying the World: The Augustinian Mind of Christopher Dawson, p. 88. 
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environment.
57

  

 

So, for Dawson, what drives this “independence and creativeness”? It is both 

human environment and our spiritual nature. Religious consciousness serves  

as the creative and imaginative drive within all good artistic expressions. 

According to Dawson,  

 

Our nature, forasmuch as it is indeed like unto God but in itself is 

creature, receives the impress of its Eternal Image passively. . . . 

According to this view, every man naturally possesses an immediate 

contact with God in the deepest part of his soul; but he remains, as a 

rule, without the realization and the enjoyment of it.
58

 

 

It is this “obscure but profound and continuous intuition of God that 

provides a far more satisfactory basis for an explanation of the facts of 

religious experience,”
59

 not least the experience of artistic and creative 

expression, which, like everything else in Dawson’s thought, has religion as 

its driving force. In Dawson’s words, “[i]t is the religious life of primitive 

peoples that we must look for the origins of conscious artistic endeavor and 

indeed of human culture itself.”
60

 In short, it is the Imago Dei that resides in 

humans which makes us artistic and sub-creators in the world. As sub-creators, 

it is humanity’s natural artistic motive that forms cultures. And while Josef 

Pieper observed that there will always be artists who “hastily” believe that 

their artistic talents have shown them enough about the world,  

 

Those, however, who have—perhaps painfully—experienced and 

accepted, even in the delight of their beholding eyes, that ultimately 

their longing will not and cannot be fulfilled, those will be unable to 

create mere pleasing, agreeable, frictionless art. Konrad Weiss once 

remarked, “Contemplation will not be satisfied until blinded by the 

object of its ultimate desires.” Such a statement almost leads us 

beyond the confines of this world.
61

 

 

Yet even in such contemplation we are not the initiators of divine communion. 

It is first in the act of aesthetic outreach that the divine voice is heard. 

Because we are social and artistic beings, God reaches out to the world 

through the voice of culture and beauty. Before a word is uttered, God 

connects with the human heart through the signals of aesthetic togetherness—

an interconnected world filled with wonder and awe. It is, according to 

                                                        
57 Dawson, Dynamics, p. 73. 
58 Dawson, “On Spiritual Intuition.” in Enquiries into Religion and Culture, p. 162. 
59 Ibid, p. 163.  
60 Dawson, Dynamics, p. 75. 
61 Josef Pieper, Only the Lover Sings, p. 76. 
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Dawson, simply up to us to listen.     
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