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Episode 92 – Natalie Frazier Allen – Art Empowerment 
 

The Disquieting Muses of the Space-Time Continuum 
 
And now a personal word, 
 
Among the books I love most on my bookshelf is a worn softcover textbook called Arts & 
Ideas by William Fleming. I have the sixth edition published in 1980, two years before I 
was assigned the book in my Introduction to Art & Artists class my sophomore year in 
college. I still have it because I lived in a time when the books assigned to us in college 
were the most precious things we had as we started our adult lives. When I graduated, I 
had a duffle bag of clothes, a backpack with earmarked novels (Siddhartha, anyone?), 
and boxes of books and folders collected over four years of liberal arts study that has 
traveled with me since.  
 
Arts & Ideas is a masterwork of intellectual history, musicology, and art appreciation. It 
is a singular work that is breathtaking in its range, weaving together the arts, 
philosophy, science, politics, and the spirit of each age of human history. What makes it 
essential is its clarity of vision. The narrative explains works of art in the context of their 
time, as one would expect, but it does something more, something profound: it speaks 
poetically about the mystery of creation. From its first word to its last over several 
hundred pages, Fleming gets at the wonder of art. He compels us to play our part in a 
continuity of expression in which all of the past exists pregnant in the present.  
 
There are hundreds of images of paintings, sculpture, architecture, and musical notation 
in the book, but Fleming had to start with one work of art to begin his tale. I can imagine 
him considering the entire artistic canon of Western civilization. On page 1 he chooses 
Giorgio de Chirico’s 1917 painting Le Muse Inquitante or The Disquieting Muses. In 
Chirico’s painting, one sees three ancient Greco-Roman statues symbolizing the Muses, 
those conduits of creativity who preside over the arts. The painting is strange and 
enigmatic, with comical touches. One Muse has a balloon for a head. Another Muse is 
seated wearing a hat rack beside a red mask. A third, faceless Muse is in the back with 
arms pointing forward. The figures cast eerie shadows across an empty public square 
with a medieval castle, a modern factory, and a futuristic tower. The painting is a 
dreamscape of disturbance in time. 
 
Fleming is making clear with his choice that the arts are a metaphysical matter. The arts 
are disturbing. The artist channels forces that break into our event continuum. It can be 
volatile stuff. In 1957, Sylvia Plath wrote a poem also entitled “The Disquieting Muses,” 



 

 

 2    |    onlifeandmeaning.com 
 

inspired by Chirico’s painting that she described as “three terrible, faceless dressmakers’ 
dummies in classical gowns, seated and standing in weird, clear light.” Plath commented 
that the three Muses in the painting suggest the Three Fates who weave the destinies of 
men and women and the three witches in Macbeth. Plath’s poem is a haunting lament in 
which she suggests she is surrounded by otherworldly company, distorted muses who 
are visitors from a world of madness. 
 
Fleming quoted the French philosopher Henri Bergson who described time as “the 
continuous progress of the past, which gnaws into the future, and which swells as it 
advances.” We see links from the Greeks to Plath to our own day in which artists 
confront constants and variables. Fleming wrote: 

Like the ancients, we marvel at the fertility of life, the miracle of birth, 
the process of growth and maturity, the experience of joy and sorrow, the 
mystery of death. Like the people of antiquity, we are attracted by the 
sights and sounds that delight the eye and ear; we wonder at the change of 
the seasons, the awesomeness of the seven seas, and the vast expanse of 
starry skies. Like the ancient Greeks, we still try to come to terms with our 
own inner nature, to adjust to society and become part of the social scene, 
and to speculate on our place in the universal scheme of things. 

What changes is invention. What changes is expression. We have tools and technology 
that our ancestors might have imagined but could not yet manifest. We can have any 
fact given to us by Alexa. We can travel to Mars. We can extend life. But our concerns 
remain the same. 
 
At the end of Arts & Ideas, Fleming turns to the chaos of the current age and the 
vastness of choices that confront us. It is for the artist to “pursue the trivialities or 
sublimities of life, leap into the gaping void, wallow in the primordial ooze, or else create 
some mode of order in a world of arts and ideas.” It is through the mists of time that the 
artist seeks to envision the invisible and understand the unintelligible. I write this on a 
day in which a photograph of a black hole has been published for the first time. A day in 
which the New York Times reports “[t]he image, of a lopsided ring of light surrounding 
a dark circle deep in the heart of the galaxy … is a smoke ring framing a one-way portal 
to eternity.”    
 
Natalie Frazier Allen invites young adults who have survived dysfunction and 
dislocation to confront chaos. She invites them to reach into the void. She invites them 
to give birth to a dancing star.  
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