
“A Winter in Arabia” – Freya Stark

There is a difference, no doubt, between science and art, but I think it is not near so great as many men imagine.  In all human adventure two types of mind exist – one formal and the other seeking for reality through and beyond the obvious bounds of form; and the formal mind as such is held to be scientific because it is in effect able to collect data for other men to use.  In art, on the other hand, each artist must gather material for himself.

But the ultimate aim of all human wisdom is but the liberation of the spirit; on the degree of this freedom the excellence of all intellectual endeavour must depend.  The assembling of facts is a means only; the collector is no more master of his universe than the paving stone is master of the road:  he makes it indeed for freer feet to tread.  It would be ungrateful to despise his devout and necessary labour; but it is also singularly unfair to limit the majesty of science to so pedestrian a track, and to take from it those ecstasies of the imagination which alone transmute the dead array of facts.

In this more vivid rank I do not believe that art and science intrinsically differ.  The data of the one is certainly no less accurate and no less indispensable than the other, though less tangible.  Too elusive for the instrument of language, it must be gathered by every maker for himself, and the labourer and the creator, often separate in science, in art must ever be combined.  A sentence in Jane Austen is the fruit of observation as conscientious, minute and catholic as ever was produced by a biologist.  On its truth and honesty her excellence, as his, depend.

Apart from the fact that art alone is a creator, the difference between them is one of method rather than of accuracy.  The facts that the scientist simply states, the artist evokes.  Instead of relying on words alone, he lets the reader’s mind fill in the meaning, and, in the measure of his magnanimity, will trust to what his reader can supply.  It is collaboration, as between player and instrument.


“Avenge, oh Lord thy slaughtered saints whose bones 


 Lie scattered on the Alpine mountains cold.”

In the language of science, the adjective merely applies to the rocks of the hillside; but the poet knows that in the mind of his readers it awakens the vision of the cold and stiffened bodies of dead men.

Almost any fine piece of literature exhibits this delicate suggestiveness.

Take the Iliad:

“As far as a man’s view ranges, as he sits in the haze on a point of outlook and gazes over the wine-dark sea, so far at a spring leap the loud-neighing of horses of the gods.”

Everything helps to the infinity of that great spring:  the “point of outlook” eliminates the finite sense of land around one:  the width of sea horizon is indefinite and vaster in the haze that makes it at one with the sky above it:  the reader sees the horses of the gods leaping into an unbounded space of light.

In Lycidas two difference passages close together show this art supremely:


“While thee, alas the winds and warring seas


 Wash far away where ‘ere thy bones are hurled


 Whether beyond the stormy Hebrides


 Where thou perchance beneath the whelming tide


 Visit’st the bottom of the monstrous world . . .”

The words scattered here and there press through one chaos of movement to the remote limits of the world.  The next lines with their change, show how consciously the whole effect is gained:


“Or whether thou, to our moist vows denied,


 Sleepst by the fable of Bellerus old


 Where the great vision of the guarded mount


 Looks toward Namancos and Bayona’s hold . . . “

All is rest and immobility – though only once actually expressed in the word “sleep”, the other words all imply it, and there is nothing in the whole passage to express motion except in the last line where the eyes that “look toward” Namancos are made with infinite skill to increase the feeling of immobility, of imprisoned stillness evoked unconsciously in the reader’s mind by the images of age, of guarded fortresses, of enclosing walls.

The artist does indeed play his instrument on the living hearts of men – even he who stumps his feet on a box in Hyde Park.  He has the whole gamut of his audience’s capacities to choose from for his practice, and the permanence of his labours depends on whether the things he chooses to evoke are permanent or ephemeral in the human heart.

The facts that science communicates are, on the other hand, permanent as long as the peculiar linguistic convention in which she clothes them is understood.  But I have noticed that science is no manner of use for talking to Arabs.  It is not a matter of language:  I have watched the scientists explaining things in Arabic which, though painful, could yet be understood, but it produces nothing but a blank from the mere fact that they are thinking of their subject and not of their listeners.  The despised artistic method builds to the tribesman’s eyes a picture he can see:  his ancestors dispersed after the flood, their gradual descent to the lands of Yemen, the scattering of their records before the days of Qahtan:  the natural desire of all men to know the beginnings of their race:  the possibility of unknown kinship among the races of the world; the possibility, indeed, that English and Arab were cousins long ago:  all these are familiar chords that wake an echo.  Over and over again the Ja’da tribesmen come and, puzzled by the science of excavation out yonder, ask to have the matter explained in the intelligible language of art:  like a house delicately built, I see the light of understanding rise in their eyes stage by stage:  and the explanation, lamentably deficient in what the Archaeologist calls “objective truth,” has at least succeeded in convincing them that our aim is research and not treasure.     
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