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An Artistic Manifesto 
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1- Primitive Beginnings and a Marvelous Splendor. 

 
    If we fix our eyes on the artistic domain of man and its kaleidoscopic changes with the 
passing of time, very soon we are faced with astonishing facts that engross and amaze us. 
And if we focus our attention and direct our curiosity toward the prehistoric era, we begin 
to discover that art, more than anything else in life, has left its indelible mark acting as a 
faithful testimony of the arduous human venture in search of expression, imitation and 
meaning. And our spontaneous and natural reaction before these first childish and naïve 
aesthetic beginnings is of a profound sense of awe.  
 
     The reason for this amazement is that we soon discover that primitive man, insistently 
and consistently searches, in a rudimentary, desperate and almost anguishing way, for 
means to give artistic expression and form to all aspects of his day to day life: practical, 
emotional, affectionate and spiritual. And if we continue in this somewhat tortuous but 
magnificent journey, we can observe with increasing sharpness and clarity, the sense of 
awe that primitive man experiences as he contemplates the surrounding cosmos. We can 
unambiguously see how that inner longing to copy and imitate the magnificent work of 
beauty and harmony displayed before his eyes, grows ever stronger with more zeal and 
urgency within his primitive heart. In fact, we discover, as we lighten our pace in this 
stimulating historical journey, that after infinite efforts, struggles and sacrifices, an 
accelerated succession of captivating images begin to appear before our eyes. Cave 
paintings; megalithic monuments; beautifully decorated ceramics; pagodas; Sumerian 
temples, Persian art; pyramids, architecture and Egyptian buildings and monuments; until 
at last, exhausted, perplexed and intrigued, we arrive at the Attica region. That 
magnificent place of wonder, where the Athenian Acropolis soars with all its splendour 
and glory, as a blissful testimony of the ultimate emergence of the classical period of 
Greek culture and art. An experience that we can better describe if we resort to the words 
of Plutarch, who, having the privilege of contemplating what remained of this marvel of 
human genius, some five hundred years after its construction, exclaimed: “These works 
appeared ancient for their stunning beauty in the moment of their realization, and now 
appear recent and new for their strength. A quality shines which preserves them intact, 
even with the passing of time, as if they stored an ever-flowered breath and a spirit 
exempt from oldness.”  
 
    This classical period of Greek culture is such a stunning time because it is the moment in 
which the artist uncovers, understands and acquires possession of a simple but revealing 
fact; that is, that if he would yield himself to the laws of nature discovered through the 
natural course of life, unexpected things would begin to take place in his aesthetic  
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endeavours. He inadvertently discovers that in relation to art, “man is the measure of all 
things,” and nature the book from which he has to learn. In other words, the artist, as well 
as the thinker and the mathematician of the classical Greek period, standing in the midst 
of this wondrous transition from myth to logos, realize that by observing nature they could 
deduce the laws by which it abided and operated. And what was even more stunning, 
they observed that if those same natural laws were consistently applied to all technical, 
scientific and creative works, the results would be astounding.  
 
    At which point, matters such as numbers, measurements, mathematical proportions, 
and the application of the golden ratio, become extraordinary tools of work, at the same 
level as the engraver, the chisel, the hammer, the oil, or the paintbrush. Since then, the 
proportions of the human body begin to be applied to the modelling and construction of 
works of art; the perspective finds its way into the canvas as well as into architecture and 
sculpture. The first treatises of art are coded, and precious aesthetic formulas are obtained 
for the production and creation of the most impactful works of art, human imagination 
and creativity has been able to produce. Works that, as we have seen in the words of 
Plutarch, coming generations will enjoy and contemplate in awe.  
 
2-From Modernity to the Contemporary era. 
 
    The verification of this progressive artistic achievement in the history of humanity, gives 
one a felling of disappointment and produces a surprising and profound feeling of 
disturbance, when one realizes what has taken place in the Western World, in the 
transitional period from modernity to the contemporary era. And it is that those 
achievements, rules, techniques and powerful tools begin to be forgotten or deliberately 
abandoned. This perplexing attitude produces an even more unusual situation. And that 
is, that in the two culminating milestones of Western culture: the classical Greek era, and 
the great explosion of artistic splendour that was the Renaissance, art in its making and 
becoming accepts and abides by the natural flow of the laws of nature and life. However, 
in the liberating arrival of modernity, and more concretely, with the powerful infusions of 
the artistic avant-garde movement, art begins to free itself from those natural and vital roots. 
Furthermore, with the arrival of the even newer ideologies in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, and the subsequent establishment of the aesthetics of postmodernism, 
a new kind of artist is born. It is an “Artist” that decidedly and deliberately determines to 
carry out his creative enterprise going against the legacy of the past, and wanting to 
redefine, not only art but also the manner in which the creative work is brought to its 
conclusion.  
 
    This new attitude is clearly shown in the different Manifestos that were produced with 
the arrival of these new artistic movements. To give a quick and general idea of this, here 
are some extracts of two of those artistic Manifestos: The Futurist by Tommaso Marinetti, 
published in Italy in 1909; and the Dadaist, published in Zurich, Switzerland, in 1918 by 
Tristan Tzara. These are some of the things that are said in the Futurist manifesto: “We 
should abandon wisdom as a useless and prejudicial bargain! We want to sing love to  
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danger, to strength and to recklessness. The capital elements of our poetry will be courage, 
audacity, and rebellion. Contrasting with the literature which until today has magnified 
the immobility of thought, the ecstasy and tiredness, we will glorify aggressive movement, 
feverish insomnia, the gymnastic step, the risky jump, kicks and punches… We want to 
glorify war, militancy, the destructive gesture of the anarchists, the beautiful ideas that 
kill…We want to demolish the museums, the libraries, combat moralism, feminism and all 
the opportunist and utilitarian cowardice.” And now some of the pearls that, like hammer 
blows, are set in the Dadaist Manifesto: “Every form of repugnance susceptible to the 
negation of the family is Dada; the knowledge of all the means until today rejected by 
sexual piety, by over-comfortable compromise and by courtesy is Dada; the abolition of 
logic…the abolition of all hierarchy and of all social identifying of values… is Dada…the 
abolition of memory: Dada; the abolition of the future: Dada; undisputable confidence in 
all gods which are the immediate product of spontaneity: Dada…” And finally, the words 
of Paul Gauguin at the end of the nineteenth century: “before the easel, a painter is the 
slave neither of the past, nor of the present, nor of nature, nor of his neighbour.” This is 
the destructive impetus with which the majority of the avant-garde movements were born.  
 
3-Return to Primitivism. 
 
    That forceful impetus is probably the reason, or at least one of the reasons, for a strong 
and heavy connotation of primitivism, behind most of the avant-garde movements of the 
beginning of the 20th. century. This situation that produces in any sensitive spirit, 
observing the historical artistic panorama and contrasting it with what has happened in 
the art realm in recent years, a deep sense of sadness and yearning. Of course, there were 
very good reasons for that noble transformative desire and the necessary critical attitude 
of those new artistic movements. But the immediate dilemma this observer finds himself 
in is that we, in the twenty-first century, have completed a long cycle, and not only have 
we returned to where we were in the most remote, obscure and rudimentary times of the 
prehistoric era; but we have fallen to a degraded, debased, and desecrated state, primitive 
man never found himself in. From the perspective of his remote times, primitive man had 
not yet discovered the atom and the limited philosophical approaches of rationalism, 
therefore, he clearly understood that nature, humanity and the universe were sacred beings 
that had to be admired, respected and hallowed. But we moderns, who have already 
discovered the atom, the cell, the genome and so many other scientific and natural marvels 
that had long been hidden in nature for millions of years, have been deceived by the 
fallacy that seeing is knowing. And thinking we have unveiled the mysteries of life, have 
actually covered and laid an obscure mantel of subjectivity on the real nature of things, and 
thus have lost the perspective of reality itself. Who will deliver us then from the barbaric 
invasion taking place in most Western museums and high institutions of culture and 
learning? Who will rescue us from the radical imposition of vulgarity, idiocy, and 
irrationalism, which is so forcibly being imposed by dint of law and spread throughout 
Western society by the mass media since the middle of the twentieth century?  
 
4-A Guide in the Dark. 
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   The question arises then at this point, is there still room for hope in such a desolate 
situation? The reality is that it does not appear to be an easy task to confront the current 
state of affairs. In fact, it looks like we are at an ill-fated moment in which art, as always, 
only acts as a kind of thermometer which measures and reveals the degree of decadence at 
which a certain society arrives. It is indeed, a gloomy moment from which it would appear 
impossible for a light to glimmer on the horizon. But, on the other hand, if we continue 
with our initial journey through history, casting a closer look at the development of art, 
and turn our gaze to a closer era, that of the Enlightenment; we come across the true origin 
of various situations from the past, that have indubitably flown into this confusing and 
disoriented century of ours. And if, as in the manner of Dante in the Divine Comedy, we 
follow his example and adopt a “guide, leader, and teacher” in our adventure, perhaps we 
can resort to a figure of this confused and enlightened period at which we have finally 
arrived in our cultural journey. It would have to be someone who could illuminate our 
path, in the midst of this tortuous and colossal mare magnum in which we find ourselves in 
this post-modernist world. That figure, therefore, would have to be someone, who having 
been so well cultivated in the magnificent world of the ancient Greeks, still had his feet 
firmly placed in that closer period of lights and shadows in which he happened to live. A 
man who could be none other than Johann Friedrich von Schiller, the poet, dramatist, 
philosopher and historian, who, amongst many other works wrote Letters for the Aesthetic 
Education of Man, the only work I mention because it is the one which concerns the subject 
we are dealing with here. And it appears obvious and clear that it would have to be 
Schiller, precisely because he shines some light and clarity, about the role that the arts are 
supposed to play in a context of crisis and disorientation.  
 
    The fact is that Schiller embraced the revolutionary ideas of the French Revolution, but 
after a short time, while observing the events that occurred in the period named the Reign 
of Terror in France, he became completely disillusioned. These are some of his words: “Our 
time has gone off the rails and has been taken prisoner, on the one hand, by barbarism, 
and, on the other, by madness and depravity…” And he continues: “Usefulness has become 
the great idol of the age, to which all efforts should be submitted and all talents should 
pay tribute. On this coarse balance, the spiritual merit of art has no weight at all, and, 
deprived of all breath, it disappears from the noisy market of the times.” He continues: 
“The revolutionary spirit of the Enlightenment has not realized yet that the political 
problem is subordinated to the aesthetic one, because there is a crucial problem that should 
be dealt with before that of the citizenship, that is to say, the problem of man as a person.” 
Schiller, who was a great lover of classical Greek culture, observes also that the 
fundamental difference between the citizens of eighteenth century Europe and those of 
ancient Greece rests on the fact that, “the Greeks received their form from nature, which 
unites everything”, whilst “the modern Europeans received theirs from reason, which 
separates everything” – For Schiller this meant that the European of his time was already 
fragmented, and therefore incapable of being able to arrive at moderately sensible and 
beneficial conclusions.  
 
    However, even in the midst of this situation of fragmentation and disorientation, for  
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Schiller a ray of light seems to appear and a way of hope shines on the horizon. And that 
is, the contribution which beauty and the arts can make to the clarification of this state of 
confusion. In his own words again: “Aesthetic education is the most urgent necessity of 
our time not only because it makes a better understanding of truth more approachable, but 
because it also promotes the improvement of intelligence itself… we have to take the road 
that passes through the aesthetic, because it is through beauty that one goes toward 
liberty.” And he continues insisting: “that of the French Revolution is not an authentic 
liberty, because it is only a political one, and is not yet an aesthetic liberty. …Every 
improvement in the sphere of politics should come out of the ennoblement of character, 
but how can this be made noble under the influence of a politically barbarous 
constitution? We will have to seek, then, for such an end, an instrument which the State 
does not provide, and to facilitate and open up clean springs of water which can be kept 
pure despite great political corruption. And that instrument is none other than beautiful 
art.”  
 
    Behold then, the contribution and the role beauty and the arts have to play in the midst 
of a situation of cultural and social crisis and degradation. Of course, art cannot raise itself 
up to be the saviour of humanity; but it does have a very important work to accomplish if 
it does not want to succumb to the same fate as the rest of the institutions of a decadent 
society. And this is simply so because art is one of the most eminent truths, precisely 
because it has never tried to be so. To prove this quickly and simply, it is sufficient to 
observe a beautiful sunset, and watch how second after second this marvellous display of 
splendour with its golden rays, shapes, shades and colours, begins to disappear from the 
horizon, until it remains only in the recollection of the one who has contemplated it, 
lasting forever as a memory of indescribable joy. Art conceives itself no more than as a 
beautiful illusion, or as Schiller describes it, a fruitful and pleasant game of make believe. 
Thus, assuming that this is a defining feature of the nature of the creative gift, we can 
conclude, on the one hand, that if art cannot supplant truth, neither can it take the place of 
religion, and much less, raise itself up to be the saviour of any given society; as some 
artistic movements have sought to do, awarding the artist, the writer, and the musician a 
halo of prophet or high priest of culture.  
 
    Nevertheless, while it is important to point out what I have just stated, this same fact 
enables us to affirm with clarity and firmness, that art and beauty can and should 
illuminate the way for us to walk in search of truth. In the revealing words of Cennino 
Cennini in his Book of Art, written in the early Renaissance, we find a similar reference to 
that of Schiller: “For the arduous work of art one must be endowed with imagination 
(fantasy), and have skill in the hands, to discover unseen things concealed beneath the 
obscurity of natural objects and to arrest them with the hand, presenting to the sight that 
which did not before appear to exist”. The Greeks also, with the discovery of the magnificent 
triad of truth, goodness, and beauty, knew very well that the experience of beauty and the 
sublime, with all its pleasure, ecstasy, fascination, and enchantment, did not end in the 
contemplation of the physical object. And this only because the satisfaction which the 
experience of beauty promises and grants is, like everything else in the world, a fleeting  
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moment that finally fades away and disappears. Thereby, the sublime and beautiful object 
leaving behind the aroma, the aftertaste and longing for the eternal and divine in the heart 
of man, always points to that which is beyond itself. C. S. Lewis said it in powerful words: 
“Beauty is the aroma of a flower we have not yet found”.  
 
    Summarizing, there is a fundamental and powerful role art can play in the critical 
context in which we find ourselves. But it is, as Schiller has outlined well, an educational 
work of the formation of the spirit. A task which begins with the exemplary lesson both, 
the artist and the teacher should give, with their brave personal militancy. This is the 
exhortation Schiller makes to both of them: “Live within your century, but do not be the 
making of it: offer your contemporaries what they need, but not what they applaud”. 
Consequently, in the midst of this apathetic and insensitive world to the things of the 
spirit, a certain hope arises that can be transmitted through art, in the realm of artistic 
education as well as in the production of artistic work.  
 
5-A Way Forward. 
 
    As we have contemplated in the course of our journey through the artistic endeavours 
of humanity, it seems that the task is left for those who still keep and entertain a trace of 
sensitivity and love for life, beauty and all that is sensible and truly human; that is, the 
urgent task of being militants in the files of morality, aesthetics, and art. We must un-walk 
the way and reencounter the natural fountain of life which still vigorously stream 
underneath the rubble of this chaotic and disoriented society. To quote another ancient 
writer who gave some thought to the issue of beauty, Longinus in his book About the 
Sublime said: “Nature has not created man as a low and vile being… for which reason it 
made blossom in our souls a desire and longing for all that is great, and for all that is 
divine.”  
 
    José Ortega y Gasset, the Spanish philosopher, proposed in his works a “vital reason”, a 
reason with life as its foundation; and we propose as artists, a movement that can be called 
“Ars Vitalis”, a vital art based on the reality of the natural law, rooted in the foundations of 
life and its organic flow. Yes, Romanticism and all the panoply of avant-garde movements 
that sprang from it, had a strong case against the disproportioned emphasis given to 
reason by the rationalists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. They were also right 
to protest against the rigidity of norms and rules applied with superficial fidelity to the 
authority of the ancients; and denying the artist the use of the imagination and genuine 
spontaneity. Neither were they wrong in making an accurate diagnosis of the falsity and 
hypocrisy of the society of their time, which had made itself vain and superficial, and had 
turned art into mere entertainment, decoration and evasion of the true issues of life. Not to 
mention the terrible horror, which finally brought them to the most deplorable of 
barbarities in The First World War. Paraphrasing A. Solzhenitsyn: “A society which gave 
itself over to insanity through self-mutilation, due to a mental eclipse of the leaders of 
Europe, that can be attributed to the loss of their conviction that a supreme power existed 
over them.”  
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    But this genuine impetus of the avant-garde artists, and their desire to bring a renewal, 
became ill-fated because they did not realize that the problem was not that Aristotle had 
implanted some arbitrary norms for the writing of a good tragedy or that Polyclitus, 
Longinus and others had imposed capricious rules and norms for the elaboration of a 
work of art. These thinkers and artists simply noted that the application of such natural 
norms would produce good and astounding results, and that therefore, the most logical 
and convenient thing would be to make them into normative rules. The error of the 
Middle Ages and Classicism was to believe that those norms had to be rigidly and 
inexorably applied because the authority of the ancients had decided so. As Ignacio de 
Lujan pointed out, not only Homer but also Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides had 
existed and written their magnificent works before Aristotle had written his poetic rules. 
 
    In conclusion, the major problem was not that the artists of the eighteenth century with 
their rationalist impulse, began to eliminate from their canvases, sculptures, buildings and 
museums, all the hosts of Christian angels, the saints, the crosses, the Madonnas, and God 
himself; but that with their attitude they uprooted the spirituality of the European 
Continent and disenchanted the world. Thus, modern Western humanity was deprived of 
the transcendental and supernatural; of the God of Christianity, of course, but also of the 
Greek and Roman gods and goddesses, of the nymphs, the fawns, the dragons, the 
gnomes, the naiads and the tritons. In short, art was deprived of the use of the imagination 
and of faith, which is what most of the artistic avant-garde movement opposed and 
struggled against. Kandinsky expressed it in his own words at the beginning of the 
twentieth century: “We must destroy the soulless rationalist life of the nineteenth century; 
and build the life of the soul and the spirit of the twentieth century.”  
 
    Given then, that already all, or almost all the solid and sensible foundations of human 
life have been deconstructed, desecrated and abolished, we must rebuild again, although 
not in the manner of the classicist period with its superficial, decorative, and merely 
evasive luxury of the Parisian salons of old. Nor should we go back in a rigid and arbitrary 
manner to the imposition of rules and norms. For, as we have seen, it was in the arduous 
task, in the natural flow of the creative work and the free use of the imagination, that little 
by little the rules and norms were uncovered. And, to the artists' astonishment and 
surprise, as those rules were naturally applied, the artistic works flowered and rose as 
marvellous and sublime creations.  

 
    Let us accept at this gloomy of hours, the task of the formation of the spirit, of being a 
guide and light as it corresponds to art and beauty and the creative endevour. Let us 
contribute with the noble and delicate labour of the Muses to re-enchant the world and 
rediscover the human being, depersonalized and lost in the tangle of the new ideologies 
that have forcefully emerged with the advent of modernity. We must arm ourselves with 
courage, walk the path of beauty, imagination and art; and provide a platform of creation, 
learning, reflection and debate, a forum for reasonable, quiet and respectful dialogue. We 
must unearth from the rubble the soul and the spirit that has been swiped from the 
Western horizon, cultivate and allow the Humanities to flower again. But let us not forget  
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that for this endeavour to be fruitful, we must give ourselves to it with the love and 
enthusiasm that was formerly attributed to the searchers of truth. Essential quality that 
will incentivize the love for beauty, its contemplation, practice and cultivation; and which, 
at the same time, will revive the love for the disciplines of the spirit. “A life without 
examination is not worth living” is the maxim attributed to Socrates and the philosophers 
of antiquity. And it is our aim to recapture not only this maxim but also its spirit; we must 
not accept the hedonistic and materialistic approach to life as the only one certain and 
natural to the human condition. As Carlos Garcia Gual says in his commentary on the 
dialogues of Plato: “Philosophy is born from that profound, inescapable desire for 
transcendence which dwells in the most hidden part of the human soul, and which makes 
man the contradictory being that he is, anchored on earth and directed towards heaven.”  
 
     Despite the fact that we may only be a few, and that this endeavour seems to be an un-
useful one, let us advance firmly and guide others in this critical task of recovering the 
spirit and returning to the natural sources of life, all of life. Regardless of all that has been 
attempted and said in these ill-fated times, man is not only a homo consumericus, nor a 
simple culmination of atoms, nor a mere superior beast in the animal kingdom, nor much 
less, a sophisticated machine susceptible to all types of manipulation. No, the human 
being is a person with obvious and specific rational, physical, affectionate, intellectual, creative, 
emotional, and spiritual characteristics and qualities. Let’s return, therefore, to Ars Vitalis. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
          
 


