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Many Christian thinkers have embraced the notion “art for art’s 
sake.” Chesterton did not. To the contrary, he saw such an idea as deep-
ly problematic for a Christian aesthetic. In the following article, I will 
explore some philosophical aspects of the “art for art’s sake” movement 
and then explain why Chesterton parted company with it.

“Artists sometimes talk about art for art’s sake,” writes Philip Ryken. 
“What they mean is that art has intrinsic worth: it has value in and of it-
self, apart from any utility... God has made us to enjoy beauty, art itself  
is able to nourish our souls.”2 For C.S. Lewis, good fiction, “has noth-
ing to do with truth or philosophy...at all....Every episode, explanation, 
description, dialogue-ideally every sentence-must be pleasurable for its 
own sake.” Art does not have to have a utilitarian purpose for it to be 
valuable. It can be beautiful and glorify God and therefore has value in 
that sense. Chesterton himself  would have assuredly agreed. 

Yet Art for Art’s sake has often meant some more—and less—than 
that. For Kant and Schiller, for example, “the aesthetic object is some-
thing utterly different from all utilitarian objects. The enjoyment of 
beauty and of the sublime brings to man a value that nothing else can 
provide, since it has nothing to do with cognition or with morality.”3  
For Jacques Barzun, writing of the sixteenth century, art and morality 
had not yet gone their separate ways:
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With the artist becoming independent, a dedicated being, art 
itself  begins to be an entity distinct from work, thought, faith, 
and social purpose. In the sixteenth century it had not yet sworn 
off morality or ignored existing tastes, but the roots of autonomy 
were there.4 

Western Civilisation, at that stage, was not quite ready for swearing 
off morality. By the nineteenth century, however, it fully embraced the 
view that “art is just there and that is all there is to it. You cannot talk 
about it, you cannot analyse it, it does not say anything.”5 And that is 
precisely the view to which Chesterton objects:

If  the principle of ‘art for art’s sake’ means simply that there is a 
solely technical view of painting, and that it must be supreme on 
its own ground, it appears a piece of pure madness to suppose 
it other than true. Surely there never was really a man who held 
that a picture that was vile in colour and weak in drawing was a 
good picture because it was a picture of Florence Nightingale! 
Surely, there never was really a man who said that when one leg in 
a drawing was longer than another, yet they were both the same 
length because the artist painted it for an altar-piece! When the 
new critics with a burst of music and a rocket shower of epigrams 
enunciated their new criticism, they must at any rate have meant 
something more than this. Undoubtedly, they did mean some-
thing more; they meant that a picture was not a good vehicle for 
moral sentiment at all; they meant that not only was it not the better 
for having a philosophic meaning, but that it was worse.6

 In his brilliant little book on G.F. Watts, Chesterton took issue 
with Art for Art’s Sake and praised Watts and his followers for their 
stance against it:

The salient and essential characteristic of Watts and men of his 
school was that they regarded life as a whole. They had in their 
heads, as it were, a synthetic philosophy which put everything into 
a certain relation with God and the wheel of things. Thus, psy-
chologically speaking, they were incapable not merely of holding 
such an opinion, but actually of thinking such a thought as that 
of art for art’s sake; it was to them like talking about voting for 
voting’s sake, or amputating for amputating’s sake.7
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In Chesterton’s view, art for art’s sake results in moral absurdity:

Since we find, therefore, that ethics is like art, a mystic and in-
tuitional affair, the only question that remains is, have they any 
kinship? If  they have not, a man is not a man, but two men and 
probably more: if  they have, there is, to say the least of  it, at 
any rate a reasonable possibility that a note in moral feeling 
might have affinity with a note in art, that a curve in law, so to 
speak, may repeat a curve in draughtsmanship, that there may 
be genuine and not artificial correspondences between a state of 
morals and an effect in painting. This would, I should tentatively 
suggest, appear to be a most reasonable hypothesis. It is not so 
much the fact that there is no such thing as allegorical art, but 
rather the fact that there is no art that is not allegorical. But the 
meanings expressed in high and delicate art are not to be classed 
under cheap and external ethical formulae, they deal with strange 
vices and stranger virtues. Art is only unmoral in so far as most 
morality is immoral.

While praising Watts and his school, Chesterton conceded that 
at times they were too utilitarian. He disparaged, in Dale Ahlquist’s 
words, “the self-obsessed artists who are concerned only with express-
ing themselves and not with actually communicating something worth-
while.”8 For Chesterton, all art communicates something, artists should 
therefore communicate something worthwhile.

Chesterton believed, in other words, that art is a form of communi-
cation that is not merely symbolic of, or derivative of spoken language. 
“For the truth,” he wrote, “is that language is not a scientific thing at 
all, but wholly an artistic thing, a thing invented by hunters, and killers, 
and such artists long before science was dreamed of.”9 Art is a different 
medium of communication, not simply a step removed from language 
or merely mimetic. Indeed, because art’s purpose is to communicate 
something, it is essential that art be understood. “The tragedy of hu-
manity,” he argued, “has been the separation of art from the people.”10 
He would have applauded the view of Roger Scruton that “works of art 
are meaningful-they are not just interesting forms in which we take an 
unexplained delight. They are acts of communication, which present us 
with a meaning; and this meaning must be understood.”11
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Chesterton’s core concern, then, was artistic intelligibility. If  art is 
communicating a message, but the message cannot be understood, then 
in some ways the artist has failed. He certainly appreciated the beauty, 
skill, and technique that goes into a work of art. However, that does not 
mean that those works of art do not convey a particular message about 
the artist, a view of the world, or reality. 

But he goes farther than this, decisively parting company with the 
art for art’s sake movement. All art, he says, is ultimately religious. “Re-
ligion is the sense of ultimate reality, of whatever meaning a man finds 
in his own existence of the existence of anything else...whatever is his 
conception of the cosmos and the consciousness, that will be in his art, 
even when his practical private morality is not particularly noticeable 
in it.”12  Art is not neutral. Art does not have the right to autonomy 
removed from any historical or moral considerations. Art is “the signa-
ture of man” as Chesterton states. It has been with man as far back as 
anthropologists and archaeologists can tell. Artists and philosophers in 
the nineteenth century determined that art is removed from the truth 
and goodness that have accompanied its beauty for millennia prior to 
it. Because art is communication, it is the task of the artist to produce 
art that has something worthwhile to say. Because art is communica-
tion, it can then be judged as good or bad, true or false, beautiful or 
ugly. It has moral implications and moral meanings. In the end, Ches-
terton believed not in art for art’s sake but in art for God’s sake.
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