
Dialogue on GENT 14 

 

1.​   

“No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation 

is the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists. You cannot value him alone; you 

must set him, for contrast and comparison, among the dead. I mean this as a principle of 

aesthetic, not merely historical, criticism. The necessity that he shall conform, that he shall 

cohere, is not onesided; what happens when a new work of art is created is something that 

happens simultaneously to all the works of art which preceded it. The existing monuments form 

an ideal order among themselves, which is modified by the introduction of the new (the really 

new) work of art among them. The existing order is complete before the new work arrives; for 

order to persist after the supervention of novelty, the whole existing order must be, if ever so 

slightly, altered; and so the relations, proportions, values of each work of art toward the whole 

are readjusted; and this is conformity between the old and the new. Whoever has approved this 

idea of order, of the form of European, of English literature will not find it preposterous that the 

past should be altered by the present as much as the present is directed by the past. And the poet 

who is aware of this will be aware of great difficulties and responsibilities.” 

T.S. Eliot ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ 1919 

Full text: https://www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/69400/tradition-and-the-individual-talent 

 

2. And so Dada was born of a need for independence, of a distrust toward unity. Those who are 

with us preserve their freedom. We recognize no theory. We have enough cubist and futurist 

academies: laboratories of formal ideas. Is the aim of art to make money and cajole the nice nice 

bourgeois? Rhymes ring with the assonance of the currencies and the inflexion slips along the 

line of the belly in profile. All groups of artists have arrived at this trust company utter riding 

their steeds on various comets. While the door remains open to the possibility of wallowing in 

cushions and good things to eat. […]  Cubism was born out of the simple w ay of looking at an 

object: Cezanne painted a cup 20 centimeters below his eyes, the cubists look at it from above, 

others complicate appearance by making a perpendicular section and arranging it conscientiously 

on the side. (I do not forget the creative artists and the profound laws of matter which they 

established once and for all.) The futurist sees the same cup in movement, a succession of objects 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/69400/tradition-and-the-individual-talent


one beside the others and maliciously adds a few force lines. This does not prevent the canvas 

from being a good or bad painting suitable for the investment of intellectual capital. The new 

painter creates a world, the elements of which are also its implements, a sober, definite work 

without argument. The new artist protests: he no longer paints (symbolic and illusionist 

reproduction) but creates directly in stone, wood, iron, tin, boulders—locomotive organisms 

capable of being turned in all directions by the limpid wind of momentary sensation. All pictorial 

or plastic work is useless: let it then be a monstrosity that frightens servile minds, and not 

sweetening to decorate the refectories of animals in human costume, illustrating the sad fable of 

mankind. *  *  *  Philosophy is the question: from which side shall we look at life, God, the idea 

or other phenomena. Everything one looks at is false. I do not consider the relative result more 

important than the choice between cake and cherries after dinner. The system of quickly looking 

at the other side of a thing in order to impose your opinion indirectly is called dialectics, in other 

words, haggling over the spirit of fried potatoes while dancing method around it.  

TRISTAN TZARA “Dada Manifesto 1918” 

Full text: 

chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://writing.upenn.edu/library/Tzara_

Dada-Manifesto_1918.pdf 

 

3.  It is, at any rate, in some such fashion as this that we seek to define the quality which 

distinguishes the work of several young writers, among whom Mr. James Joyce is the most 

notable, from that of their predecessors. They attempt to come closer to life, and to preserve 

more sincerely and exactly what interests and moves them, even if to do so they must discard 

most of the conventions which are commonly observed by the novelist. Let us record the atoms 

as they fall upon the mind in the order in which they fall, let us trace the pattern, however 

disconnected and incoherent in appearance, which each sight or incident scores upon the 

consciousness. Let us not take it for granted that life exists more fully in what is commonly 

thought big than in what is commonly thought small. Any one who has read The Portrait of the 

Artist as a Young Man or, what promises to be a far more interesting work, Ulysses,1 now 

appearing in the Little Review, will have hazarded some theory of this nature as to Mr. Joyce's 

intention. On our part, with such a fragment before us, it is hazarded rather than affirmed; but 

whatever the intention of the whole, there can be no question but that it is of the utmost sincerity 

https://writing.upenn.edu/library/Tzara_Dada-Manifesto_1918.pdf
https://writing.upenn.edu/library/Tzara_Dada-Manifesto_1918.pdf


and that the result, difficult or unpleasant as we may judge it, is undeniably important. In contrast 

with those whom we have called materialists, Mr. Joyce is spiritual; he is concerned at all costs 

to reveal the flickerings of that innermost flame which flashes its messages through the brain, 

and in order to preserve it he disregards with complete courage whatever seems to him 

adventitious, whether it be probability, or coherence, or any other of these signposts which for 

generations have served to support the imagination of a reader when called upon to imagine what 

he can neither touch nor see.  

 

Virginia Woolf, “Modern Fiction” 1925 

Full text: https://www.sfu.ca/~scheel/english338/Modern%20Fiction.htm 

 

4.  

The third objection, stated by saying, “You take with one hand what you give with the other,” 

means, at bottom, “your values are not serious, since you choose them yourselves.” To that I can 

only say that I am very sorry that it should be so; but if I have excluded God the Father, there 

must be somebody to invent values. We have to take things as they are. And moreover, to say 

that we invent values means neither more nor less than this; that there is no sense in life a priori. 

Life is nothing until it is lived; but it is yours to make sense of, and the value of it is nothing else 

but the sense that you choose. Therefore, you can see that there is a possibility of creating a 

human community. I have been reproached for suggesting that existentialism is a form of 

humanism: people have said to me, “But you have written in your Nausée that the humanists are 

wrong, you have even ridiculed a certain type of humanism, why do you now go back upon 

that?” In reality, the word humanism has two very different meanings. One may understand by 

humanism a theory which upholds man as the end-in-itself and as the supreme value. Humanism 

in this sense appears, for instance, in Cocteau’s story Round the World in 80 Hours, in which one 

of the characters declares, because he is flying over mountains in an airplane, “Man is 

magnificent!” This signifies that although I personally have not built aeroplanes, I have the 

benefit of those particular inventions and that I personally, being a man, can consider myself 

responsible for, and honoured by, achievements that are peculiar to some men. It is to assume 

that we can ascribe value to man according to the most distinguished deeds of certain men. That 

kind of humanism is absurd, for only the dog or the horse would be in a position to pronounce a 

https://www.sfu.ca/~scheel/english338/Modern%20Fiction.htm


general judgment upon man and declare that he is magnificent, which they have never been such 

fools as to do – at least, not as far as I know. But neither is it admissible that a man should 

pronounce judgment upon Man. Existentialism dispenses with any judgment of this sort: an 

existentialist will never take man as the end, since man is still to be determined. And we have no 

right to believe that humanity is something to which we could set up a cult, after the manner of 

Auguste Comte. The cult of humanity ends in Comtian humanism, shut-in upon itself, and – this 

must be said – in Fascism. We do not want a humanism like that. 

 

But there is another sense of the word, of which the fundamental meaning is this: Man is all the 

time outside of himself: it is in projecting and losing himself beyond himself that he makes man 

to exist; and, on the other hand, it is by pursuing transcendent aims that he himself is able to 

exist. Since man is thus self-surpassing, and can grasp objects only in relation to his 

self-surpassing, he is himself the heart and center of his transcendence. There is no other 

universe except the human universe, the universe of human subjectivity. This relation of 

transcendence as constitutive of man (not in the sense that God is transcendent, but in the sense 

of self-surpassing) with subjectivity (in such a sense that man is not shut up in himself but 

forever present in a human universe) – it is this that we call existential humanism. This is 

humanism, because we remind man that there is no legislator but himself; that he himself, thus 

abandoned, must decide for himself; also because we show that it is not by turning back upon 

himself, but always by seeking, beyond himself, an aim which is one of liberation or of some 

particular realisation, that man can realize himself as truly human. 

 

You can see from these few reflections that nothing could be more unjust than the objections 

people raise against us. Existentialism is nothing else but an attempt to draw the full conclusions 

from a consistently atheistic position. Its intention is not in the least that of plunging men into 

despair. And if by despair one means as the Christians do – any attitude of unbelief, the despair 

of the existentialists is something different. Existentialism is not atheist in the sense that it would 

exhaust itself in demonstrations of the non-existence of God. It declares, rather, that even if God 

existed that would make no difference from its point of view. Not that we believe God does exist, 

but we think that the real problem is not that of His existence; what man needs is to find himself 

again and to understand that nothing can save him from himself, not even a valid proof of the 



existence of God. In this sense existentialism is optimistic. It is a doctrine of action, and it is only 

by self-deception, by confining their own despair with ours that Christians can describe us as 

without hope. 

Sartre, “Existentialism Is a Humanism,” 1946 

Full text: https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/sartre/works/exist/sartre.htm 

 

5. Spirits of Defiance: National Prohibition and Jazz Age Literature, 1920-1933, by Kathleen 

Morgan Drowne 

(https://www.google.com/books/edition/Spirits_of_Defiance/_B7nwIzv8dcC?hl=en) 

 

 

 
 

https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/sartre/works/exist/sartre.htm
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Spirits_of_Defiance/_B7nwIzv8dcC?hl=en

