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When the baby is born there is no place 
to put it: it is born, it will in time die, 
therefore there is no sense in enlarging 
the world by so many miles and minutes 
for its accommodation. A temporary scaf-
folding is set up for it, an altar to ephem-
erality -- a permanent altar to ephemer-
ality. This altar is the Myth. The object 
of the Myth is to give happiness: to help 
the baby pretend that what is ephemer-
al is permanent. It does not matter if in 
the course of time he discovers that all is 
ephemeral: so long as he can go on pre-
tending that it is permanent he is happy.

As it is not one baby but all babies which 
are laid upon this altar, it becomes the 
religious duty of each to keep on pretend-
ing for the sake of all the others, not for 
himself. Gradually, when the baby grows 
and learns why he has been placed on 
the altar, he finds that he is not partic-
ularly interested in carrying on the pre-
tence, that happiness and unhappiness 
are merely an irregular succession and 
grouping of moments in him between his 
birth and his death.



Yet he continues to support the Myth for 
others’ sake, and others continue to sup-
port it for his. The stronger grows the 
inward conviction of the futility of the 
Myth, the stronger grows the outward 
unity and form of the Myth. It becomes 
the universal sense of duty, the ethics 
of abstract neighbourliness. It is the re-
pository for whatever one does without 
knowing why; it makes itself the why. 
Once given this function through univer-
sal misunderstanding, it persists in its 
reality with the perseverance of a ghost 
and continues to demand sacrifices. It is 
indifferent what form or system is given 
to it from this period to that, so long as it 
be given a form and a system by which it 
may absorb and digest every possible ac-
tivity; and the grown-up babies satisfy it 
by presenting their offerings as system-
atized parts of a systematized whole.

The Myth may collapse as a social whole; 
yet it continues by its own memory of 
itself to impose itself as an aesthetic 
whole. Even in this day, when the social 
and historical collapse of the Myth is



commonly recognised, we find poets and 
critics with an acute sense of time devot-
ing pious ceremonies to the aesthetic vi-
tality of the Myth, from a haunting sense 
of duty which they call classicism. So 
this antiquated belief in truth goes on, 
and we continue to live. The Myth is the 
art of living. Plato’s censorship of poets 
in the interests of the young sprang from 
a realization of the fact that poetry is in 
opposition to the truth of the Myth: I do 
not think he objected to poetry for the 
old, since they were nearly through with 
living. 

Painting, sculpture, music, architecture, 
religion, philosophy, history and science 
-- these are essentially of the Myth. They 
have technique, growth, tradition, uni-
versal significance (truth); and there is 
also a poetry of the Myth, made by anal-
ogy into a mythological activity. Mytho-
logical activities glorify the sense of duty, 
force on the individual a mathematical 
exaggeration of his responsibilities. 



Poetry (praise be to babyhood) is essen-
tially not of the Myth. It is all the truth 
it knows, that is, it knows nothing. It is 
the art of not living. It has no system, 
harmony, form, public significance or 
sense of duty. It is what happens when 
the baby crawls off the altar and is ‘Re-
solv’d to be a very contrary fellow’ -- re-
solved not to pretend, learn to talk or 
versify. Whatever language it uses it 
makes up as it goes and immediately 
forgets. Every time it opens its mouth it 
has to start all over again. This is why 
it remains a baby and dies (praise be to 
babyhood) a baby. In the art of not living 
one is not ephemerally permanent but 
permanently ephemeral. 

Because most people are not sufficiently 
employed in themselves, they run about 
loose, hungering for employment, and 
satisfy themselves in various supererog-
atory occupations. The easiest of these 
occupations, which have all to do with 
making things already made, is the mak-
ing of people: it is called the art of friend-
ship. So one finds oneself surrounded



with numbers of artificial selves contest-
ing the authenticity of the original self; 
which, forced to become a competitive 
self; ceases to be the original self, is, like 
all the others, a creation. The person, 
too, becomes a friend of himself. He no 
longer exists.

Words have three historical levels. They 
may be true words, that is, of an intrin-
sic sense; they may be logical words, that 
is, of an applied sense; or they may be 
poetical words, of a misapplied sense, 
untrue and illogical in themselves, but of 
supposed suggestive power. The most the 
poet can now do is to take every word he 
uses through each of these levels, giving 
it the combined depth of all three, forc-
ing it beyond itself to a death of sense 
where it is at least safe from the perju-
ries either of society or poetry.



Laura Riding (1901-1991) was a unique writer 
in search of the unreal poetic self caught in 
the “insidious, civilized traffic” of society.




