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Editor’s note: This is a
transcript of a lecture given on the campus of a private college in
the late 1980s. When it
came into our possession, we first tried to contact Prof. Van Lorn in
order to arrange with him the publication of this transcript. That is
when we learned that the professor had passed away in 1996. His
nearest living kin, a second cousin, was not interested in
participating in what he considered “the ramblings of a man who
would have made a much better priest than professor, had he taken my
advice,” and signed a waiver allowing us to publish this
lecture as it is now presented.

Dr.
Van Lorn was a professor of art history for more than 40 years,
serving at two different small private colleges, one in the midwest,
and the other in his homeland of Canada. This particular lecture was
given after he had retired from the midwestern school. Apparently he
was visiting friends in the town where this college is located and,
at the request of the head of the art department, agreed to speak to
this class, an Introduction to Art class. At the conclusion of his
remarks, applause is heard on the tape for more than two minutes.







Flying
Through The Flame Of Creativity





The
purpose of today’s talk is to try and dissuade you from
becoming an artist. If I cannot talk you out of a life spent in the
arts, then take this as a warning of what lies ahead.

 

You
notice I do not say “a career in the arts.” A career is
something you slip on in the morning as you would a coat, and then
hang it up again when you arrive home in the evening. A career is
something you can change or modify as you like. A career has a
beginning and an ending. In a career you work in order to live, and
you strive to work hard in order that you may live well. 


 

A
life in the arts, on the other hand, is not a career but a calling.
It is what the ancients called a vocation. It is from the Latin word
vocatio,
meaning “summons” or “calling.” Imagine that
you receive a letter from an officer of the court instructing you to
appear before the judge on a certain day and at a specific time. You
would ignore such a letter, or summons, at your own peril. Life would
become very difficult for you if you chose to run from the summons.
You would not be a free man; you would always be on the run, looking
over your shoulder every minute to see if a policeman was about to
arrest you. It is far better to answer a summons than to run from it.

 

That
is the nature of a vocation or calling. You know what you must do,
even if you don’t want to do it. You know your life will be
miserable if you deny the vocation. But I am here today to tell you
that if you answer the call—as you surely must do if you indeed
hear such a call—your life will most likely be destroyed. 


 

Creativity
is both a grace and a curse. You cannot have one without embracing
the other as well. You might as well say you will only inhale and not
exhale oxygen. [Here a question is posed by a student, but is not
audible on the tape.] Yes, let me explain.

 

Creativity
as a grace. A grace is a privilege that is given to you, not earned
by you. It is set against the word “right.”  “Each
in his place, by
right, not grace,
shall rule his heritage” said Kipling. Again we look to the
Latin for the foundation of our word. Gratia
was used for “favor,” “charm,” and “thank
you.” In our usage, it most closely resembles “charm.”
Now, charm as a noun originally referred to a song or a chant. But as
a verb its original definition included “to affect by magic.”
If you charmed someone, you put them under a spell. It was something
that was done to
you. It was not something you could control, or even something you
asked for.  Again, in the 14th
century French language where we first find our word charm, it meant
the “endowing with supernatural powers.” If you charmed
someone, you used a magical spell to slip some supernatural power
inside of them. Thus we go from charm/gratia
to our current word grace. 


 

I
think we have all known artists who did not study to gain their
artistic skill. The jazz pianist, for example, who claims to not be
able to read a note of music. Or the sculptor who never took a single
class in three-dimensional art. These artists received their talent
through an act of grace. It was endowed to them, not earned. I guess
we can say that they truly lead a charmed life.

 

Creativity
as a curse. Again, we must reach beyond our current word—curse—for
a more foundational word. In this case, the foundation was built upon
the Latin “afflictus,” from which we derive our modern
“afflict,” meaning to distress so severely as to cause
permanent suffering. So we can say that being creative is both to be
affected by magic and afflicted with permanent suffering. Van Gogh
was such a person. He received by grace the skill to paint, but by
the curse of artistic talent he was driven to madness. You will
recall that in a fit of madness he sliced off part of his ear. At the
age of 37, with hundreds of magnificent paintings to his credit, of
which only one was purchased in his lifetime, Vincent Van Gogh walked
into a wheat field where his easel and paints awaited him, took out a
revolver, and shot himself in the chest. He died two days later.
Hundreds of psychologists have tried to determine the cause of Van
Gogh’s mental state. Was it related to an illness, such as what
is now called bi-polar disorder? Was it caused by his contracting
syphilis? Could it have been from swallowing lead-based paint? No
conclusion from the medical community has been reached. I would put
forth that Van Gogh’s mental state was due to the curse of
artistic talent which afflicted him with permanent suffering. 
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