Thoughts on creativity and meaning

For me, the creative experience, the creative challenge, the creative adventure is a democratising one. I don’t mean, of course, the kind of democratic exercise where you put a ballot paper in a box and let others do the work but one where you are empowered; where you do all the work. (Otherwise, what’s the point?)

The issue of abstract versus concrete came up in the poetry session and without making judgements about anyone’s poetry, I would have to come down on the side of the concrete.


The critic Lionel Trilling wrote of Keats (in 1951):

His imagery is decidedly concrete……. By relying on the use of concrete imagery, Keats allows the readers to gauge the progression of Autumn's many effects, which envelope the readers with subtle sights, sounds, and emotions.
What he’s talking about here is the involvement of the reader.

The abstract is private. If I can give an example: pain is abstract. When someone says that they’re in pain we can only make a judgment based on those words. We know that what they’re feeling is unpleasant. We can’t really imagine what their pain is like. We simply accept their word for it but it doesn’t really interest us. Once they start to concretise it, we are more able to imagine. So if they say: I have a pain like a toothache we can begin to imagine; if they say: I have a pain as though a concrete block has fallen onto my head we may more easily imagine it. And it begins to interest us. This, roughly, is how poetry works. Abstract poems about love, say, don’t really interest us. They’re too vague and we’ve become too blasé about love. A poem that rips the guts out of love is more of a poem.
Clearly, what’s private can’t be part of any democratising process. A meaningful piece of writing belongs to all those who have anything to do with it by way of writing it or reading it and if it’s couched in terms that refer back only to the personal feelings or experience of the writer, then we’re confronted with a firewall. Everybody needs to take part in discovering what the writing ultimately reveals.
For me, writing should have a purpose. I don’t want to talk about writing that sets out only to entertain and nothing else – this writing has a purpose: to entertain and it may not be very creative; rather I’m talking about writing that is creative and because of this involves the reader on a moral level. I’m not talking about a person’s response to moral codes but rather their impulse to make decisions relating to behaviour which makes them responsible for what they think. Any writing that’s purely abstract shuts the reader/audience off from this process. (There is this notion, which was once a movement – Art For Arts Sake, which seems to argue for abstraction but which must be a nonsense because in order to be able to make the statement you need some concrete idea of what art is in the first place!) 

I’ll be coming back to these things.


I hinted at meaning and would like to say a few things about this subject. There’s syntactical meaning – what a sentence means within itself and its context but I’m not talking about that but rather the wider sense of meaning and, for me, there are (at least) three kinds of meaning: absolute meaning; relative or comparative meaning and radical meaning.


In absolute meaning one believes in a deity and that all of life and experience relates back to him (or her or them) and, to speak teleologically, the meaning of life is to do his purpose and the secrets of life’s meaning are held by him. Politically speaking, in this sense of meaning kings are God’s chosen and anointed and, similarly, writers and artists are chosen so that their work is an expression of his will. Aesthetically, this tends to create elitist art.

In relative or comparative meaning, the meaning of things is determined by success; how one stands relative to others (in one’s field). The person who’s created great wealth in their life will seem to have had a more meaningful life than a poor person. So the greater an artist’s success the more meaning (in the sense of disseminating something) the work appears to have (in his/her lifetime anyway). This is not to say that a successful writer can’t, coincidentally, produce great work. What I’m talking about is the extent to which the measurement is made in relation to temporal definitions of success and the extent to which any such measurement need be made at all.

Radical meaning reflects a kind of continuum which we visit and, for us, access through our creativity; it may well be informed by Einstein’s observation: Only a life lived for others is worth living. What’s important is the way we free ourselves from the constraints imposed by self-interest or, say, the desires of the market place as found typically, in the politics of relative meaning.

So if absolute meaning, politically, were thought of as referring to monarchy/autocracy; relative meaning would refer to representational democracy (capitalism) radical meaning would refer (ironically) to absolute democracy; it’s predicated on the way we connect with other human beings in the sense that we are equally as responsible to others are we are to ourselves. In a way, it’s the position of anarcho-politics which believes that if people are sufficiently aware of and responsible to the needs of others you don’t need central government; you, in effect, carry it round with you. The creative state is a metaphor for this.


These last notes (on meaning) are included as a debating point.
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