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IOl start with a description of where | am right now astewiis lecture:

Outside my window, it is morning, quiet and sunny. | can hear crowisgamwthe
nearby park and the sun is gleaming gold in a blue sky patterned by thin aiaLisihart
parallel jet trails slowly growing softer. Ivy hangs over the gandall and within its
patterns | notice a small and rapid movement. It is the charickgrfof a Wren,
perhaps the smallest species of British birds. Rays of sunlighbptache form of a

spiderOs web.

In Charles Baudelaire©$846 essay for the Paris salon he famously wrote:

Osince all centuries and al peoples have had their own formhauty, so

inevitably we have ours..O

CHARLES BAUDELAIRE

He also wrote:



O all forms of beauty E contain an element of the eternal andn element
of the transitory B of the absolute and the particular. Abseite and
eternal beauty does not exist, or rather it is only an abstraion skimmed

from the general surface of different beauties.O

There is more, but for simplicityOs sake, and to keegettigé introductory, | think we
can useBaudelaireOsvords as a point from which to look back before and after 1846 to

grasp a basic framework concerning matters of beauty and art.

Note that, in the two quotes froBaudelaire, the first speaks of History and the second

of Theory.

LetOs start with the history, which may be simpler, and &ftiewheory to intervene

where and when necessary.

Historically speakindaudelaire is aRomantic, though in this essay he is outlining a

new modern art based on Realism. His poetry is also, at tBygesolist.




REALISM (Gustave Courbet)

We can think of all these ISMs as kinds of beauty perhaps. And hdeameour fist
lesson that Bin the modern era at least b there is no sinquér bet a history of

competing notions of beauties.

In the modern era, artists are freed from academic rulesaafypband free to suggest
their own. In his 1846 ess®audelaire is making that point by saying every century and
every people has its beauty, now Bhe challenges the artists of madefd ®hat is

ours?

Meanwhile, it also becomes apparent from this point, particukdtlythe advent of
Realism that a modern artist may have new ideas about what is beautifedjior to feel

that art may have nothing to do with beauty at all.

If this is the case then we must turn to the pre-modern woddapre-modern art in
search of a more certain foundation for any casual assumption cogctrailink

between art and beauty.

Baudelaire was writing in 1846, in a f9Century modern city that knew industry,
railways, and photography. If we look back beforeRrench Revolution of 1789 we
find a time when the aristocracy and church, military and monatithiyedd significant

power over what was yet to become a modern democratic state.



For this culture beauty seems to us less pluralised. Tastdom@inated byRococo
prettinessBaroque complexity, oMNeoclassicakeverity. The rules of beauty were
strictly taught inAcademiesthat looked back to the classical ideal and insisted students
only copy from past masters of tRenaissanceor the original Greek and Roman
achievements. This taste for the classical past was fustlddcoveries unearthed by the
new science of archaeology and theorised by other knew sciencesistast and

Aesthetics.

ROCOCO (Lancret)



BAROQUE

NEOCLASSICAL PAINTING (J.L. David)

All of this was framed by the overarching projecEoilightenment, according to which
the age immediately preceding the modern world placed ultiragkeii knowledge,
science and experiment, coming to feel it could know all, andylkeg down an

understanding of all, in books and encyclopaedias.



Aesthetics at this time, was therefore, nothing less than a sciertoeanity, something

which today we might consider a misguided ambition.

But one thing seems clear and simple, beRardelaireOs time the artist and art theorist
associated beauty with the past. The academies trained and tdigghtreat an
exceptional form of beauty had been achieved in the classicaieradiscovered by
Italian Renaissance artists, so they should travel to the Mediterranéavitaess it first

hand, or meanwhile learn by copying casts and prints of what they weuldese.

CLASSICAL TASTE, AND THE RENAISSANCE MODEL



BaudelaireO4846 text however, inspired by the rebellious breakthroughs of
Romanticism which had emerged fro the revolution, encourages artists to seek and

produce the beauty of their own time and place:

(he old tradition has been lostO B he says Oand the new one

not yet established.O

Unlike the academyBaudelaire cannot tell his readers what beauty is, but encourages
them to forge it, to invent it from the unprecedented environmeheofdwn modern
city, their immediate surroundings. The exciting promise of this exmanstion is very

different from the restrictive rules of the academy.

But we can gain another glimpse of a restrictive and prescrigipm®ach to beauty and
aesthetics if we fast-forward to the mid"20entury wherHitler®s National Socialism

dictated its ideas of beauty to the people of Germany,

National Socialismof the 1930s ad 40s insists upon a retuideoclassicismmore
severe than ever, in which the human form is always clagspaitect and youthful,

often presented as an earnest warrior or versions of an ideamamfamily.



GERMAN PAINTING APPROVED BY NAZI-ISM AND SCULPTURE BY ARNO
BREKER

Hitler staged two exhibitions which German citizens felt compellettéad making
them the most visited blockbusters in art history. In one he displagestolesome and
militaristic German Art weOve just seen -featuring musadaiiors and perfect Arian
families against a backdrop of National landscape- in the otheahiéyarranged all the
subversive experiments of modern artists, often Jewish, Commurisgven from

countries that would soon be GermanyOs enemies in war.



HITLER ENTERING THE ODEGENERATE ART EXHIBITIONO

Examples oDadaism, Expressionism, Futurism and Constructivisnwere arranged
so as to prove they were the work of OdegeneratesO i.e. pmiieohind and body

who must not be allowed to corrupt the proud purity of the German péoplagh art.

So today, when we ask the question of beauty we have these pre-moaéem and
anti-modern footsteps to guide us, but still the answer is broadwasideslOur current
ideas of beauty may take an interest in African or Asian idebsanfty, in hand made or
highly technologised images, in works from the present or from thewsakts valued
perhaps for theiwabi- Sabi aesthetic drawn from Japan in which an object is revered
for modest signs of deterioration and the effects of passingButeve might be just as
likely to look to the spectacles of the catwalk and to consuménisearch of what we

might call beauty today.



WABI-SABI

THE CATWALK CONSUMERISM (APPLE STORE)

In a plural,Post-Modern age of conflicting values, virtual images, proliferating
reproductions, and archives, we have also fallen in love with histotlyat many of the

artists inNewspeak-the cutting-edge show of new art recently held aStuwchi



Gallery- were deeply involved with anachronistic processes, ymitigas and imagery

drawn often from the distant past.

PABLO BRONSTEIN in Newspeak
The most obvious and populist examples of this tendency can be found in ourtgympat

for the Black and White photograph or typewritten page which both atagmigmatic

and indexical charm that seems to elude more current processes.

B&W PHOTOGRAPHY (William Klein)



TYPEWRITTEN POEM (Pablo Neruda)

But perhaps it is insufficient to merely expand and pluralise ouomofi beauty across

cultures and times because the peculiar question Owhat is beantiyR@scto trouble us.

Baudelaire referred to it, hinting at the possible answer when he said:

OAIl forms of beauty contain an element of the eternal and an
element of the transitory B of the absolute and the partidar.
Absolute and eternal beauty E is only an abstraction

skimmed from the general surface of different beautie®



HereBaudelaire Bin a few short sentences b is alluding to an entire age ofgjebate
theories and theses concerning the nature of beanlightenment Europe seems to
have desired to know allhe Encyclopaediais evidence of this, as knowledge and
knowing were increasingly placed above all other values and pursuits. Anehget a
science of beauty was attempted it seems to have contradictpdojers, as if proving
only that beauty is always something that precisely cannot be grasgeaiaor Bthough

it is certainly experienced.

Amid the pragmatic possibilities emerging from the proud new s@ebeauty remained
an enigmatic element, elusive and beguiling, introducing elements eftaimty and
judgement into schemas that sought clear and provable explanationarifirtgs of
Kant, Hegel, Burke, Shaftesburyand others do their best to reconcile the problem of
why beauty may be both subjective and personal and at the same tima obaike or

appeal to universal judgement.

In carefully mapping human consciousness tl@sghtenment thinkers take pains to
list and categorise different kinds of sensual response accordirggitnae of the senses

- OAestheticsO

One example of the way in which they attempt to clarify is thendigon they make
between The Beautiful®and what they callf@e SublimeO-an idea that underpins

Romanticism.



ROMANTICISM & THE SUBLIME (Caspar David Friedrich)

The 19" Century French writeéBtendahl a contemporary &audelaire- was perhaps

wiser than 18 century Aestheticians when he simply claimed that beauty was:

(Ea promise of happinessO

i.e. not happiness itself, but its promise, a special elemédif¢ ithat is always beyond

our reach. Irtendahl®sxample we see beauty not as a thing, not even as a perception,
feeling or phenomenon, but only as that which taunts, tempts and eludBsussthe

flower is most beautiful when we pass it by rather than when wé pluértists

however (always closely associated with beauty) may not be guilpuakidgO flowers

at all. Their role is to merely mirror the world not clainfioit themselves.



STENDAHL

European art in the Y9Century modern period shrugged-offAsademic duty to

perpetuate values of the classical past and, fnopnessionism through toCubism and
Expressionism modern artists, no-longer tethered by a responsibility to an a@adem
notion of beauty, found new purposes in examining light, psychology and the mechanism

of art itself.



IMPRESSIONISM (Claude Monet) EXPRESSIONISM (Edvard Munch)

CUBISM (Georges Braque)

As we saw above, many of these modern art experiments were deyiNadism
However, thinkers lik&Valter Benjamin -and theDADAIsts he admired- regarded
Nazismas an Qaestheticisation of politicsO to which the best respeysdebided b was
to politicise aesthetic®ADA thus proclaime®Beauty Is Deaddhd the association

between art and politics that we continue to live with today was inatgglr



POLITICS AESTHETICISED (Nazi Rally)

AESTHETICS POLITICISED (Dada Exhibition)

In this inter-war period we finBADA-esque art likélarcel DuchampOiotorious
Fountain which claimed art need no-longer concern itself withQhetinal@e. the eye.
For Duchamp, the artwork should above all be a vehicle for progressive andnatag

thought, and Obeauty® would only get in the way of this aim.



DUCHAMPOSFountain

In the same period we also searrealist beauty, defined thus:

Oas beautiful as the chance encounter of a sewing machine

and an umbrella on an operating tableO.



SURREALISM (Man Ray)

High Modernists of the 1920s and 30s increasinglystract art down to a simple but
heroic system of generic principles; principles of form and c@ppticable to artists,
designers and architects hopeful of collectively building a modern Wortdmodern

principles.

BAUHAUS ART & DESIGN (Josef Albers)



BAUHAUS DESIGN

Here we find a modern beauty arising form a further rejectidhe past, particularly a
rejection of any fuss and decoration, illusion or deceit assdamtk Rococo, Baroque
or Neoclassicabtyles. The beauty of the new world and international modern
architecture would be its functional simplicity and the undisguised ¢futtodern
materials. This would be a universal beauty, allowing the whol&lwmbecome modern

in appearance and lifestyle through the application of design.

Before we end by making some concluding remarks and introducing the chéloe of
for the afternoon session we should quickly consRiest-Modern approaches to beauty
and also return to an important distinction arising fa8fh Century Enlightenment
Aesthetics The distinction betweedthe beautiful@ndOthe sublimefas a lasting

currency that means that we must be aware of it.



We saw the appeal tiie sublimeappear briefly in the slide @aspar David Friedrich
and if we look elsewhere Romanticism we can again see the appeal of things we
might think of as awesome rather than beautiful. Here are spameples from

Gericault andTurner.

ROMANTICISM (ThZodore Gericault)

ROMANTICISM (J.M.W. Turner)

Another way of clarifying the distinction is to return to my dggon of where | am

right now as | write this lecture.



Outside my window, it is morning, quiet and sunny. | can hear crowisgawthe
nearby park and the sun is gleaming gold in a blue sky patterned by thin aiaLisiart
parallel jet trails slowly growing softer. lvy hangs over the gandall and within its
patterns | notice a small and rapid movement. It is the chartickgrfof a Wren,

perhaps the smallest species of British birds.

Rays of sunlight pick out the form of a spiderOs web.



Given the analytic schema 8" Century Aestheticsl can try to divide this experience
into elements of the sublime and elements of the beautiful. rMakness, the perfect
form and sweetness of the Wren would give me an emotionalahdlivould
undoubtedly be described as beautiful. The skyOs reassuring blue and brigigtitess
also be described as beautiful, but its enormity, suggested byrhdrf#ting clouds that
make me think of passing time and great distances, are ikbly categorised as

sublime.

Thesublimeis an experience which is sensually moving but arises from thinfsave
and admire rather than from things we find agreeable, sweetctheftermed and

manageable.

Thesublime, is that which moves us precisely because it reveals our tpabiknow, to
grasp or apply standards of perception and form. The sky is infmit&y its brightness
and blue colour make it reassuring, but if it should turn dark, #weatn, become windy
and perhaps threaten a storm, my response will continue to betiaestisensual but
turn to a sense of awe, intimidation, which mixes a kind of tuniél admiration with a

fear that | cannot be sure where this might end or what might hapgén

Thus, the spiderOs web may please me with the beauty of iténgpdrabile geometry
but the spider itself provokes a sublime response. The spider may magdéke a
stormy sky but we have a similar sublime response because, agaimn@epredict its

progress or intention and we fear its inhuman speed and mobilitye3pense to the



spider, like the response to the storm, mixes fear with a kitididfbhence the
popularity of so many shock, horror, disaster and suspense movies, onéhiea

hobby of storm-chasing.

Today of course, we are post moderiiPost-Post-Modernartists able to pick and
choose from the library of isms and beauties; mixing and scratckeBJs from the
archive of possibilities gathered by history. ForE#eDAists beauty was dead but for an
artist likeRobert Mapplethorpe working in the 1980s and cultivating space for a new
political body of outwardly gay men beauty needed to be rekindled, put baic& on
agenda of post modern art from a new perspective. VWD@ee Hickeytheorised this
(Return of BeautyOn his bookThe Invisible Dragon Meanwhile Gregory
Crewdson04990s photographs perhaps contribute Post-Modern, rathersuburban

sublime.

ROBERT MAPPLETHORPE GREORY CREWDSON



In one day of touring exhibitions last week | saw a hugely enlarged humnlatoske
suspended in the gallery space Anel AbdessemedatParasolUnit London) ,

evoking more sublime feelings than beautiful responses. In the next skaia

Gallery (Angel, London) | saw elements of 2@entury design laid out iitrines, all
magically graced with the aesthetic of the recent past usingeifbats and black and
white photographs that always charmed the eye. In the next showishéasmtes

Turrell (atGagosian,Kings Cross,London) seemed to have separated beauty out from
every other concern or concept in his art, surrounding the audience véthghirand
colour that brought beaming smiles to the faces of everyone who exgperieas if

StendahlOspomise of happinessO had just been delivered.

JAMES TURRELL

Tokyo Sonata the film | have chosen to complement this lecture - sklsak scenario,

perhaps appropriate for this week of bad economic news in BilitaénJapanese



recession, an unemployed man pretends to go out to work every day taimiaigt
dignity and keep bad news from his family. There is something sublmét the way
the city and the economy engulf us at such times, like weathenihoch there is no
escape. The man is reduced from a proud office worker and familyarbe task of
cleaning toilets. The family seems to be breaking up. The edestolunteers for the
American armed forces. The manOs wife is abducted by a despifaand driven to the
sea where she experiences a change of mind when faced with theessyidice of the
ocean and the night. And something shines through all this as beautifalunexpected
ambitions of the couple®s young son to master classical piano.fimthigink we can
gain a good sense of todayOs Post-Modern balance bétedssautiful and the

sublime.

TOKYO SONATA (directed by Kiyoshi Kurosawa)



CONCLUSION (moral aspects of beauty)

The beautiful may have no apparent utility, no function or purpose, howedark

times the beautiful can emerge from sublime.or even rescue ufeauty provides us
with a moral impetus to save and protect, to be sensitive. Whéolda tiny bird in our
hand we feel a duty to preserve it. In dark and stormy timesetietiful might remind us
of our duty to live well, to maintain standards and dignity againsidals. Because the
beautiful assures us tat life is worth living and living as aglwe can. The world or the
family are worth saving. In the figure of a child we can perlapays find a promise.
While between the dark failings of the modern world faith is istdésted in an enduring
idea of classical beauty. We findTiokyo SonatavhatBaudelaire described as a beauty
that is both enduring and transitory, not as something galsaluteandeternal but
skimmed from the general surfaceof everyday life, treasured, protected and nurtured,
perpetuated by us, as individuals and collectives, never taken foedjtarttactively

preserved and cultivated in our actions, opinions, and way of life.

END



