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A Study of “The Moon and Sixpence”
in Maugham’s quest for beauty
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“Strickland is very ill. He may be dying. He is alone in a filthy attic,
and there is not a soul to look after him. I want you to let me bring him
here.”®
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“I'm frightened of him. I don’t know why, but there’s something in
him that terrifies me. He’ll do us some great harm. I know it. I feel
it. If you bring him here it can only end badly.”®
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“Haven’t you been in bitter distress once when a helping hand was
held out to you? you know how much it means. Would’t you like to do
someone a good turn when you have the chance?”®
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“I don’t know what happened to me. I was just going to make a great
hole in the picture, I had my arm all ready for the blow, when suddenly
I seemed to see it.”

“See what?”

“The picture. It was a work of art. I couldn’t touch it. I was afraid.”

Stroeve was silent again, and he stared at me with his mouth open
and his round blue eyes starting out of his head.

“It was a great, a wonderful picture. I was seized with awe. I had
nearly committed a dreadful crime. I moved a little to see it better, and
my foot knocked against the scraper. I shuddered.”*
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but the place where Strickland lived had the beauty of the Garden of
Eden. Ah, I wish I could make you see the enchantment of that spot,
a corner hidden away from all the world, with the blue sky overhead
and the rich, luxuriant trees. It was a feast of colour. And it was
fragrant and cool. Words cannot describe that paradise. And here he
lived, unmindful of the world and by the world forgotten. I suppose to
European eyes it would have seemed astonishingly sordid. The house
was dilapidated and none too clean. Three or four natives were lying
on the verandah. You know how natives love to herd together. There
was a young man lying full length, smoking a cigarette, and he wore

nothing but a pareo.”®
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“You have had a long journey. It is fitting that the bearer of impor-
tant tidings should be rewarded. Take this picture. It means nothing
to you now, but it may be that one day you will be glad to have it.”®
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now he was seized by an overwhelming sensation as he stared at the
painted walls. He knew nothing of pictures, but there was something
about these that extraordinarily affected him. From floor to ceiling the
walls were covered with a strange and elaborate composition. It was
indescribably wonderful and mysterious. It took his breath away. It
filled him with an emotion which he could not understand or analyse.
He felt the awe and the delight which a man might feel who watched
the beginning of a world. It was tremendous, sensual, passionate ; and
yet there was something horrible there, too, something which made him
afraid. It was the work of a man who had delved into the hidden depths
of nature and had discovered secrets which were beautiful and feaful
too. It was the work of a man who knew things which it is unholy for
men to know. There was something primeval there and terrible. It was
not human. It brought to his mind vague recollections of black magic.
It was beautiful and obscene.

“Mon Dieu, this is genius.”

The words were wrung from him, and he did not know he had
spoken.”
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“But if I weren’t personally concerned I should be sorry at the waste.
It seems a rotten thing that a man should make such a hash of life.”

I wondered if Abraham really had made a hash of life. Is to do what
you most want, to live under the conditions that please you, in peace
with yourself, to make a hash of life ; and is it success to be an eminent
surgeon with ten thousand a year and a beautiful wife? I suppose it
depends on what meaning you attach to life, the claim which you
acknowledge to society, and the claim of the individual. But again I

held my tongue, for who am I to argue with a knight?®
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She is sensual and emotional, and this often leads to tragedy.
Although Blanche is the catalyst which brings about a flowering of

Strickland’s genius, she is a constant threat to his art.
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In his treatment of sex and the artist, Maugham adheres to the
widespread tradition in artist novels that a woman can inhibit and
destroy the artist. Throughout Strikland’s development as a painter,
sexual passion and love represent a form of bondage from which, for
the sake of his painting, he must remain free. For him, life is not long
enough for both love and art :®
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“When a woman loves you she’s not satisfied until she possesses your
soul. Because she’s weak, she has a rage for domination, and noting
less will satisfy her. She has a small mind, and she resents the abstract
which she is unable to grasp. She is occupied with material things, and
she is jealous of the ideal. The soul of man wanders through the
uttermost regions of the universe, and she seeks to imprison it in the
circle of her account-book. Do you remember my wife? I saw Blanche
little by little trying all her tricks. With infinitc patience she prepared
to snare me and bind me. She wanted to bring me down to her level ;

she cared nothing for me, she only wanted me to be hers. She was
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willing to do everything in the world for me except the one thing I

wanted : to leave me alone.”®®
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“I asked him if he was happy with Ata.
“‘She leaves me alone,” he said. ‘She cooks my food and looks after
her babies. She does what I tell her. She gives me what I want from
a woman. "V
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The Summing Up TR T3,

Most people live haphazard lives subject to the varying winds of
fortune. Many are forced by the situation in which they were born and
the necessity of earning a living to keep to a straight and narrow road
in which there is no possibility of turning to the right or to the left.

Upon these the pattern is imposed. Life itself has forced it on them.
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There is no reason why such a pattern should not be as complete as that
which anyone has tried self-consciously to make. But the artist is in a
privileged position. I use the word artist, not meaning to attach any
measure of value to what he produces, but merely to signify someone
who is occupied with the arts. I wish I could find a better word. Creator
is pretentious and seems to make a claim to originality that can seldom
be justified. Craftsman is not enough. A carpenter is a craftsman, and
though he may be in the narrower sense an artist, he has not as a rule
the freedom of acction which the most incompetent scribbler, the
poorest dauber, posseses. The artist can within certain limits make
what he likes of his life. In other callings, in medicine for instance or
the law, you are free to choose whether you will adopt them or not, but
having chosen, you are free no longer. You are bound by the rules of
your profession ; a standard of conduct is imposed upon you. The
pattern is predetermined. It is only the artist, and maybe the criminal,
who can make his own.®?
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