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On the Beautiful and the Ugly 
 

Herman Parret 

(University of Leuven) 

 

1.  The question “what is beauty” has had since Plato a prominent 

place in Western philosophy. Yet aesthetics as a scientific, philosophical 

discipline having beauty as its object begins in the first half of the eighteenth 

century with Alexander Baumgarten who invents the concept aesthetica and 

establishes its domain of research. An important ambition of this new 

philosophical discipline consists in the construction of so-called “aesthetic 

categories”, “aesthetic values” or “aesthetic predicates”. Throughout the 

entire history of aesthetics the beautiful and the sublime have served as the 

central aesthetic categories. Thus the question was: under which condition 

can the predicate „beautiful‟ or „sublime‟ be ascribed to an object, a situation 

or an event? Furthermore, a problem was raised, which I will hereby 

particularly attend to, namely whether the ugly can be considered as an 

aesthetic category. Is there an aesthetic experience of the ugly? Or even: 

what is the relation between the ugly and the beautiful? 

One can indeed ask the pertinent question regarding the significance 

of such an abstract discussion about “aesthetic values”. One can above all 

have doubts about the relevance of aesthetic categories such as the beautiful 

and the sublime in relation to contemporary art or to the contemporary 

experience of art. Has the ugly maybe become the only valid aesthetic 

predicate in the guise of formlessness and the abject? However, both in the 

production and the theory of art, the decline of beauty is a certainty. Maybe, 

as Adorno has already argued, beauty – and then the “new beauty” – can 

only be approached by taking distance from the beautiful. This withdrawing 

beauty still fascinates: it haunts us constantly, it does not let go of us. After 

the nineteenth century, the ascension of the beautiful and the sublime 

follows Hegel, who is largely responsible for the idea of the „decline of 

beauty‟. But the destruction of beauty can be even more radical. There is a 

tendency nowadays to link the experience of the beautiful to a conservative 

political position, to the bourgeois culture, to a regressive social taste. The 

very idea of modernity would then be essentially linked to the condemnation 

of the beautiful as aesthetic value and norm. That is why it is maybe better 
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to no longer use the term „beautiful‟ altogether and that happens often 

nowadays. The term „beautiful‟ is being used less and less when visiting 

museums or listening to a concert, while the predicate interesting prevails 

upon beautiful. The times are long gone when Baudelaire proffered beauty 

as the only „right‟ label that could determine his love for art. 

This retreat is echoed in Paul Valéry‟s jest: “Beauty is a kind of 

death”. Antonin Artaud, together with the artists Soutine and Bacon, join 

forces and turn „beauty‟ into „cruelty‟ (cruauté) and sadomasochism. The 

most contemporary art certainly questions the existence, the significance 

and the value of the beautiful in favour of the new, the intense, the uncanny, 

as Deleuze writes somewhere. Our time concentrates on all sorts of 

mutations, our mentality has become time-sensitive and all this disputes the 

beautiful since beauty is unchanging and stable. Beauty is calm, serene and 

harmonious, and brings about only contemplation. From Breton to Lyotard, 

precisely this becomes a subject of a fundamental criticism. “Beauty will be 

convulsive or not at all”, writes Breton. The introduction of the unconscious 

welcomes us into the age of the Differend (le différend, Lyotard), including 

a revaluation of the instant and of instability, disorder and imperfection. 

Valéry concludes that aesthetics is no longer a science of the beautiful but it 

became a science of sensations, a science of a convulsive subjectivity whose 

sensitivity functions chaotically and is context-dependent. Indeed, contem-

porary art has subverted the classic aesthetics of the beautiful. However, this 

cannot result in an a priori, global and desperate renunciation of the idea of 

beauty. This problematisation described above raises new questions that I 

shall approach in the following. Is there a formless beauty? Does form-

lessness lead to ugliness? Can one aesthetically experience ugliness? 

 

2.  Firstly, I shall determine what beauty cannot be. A particularly 

fashionable and seductive yet suspicious conception of the beautiful is found 

in the sociology of taste, like the way Bourdieu elaborates it in his book 

Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste (1979). In this 

epoch-making study, Bourdieu is interested in the variety of things that are 

found beautiful. He explains the experience of beauty from the perspective 

of more global social phenomena. For instance, the greater the knowledge of 

art and its enjoyment, the higher the education and the social status. 

Bourdieu does not hesitate to return to his argument that aesthetic „taste‟ is 

nothing but a means for the social elite to display its superiority. He 

concludes that beauty is a political means that structures social relationships. 

Art enthusiasts in our society are thereby snobs manipulating a cruel thing in 
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order to exclude other people. But, against Bourdieu, the question can be 

asked whether everyone who is highly educated is also open to art. Are not 

things more complex than that? Furthermore, Bourdieu‟s sociology deals 

only with general models of reaction and not at all with individual 

experiences. The social distribution is not essential to the insight into the 

love for art but rather, I think, the psychological embedment of the feeling 

of beauty. 

Another exceptionally strong paradigm for the explanation of the 

„subjective‟ feeling for beauty is equally reductionist. It is the biological 

evolutionary perspective. Evolutionary biologists argue that the love of 

beauty is necessary for survival. Attachment to beauty benefits human self-

preservation and thereby it became a basic human skill. Think of the Venus 

of Urbino, of all the representations of Venus from the Renaissance, of all 

female figures that Titian painted. The allure of all these female bodies 

would be related to procreative mechanisms, just like the muscular athletic 

bodies of the representations of Apollo and Adonis attest to the virility of 

the fighter or the hunter, thus to the power of survival. This does not seem to 

be the case in a lot of contemporary art, like Bacon or Lucian Freud for 

instance, where the man-female contrast is settled so to speak. 

What is beauty then? Are there possible theories as alternatives to 

sociologism and biologism? In the following I shall discuss a few other 

theories of beauty: object- and subject-oriented theories on the one hand 

and, on the other hand, perspectives on beauty where sensibility and 

materiality play a central part as distinct from perspectives that appeal to the 

supersensible. 

Object-oriented theories of beauty attempt to conceptually grasp the 

„secret‟ characteristics of the beautiful. These are the theories of proportion, 

the perfect composition, the sinuous lines and the form- and function 

dialectics. They pretend to be objective. The doctrine of proportion, 

harmony, perfect symmetry, geometrical purity, of Pythagoras (the right 

angle, the bodily proportions) about Palladio (a column must be nine times 

higher than its width) up to Marilyn Monroe (the ideal breast circumference) 

are all doctrines that reduce the experience of beauty to a concept, to an 

insight in a relation according to a given ratio, to the insight into the 

structure of the cosmos in its entire ideality. Such aesthetics are called 

formal but there are many kinds of „formalisms‟ that are, for that matter, 

well matched. Generally, formalisms consider the essence of beauty as a 

characteristic of a holistic nature: beauty is the rule of the whole, of the 

combination of separate elements, of interrelations and juxtapositions within 
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the object. The particular elements must go hand in hand in a „composition‟ 

without losing their identity through their relationship to a totality. 

Functionalist theories of beauty are equally object-oriented and 

objectifying. A functionalist aesthetics teaches us that visual pleasure is 

found in the objects‟ adequate usability. According to functionalism, the 

integrity of an object consists in the perfect combination of form and 

function: the more the function determines the form, the more beautiful the 

object is. Such a theory of beauty pleads for the removal of all redundancies, 

for the purely decorative, for the elimination of everything that can seem 

frivolous, gracious, and elegant. This functionalist perspective is difficult to 

sustain. Duchamp‟s theory of the readymade argues that for the object to be 

seen as object of art it has to lose its function. A functionalist theory of art is 

also anti-intuitive: what about the beauty of colours? What is the function of 

colours in their combinations and abstraction? 

On the other hand, there are subject-oriented perspectives that 

highlight the subjective reaction of the one experiencing, cultivating and 

valuing the beautiful. The experience of beauty concerns the state of 

someone‟s mind
1
 (Gemüth). This subject-oriented aesthetics can be 

considered the „Copernican revolution‟ in the history of theories about 

beauty. It was Immanuel Kant and his Critique of Judgment (1790) that 

introduced this idea. The aesthetic experience, the intensity of the 

gratification, even the feeling of bliss (Kant speaks of Wohlgefallen, a state 

of being well-disposed) in the contact with natural beauty or with the beauty 

of an artwork become the theme of philosophical aesthetics. Kant is clear 

regarding this: an aesthetic experience is impossible without a feeling of 

gratification, without a special „mood‟ and this „mood‟ is intimate, personal, 

and subjective. Moreover, no moral or political engagement, no interests or 

any other desires may disturb this „mood‟. The reception of the latter 

condition, the disinterestedness, has been especially problematic. Nietzsche, 

for instance, considered it purely hypocritical and James Joyce, in his A 

Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, makes Stephen Daedalus reproach his 

friend Lynch: “I told you that one day I wrote my name in pencil on the 

backside of Venus of Praxiteles in the Museum. Was that not desire?” Kant, 

by contrast, will insist that the feeling of beauty has nothing to do with 

                                                 
1 Translator's note: the German term Gemüth is hereby translated as 'mind' just to follow the 
existing English translations of Kant's Third Critique. However, the meaning of this German 

word does not refer to concepts, knowledge or any determination about an object (as the word 

'mind' suggests) but rather to the mind's disposition, to the feeling of the mind's faculties caught 
in a reflexive stance, without an actual content. 
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desire. According to Kant, beauty frees us from the dungeon of desire while 

desire and beauty are of different orders. 

Being touched (Rührung) is thus central in this subject-oriented 

approach: beauty must move us to tears, it is in and through beauty that we 

discover our deepest „self‟ or, as Plotinus thought, “the divine in us”. Beauty 

leads to an „inner fusion‟, a fusion of what we actually are and what we 

should have been. No wonder that the romantics, since Schiller, have 

considered the feeling of beauty as the longing for subjective perfection: 

beauty leads to an „aesthetic paradise‟ which is actually the postulate of 

aestheticism: longing for beauty fills our entire existence. 

Within this subject-oriented paradigm another equally important 

polarity can be discovered, namely the one between theories of beauty that 

rest entirely on the subject‟s sensibility and theories of beauty that appeal to 

a capacity that allows us to „get in touch with‟ the supersensible. The fact 

that beauty is „the divine in us‟, as Plotinus argues, or that it leads to an 

„aesthetic paradise‟, points out that the kind of mind which experiences 

beauty is „directed‟ towards the supersensible that Kant stipulated as the 

idea that „transcends‟ all sensitivities and even some sensitivities that are 

transformed by the imagination. 

 

3.  In the following I take up the Kantian subject-oriented position 

and argue that beauty is the correlate of the mind determined by an intense, 

sensuous impression that brings pleasure and aims at a transcendental idea. 

This determination excludes some alternatives like, among others, all 

objectivist theories both formalistic and functionalistic but also theories of 

beauty where the dimension of pleasure is considered as exclusively 

sensuous. Now I would like to approach a somehow more difficult 

„category‟: the ugly. Is the ugly opposed to beauty? Does it make sense to 

speak about the beauty of the ugly or about the beautiful representation of 

the ugly? Is ugliness necessary in order to speak about the beautiful? In 

chapter V of his History of Beauty (2004) Umberto Eco discusses the so-

called „beauty of monsters‟. He returns to this subject in his more recent On 

Ugliness (2007) where he puts forward, next to an extended iconography of 

ugliness, a coherent philosophical theory that passes through the entire art 

history and philosophy of art until the present. Eco argues, among other 

things, that in many cultures the depictions of disfigured, horrifying beings 

(Priapos, the Minotaur, the Cyclopes) are positively valued. With Aristotle, 

he points out that art can also always depict ugly beings in a beautiful way 

and that it is precisely the beauty of the confrontation that makes the ugly 
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acceptable. He writes: "The Ugliness that repels us in nature exists, but it 

becomes acceptable and even pleasurable in the art that expresses and shows 

'beautifully' the ugliness of Ugliness." (Eco 2004, 133) The representation of 

the ugly can be extended: scenes of torture, agony and sorrow next to the 

monstrous and to the physical disfiguration. Still, the degree of acceptance 

of „beautiful‟ representations of such scenes seems to seriously differ: from 

the depiction of Satan or of a satyr to the photograph of a concentration 

camp or a video of the collapsing Twin Towers, it becomes more and more 

difficult to find these representations „beautiful‟. 9/ 11 was, according to 

Karlheinz Stockhausen, the most sublime spectacle ever – but he insulted 

everyone with this statement.  

Philosophers and especially theologians (in Antiquity and in the 

scholastic Middle Ages) conceived a theoretical explanation for the presence 

of the ugly in art, namely that the created universe is a whole that has to be 

valued in its totality. The Creation is seen as a whole where shadows make 

the light shine in a more beautiful manner and where the ugly belongs to a 

general order and it can accordingly look beautiful. Order may be beautiful 

in its totality but this order makes place for the monstrous that contributes to 

the balance within this order. According to this philosophical argumentation 

the universe‟s beauty increases due to the diversities. The ugly, the 

monstrous will keep on charming and fascinating. When moving from the 

representation of the ugly (the „beauty of the devil‟) to the representation of 

evil, a positive evaluation becomes more difficult but not completely 

impossible. The “aesthetics of evil” prevails at the end of the nineteenth 

century in the decadentism of, for instance, Oscar Wilde or in Arthur 

Rimbaud‟s radical “derangement of all the senses”. 

The aesthetic appreciation of ugliness remains controversial. It is all 

the more remarkable that very little philosophic research has been done on 

the aesthetic phenomena of ugliness. An exception is Karl Rosenkranz‟s The 

Aesthetics of the Ugly (or the despicable), published in 1853 (four years 

before Baudelaire‟s The Flowers of Evil). In this work Rosenkranz puts 

forward a dialectical, Hegelian approach to the ugly, completely in line with 

medieval holistic theology: no beauty without ugliness, no ugliness without 

beauty. Paradoxically, Rosenkranz was Kant‟s successor at the University of 

Köningsberg and still he breaks down the Kantian aesthetics at its 

foundation. Rosenkranz comes up with a phenomenology of ugliness: he 

brings together in a dialectical fashion the beauty of proportions and of 

general formalness and the formlessness or the absence of formalness. 

Surely this is orthodox Hegelianism: by introducing the aesthetic experience 
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in temporality, in historicity, in the dialectical history of humanity, the 

dualism of the beautiful and the ugly must come to an end. Rosenkranz 

explicitly relates ugliness, evil, and the diabolical. In a classic Hegelian 

gesture, the negative is sublated into the ugly. This is not my position but 

still, the aesthetics of Rosenkranz was well received. Indeed, this unique 

Aesthetic of the Ugly has a double significance. On the one hand it concerns 

an exceptionally systematic and strong theory where ugliness is related to 

the play of formalness and formlessness and, on the other hand, the ugly is 

set against a uniquely detailed phenomenology and is (partly) ratified with 

adjacent aesthetic categories like the vulgar, the base, the repulsive, the 

caricatural, the ghostly and so on. Rosenkranz does not hesitate at all: there 

surely is an aesthetic experience of the ugly. That this is so for Rosenkranz 

is coherent within a Hegelian aesthetics yet within the Kantian paradigm, to 

which I subscribe, the question remains whether a pure aesthetic experience 

of the ugly is possible. In the following I shall briefly examine the Kantian 

suspicions regarding this issue in order to subsequently look at the relevance 

of such a discussion for the comprehension of contemporary art production. 

 

4.  Each aesthetic category is not merely descriptive, it also includes 

an axiological value: it values either 'favourably' and positively or 

'unfavour-ably' and negatively. Some categories oscillate between the two 

values. Take 'nice', that is generally 'fairly positive' but often very quickly 

disappears and loses its value. The axiological values of these categories are 

often shifting and it is most of all difficult to weigh up their pros and cons. 

And still, it seems that the ugly has for everyone an unfavourable and 

negative value without any succession towards the positive. To say that an 

object is ugly does not just mean to affirm how an object is but what is its 

value. To predicate ugliness to an object is an aesthetic sentence. To say that 

an artwork is ugly is to argue that it failed due to some technical incapability 

or imperfection. Ugliness in nature is deemed as a mistake in the Creation. 

Consequently, an individual animal that is monstrous is considered as an 

exception within the species, as a failure of nature. 

My first conclusion is: it is impossible to make abstraction of the 

axiological character of the ugly. Ugliness is not a descriptive but an eval-

uative category and has a necessary affective meaning. In German hässlich 

means both 'hateful' and 'ugly' and also the etymology of the French laid 

shows that it comes from the German word leiden, to suffer. Already this 

etymology points out the great affective weight of the term French term laid. 

In Dutch too, lelijk, even in the most quotidian meaning, has an inauspicious 
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connotation. Ugliness is formless and lacks internal structure, balance and 

symmetry. The ugly is not complete, it deviates from the norm. This is how 

one grasps the meaning of ugliness. The predicate 'ugly' is also difficult to 

grasp from a logic point of view. The ugly is, logically, not the opposite of 

'beautiful' and that is why the ugly and the beautiful are not contradictory 

but rather logically antipodal: they exclude each other but they do leave the 

door open to neutral intermediary terms: 'not-beautiful' and 'not-ugly' do not 

coincide with 'ugly' or 'beautiful'. 

Another complex problem concerns the possibility of an aesthetic 

experience of the ugly. Kant does not provide an ultimate solution to this 

problem. The 'Analytic of the sublime' could provide a possible answer since 

in the experience of the sublime the imagination is hurt, and yet still there is 

pleasure. Pain mediates the pleasure that one experiences in the sublime. 

The experience of the sublime brings the mind into a state of tension and 

relaxation. What is significant is that even in this situation the mind is still 

able to have an aesthetic experience. Still, there is a border in the 'rape' of 

the imagination. One type of transgression is inadmissible and if this border 

is trespassed then the domain of the aesthetic is left behind. Here one has to 

take up the technical aspect of the Kantian argumentation. Kant distin-

guishes in the paragraph 26 of the Critique of Judgment between the 

monstrous (Ungeheuer) and the colossal (kolossalisch). The colossal, the 

monumental, the gigantic, the 'just too big' are still within the aesthetics of 

the sublime. Think of the immense dimensions of Christo's works that our i-

magination can hardly grasp. The colossal offers indeed a typical strategy 

for the sublime in contemporary arts. But opposed to that and on the other 

side of the border there is the monstrous. An object is 'monstrous' when, due 

to its formlessness, it completely paralyzes the mind. While the colossal 

incites a feeling of the sublime, the monstrous paralyzes and impairs the 

mind and this is precisely what the ugly does. Maybe there are degrees of 

ugliness but the 'ultimate ugliness', the monstrous eliminates even the 

possibility of an aesthetic experience. Thus, in the paragraph 26 of the 

Critique of Judgment one can find a criterion to distinguish the sublime 

from the ugly. The same distinction appears in Kant's Anthropology. Kant 

distinguishes between two sorts of 'magnitudes': the magnitudo reverenda 

and the magnitudo monstruosa. The magnitudo reverenda is a magnitude 

that compels respect like, for instance, in the passion of astonishment. This 

is exactly the kind of 'magnitude' whose effect is the sublime. The opposite 

of this is the magnitudo monstruosa – this is a 'magnitude' that brings about 

deterrence (Abschreckung), dread and a strong anxiety. Kant calls this, in 
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his Critique of Judgment, the monstrous (Ungeheuer) which destroys 

imagination and whose violence is so intense that the pain is unbearable. 

Here, there is no mediation of pain and pleasure like in the experience of the 

sublime. This is the domain of the 'ultimate ugliness', which is actually 

unimaginable and whose affective effect is disgust (Ekel) or loathing. 

But Kant is not always just as clear in the delineation of the sublime 

and the ugly. Yet an attentive reading of the Critique of Judgment and of the 

Anthropology allows me to formulate a double conclusion. First of all, as it 

has been shown hereby, the ugly cannot be conceived as contradictory to the 

beautiful but rather it has to be grasped in its relation to the sublime: the 

ugly is 'on the other side' of the sublime, beyond the sublime, as radically 

unconceivable and ungraspable by our representational faculties and our 

imagination. Consequently, there is no place for the very concept of an 

aesthetic experience of the ugly, not in Kant and at the same time not in 

classic aesthetics. An aesthetic experience of the ugly is impossible due to 

the complete deferment and paralysis of human faculties. Ugliness is 

outrageous: during such an experience our mind undergoes a feeling of 

disgust and such a disgust allows no aesthetic relation but merely a moral 

attitude. After all, this is how I began this analysis of the ugly: in the domain 

of the ugly the spontaneous reaction is axiological. We are forced to take a 

moral stance in the presence of the ugly and thereby another interest of 

reason than the pure aesthetic interest motivates us. 

 

5.  Even though in the foregoing I have argued that a classic aesthetic 

theory of the ugly is not possible, this does not imply that an 'experience of 

ugliness' is impossible. Furthermore, the contemporary visual arts elicit 

frequently such an experience. This just means that the beautiful is no longer 

a pertinent aesthetic category to be employed in characterizing the con-

temporary object of art and that more pertinent predicates have to be sought. 

For that purpose one can appeal to the 'subversive' Kantian category of the 

monstrous (Ungeheuer) that Kant himself placed outside the aesthetic 

domain. A few contemporary philosophers can also help us and argue that 

the monstrous, in its unconceivable character, is actually the thingness: the 

“Thing” or “the Thing as the unreachable object”, as Lacan calls it, matter 

without form, the 'Differend', as Lyotard calls it. The bulk of contemporary 

visual arts would then show nothing but a (uncontrollable, unconscious) 

drive to reification. Contemporary arts are fascinated with the Thing which 

withdraws itself from any limitation and formation. 
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The entire history of art has been a conflict between form and matter. 

This has been preeminently the case with the great modernists, like Picasso, 

Matisse, Kandinsky and Mondrian. The antagonists of this conflict came to 

the fore in the sixties of the last century: one sees an extreme formalism (or 

conceptualism) over against an extreme matierism. The attraction of the 

naked and brute material thingness catches the attention of many significant 

guiding figures of contemporary arts, from Beuys to Kienholz to McCarthy 

and Kelly. Yves-Alain Bois and Rosalind Kraus offered an outstanding 

analysis of this dynamics in their book Formless (1997). Three phases can 

be distinguished in the battle against form as it is embodied in the con-

temporary arts: the anti-form, the formlessness and the abject. Robert Morris 

conceived in the sixties the notion of anti-form as a reaction against classical 

art which held in esteem the solidity and the nobility of materiality. Morris 

pleaded for horizontality and the banal materials (felt, disposable and 

synthetic materials); he argued for flaccidity, slime, fluidity and the fold. 

The formlessness brings us even closer to the ground and the accidental 

while Bataille's notion of the 'scatological matter' illustrates this way 

towards matter. According to Bois and Kraus, the abject is reached when 

also evoking entropy and pulsation. Entropy concerns the general transience 

of matter, the pulsation the rhythmic temporality as outburst of bodiliness, 

the pulsation of desire ('the pulse of life'). According to Julia Kristeva the 

'abject' is the junction between subject and object, being no-longer-subject 

and the not-yet-object, the undifferentiated and unutterable membrane which 

provokes a physical disgust. Such a description fits harmoniously in with the 

Kantian Ungeheuer. Art history has known many periods that aimed at 

'matierism'. In the twentieth century, for instance, think of the informal art 

or the arte povera. From the sixties, the modernist paradigm's change of 

direction to the contemporary arts has surely confirmed the glory of 

matierism. I just mention Serrano and McCarthy where matierism reaches 

its climax and also its ugliness. The radical matierism is, of course, the 

universe of the ugly, the mutilated flesh, the decay, the melt down, the work 

of the heterogeneous 'Outside', of the unutterable that penetrates the absolute 

triumph of matter over form, a far-reaching destabilization of our classifying 

categories and our artistic concepts. 

 

6  I conclude these reflections on the beautiful and the ugly with four 

statements. 

 As the first statement I argue that classical aesthetics, founded on the 

aesthetic categories of the beautiful, goes along with the idea that the 
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experience of the beautiful is an anthropological necessity. People need 

beauty and that is the case in all cultures. Everyone seems to have a feeling 

that our existence is impoverished without the experience of the beautiful. 

Of course, such an existential necessity brings about the nostalgia for beauty 

wherever beauty is absent. Maybe this first statement sounds too humanistic 

and idealistic and it might not even comply at all with the present needs of 

the contemporary man. Maybe today we need more provocation, authen-

ticity, and excitation, and the contemplative attitude that the beautiful com-

pels us to take is no longer attractive. This pure 'well-being' which is found 

when confronted with beauty seems to us even odd and egocentric. 

Collective enthusiasm seems to us even more moral than pure individual 

pleasure. Still, it seems to me, notwithstanding this rise of exciting and 

sometimes destructive vital forces, that the nostalgia for the beautiful and 

thereby the aesthetic attitude of contemplation and serenity is unavoidable 

and even ineradicable. 

This brings me to the second statement. The beautiful as central 

aesthetic category undoubtedly designates the classical art, modernity 

included (hence up to 1960) and so beauty is definable within the classical 

art theory and aesthetics. Kant's 'Analytic of the beautiful' is here the model 

and the prototype. It offers the most adequate and universal deductive re-

construction of the state of mind that is 'moved' by beauty. Further I declare, 

and this is the third statement, that in the contemporary, so-called post-

modern times beauty is dethroned. No "Abuse of Beauty" (Open Court 

Publishing, 2003), warns a still nostalgic Arthur Danto. It is absolutely clear 

that there are no longer any central and peripheral aesthetic categories. 

There is no longer a hierarchy between the manifold aesthetic predicates that 

culminate with the beautiful. The reference term most frequently used is 

equally the least specific, the most general: interesting. Artworks are or are 

not interesting. The semantics of the 'interesting' is the following: the 

'interesting' is that which solicits my interest or, even better, the interests of 

my faculties. I think of the classic (Kantian) division of the interests of my 

faculties: the cognitive-intellectual faculty of knowledge, the pragmatic 

(community oriented) moral faculty, and the affective aesthetic faculty. 

Nowadays, when calling an art object 'interesting', one no longer declares 

anything about the specific faculties that are addressed. Calling something 

'interesting' has cognitive, moral and aesthetic connotations. The dethrone-

ment of beauty concerns, amongst other things, the dissipation of the bor-

ders between the classical faculties of the subject. 
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And the fourth statement summarizes what has been said previously 

about the ugly. Here too, Kant was the initiator. The ugly is not considered 

as opposed to the beautiful but as a continuation of the sublime: the 

extremely-sublime is ugly. The ugly is thus not an aesthetic value or catego-

ry but a post-aesthetic one. And so Kant meets Lyotard. The 'value' of con-

temporary arts consists in infringing upon our imagination, raping it, and so 

that violent effect of the contemporary object of art brings about an im-

mediate axiological-moral reflex regarding the identity, the authenticity, the 

integrity of being human. Hence, contemporary arts can no longer be judged 

and valued according to the quality of the aesthetic categories, beginning 

with the beautiful, but according to the intensity of the impact on the 

interests of our faculties. Let us calls this the new 'aesthetic excellence' or 

even, if it does not sound too paradoxical and ironic, the 'new beauty'. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Christo and Jeanne-Claude “Running Fence”, Sonoma and Marin Counties, 

California, 1972-76. 
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Andy Warhol: ugly aestheticism of post-modernity. 
 

Bertrand Naivin 

(University Paris 8) 

 

Pop is usually known as the artistic movement that broke the 

classical distinction between high art and low art. If Kant in the eighteenth 

century distinguished between agreeable and fine art, Andy Warhol plays 

with this hierarchy. Despite this, he continues to use historical art genres by 

producing portraits (stars and notable people), still lifes (Flowers and 

Campbell‟s soup cans), self-portraits and historical and social paintings 

(Death and Disaster Series). But he does so as a chronicler of his time. He 

makes art works that look like industrial posters and mechanical society 

representations that seem without any point of view. Pop is then known as 

the movement of the “cool”. Warhol portrays the lightness and the fun of the 

1960s consumer and leisure society. Thus, his work looks like an apologia 

of stars and glamour, money and luxury, a production of funny and decora-

tive images. But ugliness is a central part of his work too. 

First, he destroys the heroic artist figure by copying as a kid images 

found in magazines. He proclaims indeed that he started art at seven years 

old. By making art with the simplicity of an uncultured child, he replaces the 

image of the historic “artist-engineer” that started with the Renaissance. 

Then he does not paint historical symbols of fine culture but meticulously 

reproduces the ugly taste of a materialist and infantile society. This infantile 

side of consumer society is visible in his religious paintings too. Classic 

masterpieces of Catholic art are reproduced as simple colourings. Da Vinci‟s 

Last Supper (1494-1498) and Raphael‟s Sistine Madonna (1513-1514) 

become ugly reproductions of ugly re-copying. The pop artist does not just 

reproduce the original work or his own reproduction. He reproduces its 

colouring transposition. This sacrilegious act makes Warhol an ugly artist 

who does not respect the great symbols of Art History. Preferring a black & 

white plain drawn version to the coloured painted original, taking these 

masterpieces from a colouring book rather than an art catalogue, he drops 

the classic figure of the august artist for the uncultivated American child 

one. Painting becomes play, an ugly recreation that differs from the histor-

ical artist‟s erudite activity. 
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By doing so, he echoes a prophesy of Hegel‟s. The German phi-

losopher announced the coming of the end of art. Why? Because we stopped 

kneeling down in front of paintings as in the time of religious icons. What 

would Hegel have thought about a civilisation that prefers a colouring to the 

original painting? Yes, art was dying in the sixties, because it was the era of 

an ugly culture, a society of the banal and the reproducible, the derived 

product and the cult of mass re-creation. It was a world where images 

represented pin-ups rather than the Madonna or an ancient goddess. Warhol 

“painted” then the ugliness of this low culture that displayed the taste of the 

“Everyday man”. 

But among all of Warhol‟s themes, his fascination with catastro-

phes and suicides reveals another part of his work. From 1962, he began to 

reproduce press images of crashes, suicides, and electric chairs. This ugly 

side of his era doubles then the bad quality of the press photographs he took 

from popular magazines. Ugly images of ugly faces of a post-modernity 

devoted to fun and consumption. Warhol was fascinated by the treatment of 

death and disaster by mass media. He questioned our perception of the mass 

reproduction of disasters or death. In the ninetieth century, Edmund Burke 

defined the “sublime” as a kind of terrific event that disturbs our purposes, 

troubles the normal course of our life, and erases our way of thinking. But 

what happens when this terrific event is reproduced several times? 

The first “Disaster” work was 129 Die in Jet. Made in 1962, it re-

produces a plane crash photograph found in the June 4 1962 edition of the 

New York Mirror. We see in it an aircraft tail lying in a field. The wreck and 

the “129 Die” legend seem to be a big tragedy. But Warhol‟s version is the 

third one made of this event. What should we think about this time lag 

between the original event and us seeing this work in an art gallery? Let us 

consider the effect of the “image” on the disaster event Warhol uses for this 

reproduction. 

The original photograph seen in the newspaper is still able to touch 

us. We are horrified by this destroyed plane and more so by the front page 

headline “129 Die”. We can still empathise with these poor men, women 

and children, victims of this accident. “Still”, because the photograph pub-

lished in the press is like a lost relic. The event, the crash was horrible. If we 

were down there, we would have been horrified, anguished, scared, panick-

ed. But we weren‟t. We see the accident through the press image. Then, the 

immediacy and the brutality of the event is, as through a filter, fixed by and 

under the photographic image. We can dine or speak with a friend while 

looking at a crash scene. This would be impossible with the real disaster 
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scene. It echoes Plato‟s image theory in The Republic. Based on the figure 

of a bed, he sees the image of this bed as a representation of another 

representation, the artisan‟s creation. But if this version is “real”, the 

painter‟s version is like a ghost, a virtual image. This view presents the 

image as a loss, the loss of the idealistic first bed, its origin, and also a loss 

of the reality of the version made by the carpenter. We can use this 

metaphor to illustrate the loss of reality produced by this image in our 

newspaper. The first crash was the one where these 129 victims died that the 

article talks about. The second “crash” is the one photographed by the 

journalist on the scene. And last, the third “crash” is this image reproduced 

on the newspaper‟s front page. This therefore loses a big part of the force of 

the original crash. It‟s like a star; something we see while the real crash is 

over. 

Warhol understood this very well. He saw mass media as 

productions of avatars of life. And this production effected for him a loss of 

reality which is strengthened by the bad quality of these images. Often 

small, in black and white, they build a barrier between the event and us. This 

border is the image. This border is the image reproduced in several copies. 

This border is the absence of qualities of these mass images. These images 

are then like images of images where all nuances of reality are erased by 

their black and white tones. The blood has the same colour as a tree leaf, and 

happiness looks like drama. In 129 Die in Jet, the airplane tail on the ground 

is then like a geometric figure, a triangle, as in a composition by Kandinsky. 

No trace of victims, no horror, just this figure and these words that look like 

abstract signs too. We look at the image, we read the words, but we feel 

nothing. Also, the ugliness of the actuality is re-imagined, and the drama the 

newspaper describes to us is as though contained by this image. We don‟t 

smell the strong odour of the burning jet, we don‟t hear the victims crying. 

We are protected by this image. Reading our paper or watching our 

television, we look at the world drama through the filter of the page or of the 

television screen. 

This anaesthetic effect of the mass image is also due to its 

reproducibility. Talking about this work, Warhol questioned the impact of a 

drama seen several times. Responding to G. R. Swenson in November 1963 

in the art journal ArtNews, he said: “when you see a gruesome picture over 

and over again, it really doesn‟t have any effect” (“What Is Pop Art? 

Answers from 8 Painters”, I’ll be your Mirror, First Carroll & Graf Edition, 

New York, 2004). The loss of aura of the industrial image theorised by 

Walter Benjamin points to another loss: of our sensibility and our 
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compassion. Passing our time surrounded by images (the press, television, 

advertising, and now those on our computers and our smartphones), we 

don‟t distinguish between them anymore. A soda can and a car crash are 

both images. As a portrait of Marilyn and a Campbell‟s soup can are both 

“Warhols”. The image hides the subject. And the ugliness becomes consum-

able. 

For this reason, Warhol‟s silkscreens are all made by the same 

process. He changes neither his gesture nor colours if he reproduces Da 

Vinci‟s Giaconda or an electric chair. Both are images, both are black & 

white screens he pastes on a painted canvas. Warhol liked the image more 

than the photograph. Photography is a kind of reference to reality. An image 

is like a ghost without flesh. This ghost can then be reproduced. Without 

details, in low definition, this past is an abstract of a crash, an abstract of a 

person: a lifeless visual object. We remember that Marshall McLuhan 

distinguished between cold media and hot media. With his low definition, 

Warhol‟s silkscreened spectrum is cold, but not to invite us to consider the 

image or to embody it. It is cold because it creates a distance between the 

event and us. The “aestheticization” of disaster produced by Warhol 

accentuates this distance. 

A jet crash, road victims, black people attacked by police dogs, an 

electric chair, all of these dramas simply become aesthetic. They are all 

images without real subjects, spectra of bygone events. The ugliness is then 

dissolved in these coloured dramas. Let us turn to the Green Car Crash 

(Green Burning Car I). This silkscreen realized in 1963 is composed of 

eight reproductions of a press photograph showing a car crash. This image is 

copied on a canvas Warhol painted in green. Their arrangement seems to be 

random. Some of them are pasted side-by-side, some overlap. This produces 

a grey and black toned composition on a green background to the point 

where at first we don‟t see the details of the original picture but these 

repeating vertical lines (of the tree) and of some sort of burning suns (the 

rear wheel of the overturned car). We can appreciate the coloured effect of 

the piece, without considering the drama. This is like a pattern he 

accumulates, a variety of forms and tones, a formal abstract. We don‟t see 

the death but the colour. We don‟t see the “Car Crash”, we see the “Green”. 

Our attention is kept by the aesthetic effect of the whole. And this is the 

post-modern ugliness Warhol tried to reproduce. A kind of distance to the 

things, a cool detachment that is produced by a life lived through the screen 

of our television or through the press, which is particularly visible in this 

photograph. 
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We see an overturned and burning car. The driver has just been 

ejected and is hanging from a tree. The engine‟s smoke hides the right part 

of the image, and the body frames the left part in a morbid way. But the 

background of this dark composition reveals another ugliness. The car 

crashed in a residential area. We can see a pavilion behind it with a garden 

and trees. But what is more troubling is this man who walks by without 

seeming to notice or care about this drama. Hands in his pockets, he seems 

not to see the dead body and continues tranquilly on his walk. 

This composition shows two things. First, that mass media import 

the violence of the world into our homes. The post-modern individual does 

not just live his life any more. TV and now the Internet make him live in the 

world‟s troubles all day long. We care sometimes more about a star‟s pain 

than our loved one‟s. And the fights on the other side of the world seem 

very insubstantial. We breakfast while watching human tragedies and we are 

connected to the world‟s suffering. But this proximity creates another 

ugliness. This the walking man reveals. By watching all these atrocities, all 

these ugly sides of life through the media screen, we become as though 

blind to their reality. The world becomes a floating frame, like a silkscreen 

pattern. Again, the image replaces the subject. The walker then represents 

the post-modern individual in his detachment. He saw this ugly scene, but 

he did not look at it. He did not see a dead man or a destroyed car but just 

forms and colours. He represents our “hypervisual” post-modernity. Living 

in images, the visual supplants our other senses. But more, the visual is a 

blind looking, an act without thinking. We “see” but we do not “look at”. 

Why? We see because we do not want to look at. The French essayist Gilles 

Lipovetsky defines this new society as a loss of sense. The American sixties 

proclaimed indeed a new cult: the cult of fun. After the genocide perpetrated 

in the Nazi camps and the Nagasaki and Hiroshima nuclear explosions, 

living in the fear of a new atomic attack (the cold war), while society was 

shaken by social troubles (minority fights for their rights, antifeminism, 

sexual liberation, anti-Vietnam war demonstrations), people needed some 

fun. Mass media gave it to them. Then, this cult of fun will lead to an 

obligation of “coolness”. With this, we‟ll have to enjoy, we‟ll have to have 

fun. Warhol can then reproduce a car crash, but in a cool way. He can show 

dead bodies, but coloured. The attraction of death that every culture has 

expressed is reduced in this way. Thanks to the coloured background, a car 

crash or a suicide becomes aesthetic. Because it‟s floating on a green surface 

too, the dead body of Evelyn McHale who jumped from the Empire State 

Building observation deck on May 1 1947 looks like she is sleeping. 
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Moreover, here again, we do not at first see the body or the head. We just 

see some draperies and the coloured contrasts of the dark and lighted parts 

of the image. Maximised, they transform an ugly suicide image taken from 

Life magazine into an abstract composition. There again, the image replaces 

the subject. And death becomes decorative. 

In the thirties, Walter Benjamin warned of how photography 

aestheticized the world, including its dark side. The German philosopher 

criticized the power of this form of media that embellished reality. He 

wrote: “The World Is Beautiful is the title of the well-known picture book by 

Renger-Patzsch in which we see the New Objective photography at its peak. 

It has succeeded in turning abject poverty itself, by handling it in a modish, 

technically perfect way, into an object of enjoyment”, (“The Author as 

Producer”, Understanding Brecht, Verso, 1998, p. 95). Rather, the 

photographer should show the real world, the people fighting for their rights 

and for their lives. He called for the artist to not be a maker of forms, but a 

producer of revolution by making his technique reflect his message. The 

engineer artist has then to adapt his artistic expression that Benjamin calls 

“apparatus” “to the ends of the proletarian revolution” (p. 102). 

The first American photographers did this by showing poor people, 

proletarians, workers and the dark reality of modern city life. They 

photographed accidents and murders, child labour and unsanitary living 

conditions. Alfred Stieglitz began in 1907 with his Steerage showing the 

social composition of modern life, with wealthy people on top and poor 

people below, followed in 1916 by Paul Strand‟s Blind Woman. Then Jacob 

Riis, Weegee, Lewis Hine, Walker Evans and Dorotea Lange photographed 

the misery of the crisis of modernity with full frontal portraits of American 

people and their real way of life. But this changed with mass media and its 

way of consuming actuality. 

Tragedy becomes a show. Newspapers and television screens re-

peat the same disasters. Death is everywhere. But the media industry has to 

make it attractive. Ugly news then has to be like movie scenes. Victims are 

in this way like one-day stars, and ugliness becomes videogenic and 

photogenic. The news relates the world‟s stories. We find this fascination 

for showing disasters in Warhol‟s work. He makes formal the actuality of 

human dramas. If Warhol said that he believed he was in a movie when 

Valerie Solanas shot him in 1986, the media industry shows the world‟s 

ugly face as a movie. The suffering car crash victims, the woman‟s dead 

body can also be nice images we could fix on our living room walls. 
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Another suicide can become a Velvet Jumping Man, or pink in another 

version, repeated or reproduced on canvas. 

Warhol makes aesthetic the ugly actualities of his time. By this, he 

showed his society as a farce. How ironic is the 1967 Electric chair. Behind 

what was a sinister death machine is painted a green and pink background. 

Looking at this silkscreen, we could forget the ugly reality of this armchair. 

Reproduced in several versions, multiplying its colours, Warhol‟s chair 

loses the dramatic charge of the original black and white photo. This killing 

machine becomes pleasant, almost charming. More, it looks like a toy. And 

by this gap between reality and its Warholian version, the pop artist 

represents post-modernity as a farce, a joke. 

What is this society where we can appreciate the view of a death 

machine? How is it possible to find aesthetic a man falling from a building? 

What is charming in a fatal accident? The ugliness of post-modern America 

is then this loss of gravity that reveals a loss of senses. Making ugly reality 

aesthetic shows the ugliness of the time. The ugly face of an area obsessed 

by the aesthetic and by fun. 

And this obsession leads to a feeling of emptiness that is 

accentuated by these works where Warhol made a painting behind an 

electric chair or a Mao portrait silkscreen. These scribblings can be seen first 

as the fight of the materiality of painting against the spectral silkscreen. The 

artistic part of Warhol tries to express a romantic soul but the screen of the 

mass media industry keeps it a prisoner of its flatness. 

But we can see it as a desire to restore volume to these floating 

images too. Warhol explained that he did that because people always wanted 

more. More effects, more colours. More semblance of painting. And it 

works. Visiting the last Warhol Shadows exhibition in Paris last October 

with a friend, she told me that she liked the painting effects of the Mao 

Series. Warhol satisfies gesture painting enthusiasts, but more, makes 

aesthetic an ugly scribbling that has been carelessly made. 

This tension between a flat silkscreen motif and a scribbled 

background is visible in his worldly portraits too. Let us consider the 1975 

portrait of Leo Castelli. The silkscreened face of the well-known art dealer 

shows the gallerist as a serious man. His jacket, his shirt and his tie are signs 

of both a classic and original person. His expression is serious. But behind 

this flat and black & white austere image Warhol created an ugly painting. 

Big and rushed brushstrokes cover the canvas. The colours are ugly too. The 

green is like acid, the pink and the orange are heavy and the blue under the 

eyes is electric. Looking at these flashy tones, these charmless colours, we 
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remember Roland Barthes, who wrote about plastic in Mythologies: As for 

“colours, (…) it seems capable of retaining only the most chemical-looking 

one‟s. Of yellow, red and green, it keeps only the aggressive quality, and 

uses them as mere names, being able to display only concepts of colour” 

(Paris, éd. du Seuil, 1957, pp. 160-161). Indeed, these artificial tones replace 

the classic natural colours made by natural pigments. All chromatic nuances 

are synthesised and colours appear hard and heavy. Plastic “concepts of 

colour” replace Fauvism‟s taste for pure colour. This becomes an abstract 

without character. Quickly made by the industry, quickly put on the canvas 

and quickly seen. 

 

 
 

A.Warhol “Leo Castelli” 1975. 

 

What is remarkable is the difference between this background and 

the face it is also supposed to colour. Looking at this portrait, we can see 

that the colour always goes beyond the lines of the face. Thus, what is 

supposed to be the flesh of the art dealer or at least of the painted portrait 

does not correspond with the skin, the silkscreen. Then, it represents the 

Roman origin of “imago”, the mask that Romans made from the faces of the 
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dead. In Castelli‟s portrait, the “imago” floats over the painting. But this 

painting is an ironic recollection of Abstract Painting and its gesture cult as 

well. Warhol‟s is not an invocation of primal human or animal nature. The 

pop artist does not lose control of himself when he paints. His gesture is 

more like a caricature of Pollock‟s and De Kooning‟s styles. 

Considering this, this portrait signals the end of the romantic idea 

of “being” as Sartre understood it. The Post-modern subject is not a constant 

“being” but plays at different “beings” all day long. Also, Castelli‟s face is a 

mask. Talking about Francis Bacon‟s work, Gilles Deleuze distinguished the 

“head” from the “face”. The first is our primal part. The second is a social 

construction. Warhol‟s portraits show the post-modern mask as an empty 

shell and replace the Deleuzean head with a kitsch scribbling. The random 

aspect of his gesture and these artificial colours are then expressions of an 

industrial being. 

Castelli looks like a grotesque clown. By that, he reveals the ugly 

side of a media people that is usually showed embellished by the media. We 

can think of Da Vinci‟s grotesque faces. But they represented the sliding 

aspect of ugliness, the changing human nature moving from human to 

animal, from beauty to ugliness. Warhol‟s portraits represent the move from 

individual to image. The brushstrokes materialize the artist gesture, and 

through it, the individual. But their plastic and random aspect coupled with 

this silkscreened “imago” reduces the individual to a flat image. Mechanical 

colours made by a mechanical hand, a mechanical face painted by a 

mechanical artist. 

This industrial technique reveals another aspect of ugliness in 

Warhol‟s work. He rejected historical artistic techniques in favour of 

industrial ones. The choice of silkscreen illustrates that. This is most explicit 

in works where we see this painted background. This can then be seen as the 

tradition being muted by mass media images. 

But even when he photographs, Warhol uses an ugly photographic 

form: Instant photography. Invented by Edwin H. Land in 1937, this 

photographic practice and these cameras symbolize amateur photography. 

Its inventor indeed created it to please his young daughter. Because he 

photographed her, she wanted to see the images he made. Land had the idea 

to create a machine that could show the image instantly. The practice of 

amateur photography results then in the origin of the Polaroid. For that, 

instant photography is an ugly form of photography. Not complicated like 

the first daguerreotypes, it gives you immediately the image that you made. 

This means that we don‟t need to wait while the picture goes to the 
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laboratory then comes back to see it. We don‟t have to wait or to be patient. 

It is like a toy for impatient children (a form of instant gratification). 

After the “Kodaker” and the “press button” culture, the polaroid 

then embodied the holiday. Amateur photographers take holiday pictures but 

they take a “photographic holiday” too. This is not a serious form of 

photography. It is a recreation and the instant revelation of pictures is its real 

enjoyment. Instant photography created photographic toys too. Mostly 

small, solid and heavy, a polaroid is not a durable image. It is an object that 

we put in our pocket, we pin on the wall, and that we use carelessly. 

The ugliness of this form of photography is that instant 

photography is really an “instant” photograph. When we used a roll of film, 

we had to choose on the contact sheet which image we would enlarge, 

reveal and fix. Just as Robert Doisneau took the time to select a good 

moment, the one that contained the whole scene, the one that would be able 

to be “read”, silver photography is made by time. The past of the photog-

rapher‟s gaze and culture with the present of the photographic “shoot” are 

both accomplished by the future of image interpretation. We also make 

photographs to display them on a wall, a mantelpiece or in an album. It is 

different with polaroid. It is just an unpretentious moment. It is then an 

unpretentious photograph. In consequence, we can write or draw on it. First 

to mark this “instant” that it fixed, but also as a form of personalizing it too. 

The ugliness of polaroids is then this unpretentiousness of these visual 

objects we manipulate and we recover by signs and writings that are often 

unreadable. 

If he is more known for his silkscreens, Warhol made a lot of 

polaroids. He used the legendary SX-70, which was automatic and easy to 

use. During parties at the Factory, when he was in his holiday house in 

Montauk, in his travels, he held his camera and photographed stars and party 

guests, his friends or banal scenes like underwear floating in a shop window, 

a Campbell‟s soup can or himself sneezing. He became a sort of “self-

paparazzi”. These images are unframed and seem “natural”. The flash 

flattens the colours of the party scenes and the people are mostly drunk. 

These “pola” are sometimes covered over by messages written quickly with 

a rough marker. The spontaneity of the polaroid is then coupled with the 

spontaneity of these ugly inscriptions. 

For these reasons, polaroid is an ugly form of photography because 

it denies the photographic values that so many photographers fought for. 

The ugliness of these polaroid images are a sort of post-modern 

“hyperimagism”. Watching mass media images all day long, living with 
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stars through cinema, TV or the celebrity press, with an intrusive publicity 

and the actuality that brings the world‟s rumours into our living rooms, we 

need to produce our own images in the same way. Warhol illustrates this 

need that French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu wrote about in Un art moyen 

(Paris, Les éditions de minuit, 1965). Photographing anything, anytime and 

anywhere, populating our world with our images, and for Warhol, making 

nearest and familiar people who are usually seen in mass media as 

unattainable as “stars”. In Warhol‟s polaroids they are not beautiful as in 

Harcourt photographs but ugly in opposition to the mass media‟s artificial 

beauty. Their ugliness is their normality. 

Thus, photographed with a Polaroid, his portraits are ugly 

photographs that Warhol makes aesthetic with the silkscreen. He makes 

aesthetic works from ugly images. And by this, he shows an empty 

aestheticism. Some people just want to be a “Warhol”. They don‟t want to 

show a part of who they are, they just want to be a Warhol image to mark 

their social success. The productive process of their portraits fulfils them. 

First, he photographs the famous. They come to the Factory like the 

ninetieth century bourgeois came to the photographer‟s studio. They provide 

their “social” faces because they want to become a Warhol product, as if to 

mark their social rank as worldly or celebrated. Warhol installs them in front 

of a blank wall, to make a neutral image. He takes several photos, 

sometimes hundreds, all with his Polaroid. After that, when the model is 

gone, he transforms this image into a silkscreened pattern. This reduces the 

details to a cliché. Then, he covers a canvas with acrylic paint, carelessly, as 

we have seen. This marks thus a two “faced” portrait. The scribbling can be 

seen as the ugliness of their vanity. As Warhol said, they always wanted 

more. He paints their “underface” to satisfy them, like a candy given to a 

capricious kid. The carelessness of these painted backgrounds represents the 

ugliness of the individual. The 1973 Senator Burda portrait represents this 

too. With this red background, these traces of red paint on his lips and his 

cheek, the scribbling of red and yellow paint on his jacket, he looks like a 

pathetic clown, like someone roughed up by irreverent kids, stoned after a 

show. He reminds one at a certain point of Rembrandt‟s last self-portrait. An 

old man whom masquerading has consumed. But there, the rich and 

successful editor is proud to pose in front of Elvis‟s painter. But Warhol 

shows us the unrevealed face of this famous figure. 

We surely remember what the French modern poet Charles 

Baudelaire wrote about photographs in the ninetieth century. “From this 

moment on, the vile society ran, as a Narcissus, to contemplate its trivial 
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image on steel” (“1859 exhibition”, Ecrits sur l’art, Librairie Générale de 

France, coll. Le Livre de Poche, Paris, 1999, p. 363). 

Warhol‟s polaroids of the famous show the ugliness of the sixties‟ 

media, as the industrial production of stars condemned to die. The vileness 

of Daguerre‟s modern society mentioned by Baudelaire becomes the 

ugliness of Warhol‟s polaroid portraits. With photography, art no longer 

portrays goddesses or outstanding personalities but “everyday man”. This 

vileness reminds us of the one Nietzsche criticized in Euripides‟s tragedy. It 

proclaims the victory of daily life in a society that wants to see its face on 

images and that wants to think about itself. The absolute falls down on the 

modern city streets. 

Warhol shows this evolution and its mass media turn by his 

fascination with the world of money. If classic artists immortalized persons 

who marked their time because they marked history too, Warhol portrays 

only men and women who have enough money to become a Warhol 

product. They become a “new” kind of Campbell‟s soup, a new Marilyn. If 

historical portraits were able to incarnate a nation, a value, a virtue, 

Warhol‟s portraits represent only money and the power of media. Because 

of this, their painted backgrounds can be seen as a scribbled identity. In 

Byzantine icons, the painter applied seven layers of gold foil on a wooden 

board. These materialized the eternal nature of God. The painter took the 

time to represent a figure that was at the origins of our world and will be at 

its end. The classic portrait painter took the same time to make an image of 

someone who would remain in the world‟s memory. By contrast, Warhol‟s 

portraits are quickly made for people who will quickly disappear from the 

common memory. And why? Because they are not produced by history. 

They are only made by money. And thus, their portraits are made for 

money. Anyone who had 2000 dollars was able to have his Warhol portrait. 

These kinds of portraits could then be reproduced. This multiplication shows 

the loss of aura as predicted by Benjamin. If photography and cinema began 

the progressive end of the image‟s aura, these portraits show the end of the 

personal aura. Quickly made, they are often reproduced several times on 

canvas or in different coloured versions. This demonstrates a person who 

became a simple social image, like a reproducible mask without a soul. 

Realised in 1974, the two Valentino portraits show the stylist as 

drawn on the painting. There‟s no link between this thinking face and this 

painting Warhol made with brushes and his fingers. To the contrary, the 

beauty of this fashion icon is as though rushed by the ugliness of this 

dabbling and these strange colour choices. Green, velvet and red make of 
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one of these works a heavy painting. We find the same thing in the 1973-

1974 Hélène Rochas portrait. A bright pink and a painting as though render-

ed by a child. The rough treatment of these glamourous figures is interesting 

because they reveal the ugliness of a society focused on luxury. 

Mr. and Mrs. Krull‟s portraits represent another kind of ugliness. If 

the scribbling seemed to simulate a “handmade” impression, other works 

produced flattened images, without qualities or presence. The businessman 

and his wife are then like drawings coloured by a child. Charmless, these 

works reveal another ugliness, individuals transformed into those of 

coloured drawings. 

We have then an ugly aestheticism. Warhol‟s painting “style” is 

indeed a low version of Abstract Painting. This early American art move-

ment is reduced to its caricature. This style was chosen to embody the 

European client “culture” too. But it does so in a “low-cost” way. A sort of 

low-cost style with a low-cost painting. He does not paint, he colours; he 

does not represent, he reproduces. 

When he photographs them, Warhol is like a sort of “low-cost” 

photographer. First, he is like an amateur who photographs friends of his or 

“friends” of friends. He does not use professional equipment and he does not 

need to know professional techniques of developing. He just presses the 

button and the image comes out. He is like a fashion photographer too. But 

if they consider the use of polaroid as a step in the preparation of a real 

shoot, Warhol keeps these without trying to make a better picture later. So 

the “low-cost” aspect of his work resides in its fascination with paparazzi 

photography too. When a journalist asked him what photographic work he 

liked, Warhol talked about a paparazzi‟s photograph printed on nice paper. 

By this fascination, he seems to be claiming it to be an “ugly” photograph. 

This practice represents indeed the ugly aspect of photography. The 

paparazzi steal images of stars, they photograph well-known people only 

chosen for their celebrity and they often make bad quality images (unframed 

and blurred). They are often compared to scavengers, living from others‟ 

misfortunes. In contrast with photojournalists, paparazzi don‟t photograph 

history but only the present. By contrast to art photographers, they don‟t 

make works for exhibitions or art books but only for popular magazines that 

we read and throw away. 

With his declaration, his use of the automatic camera to photograph 

people of ephemeral fame, Warhol couples Nadar‟s figure with the papa-

razzi one. He reproduces the tradition of the posed session in the artist‟s 

studio but in order to produce low-cost images. He can then be seen as the 
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official paparazzi of mass culture. With that, he changes the figure of the 

modern artist. If Kandinsky saw the artist as leading humanity and always 

ahead of his time, the pop artist is the “dumb” reproducer of the bad taste of 

his time. If the artist was once the creator of beauty, he is now the creator of 

ugliness. 

Thus, ugly photography directs Warhol‟s work. He first takes 

images in low definition. When he reproduces the Marilyn portrait, he does 

not directly take the original version photographed by Gene Korman in 1953 

as a publicity still for the film Niagara. He picks its reproduction from a 

magazine. This image is already an impoverished one. The quality of the 

paper loses some of the original tones and contrasts. Then, he continues this 

impoverishment by cutting the face to make a silkscreen pattern from it. 

This move from a photograph to silkscreen means also an erasure of all the 

medium tones of the photograph and of all of its details. The original 

photograph where we were able to see the reliefs of the face makes way for 

a flat version without gradation. To use Warhol‟s terminology, the image 

replaces the photograph. The photo still fully contained the model. The 

image is empty, a flat pattern to reproduce without passion. Warhol‟s work 

is then based on an ugly aestheticism. To consider this, let us think about the 

1962 Marilyn x 100. Made by the same screen, all of the faces are different 

and show the act of the mass reproduction of identity. Some of the 

“Marilyns” are as though disappearing; others are over-full of painting, as 

though suffocating. By doing this, if the work seems to pop with its smiling 

pattern and these glowing colours, it reveals a part of ugliness too. 

His use of polaroids reveals the same thing. This photographic toy 

is indeed the expression of a teenage society who wants to play with and 

consume cool experiences. This “cool” becomes the new absolute value in a 

post-modernity obsessed by a need for fun. Photographing is then a play, 

neither an art nor a science. 

We find again the culture of fun in the mask Warhol wore. During 

interviews, he had indeed a sort of rictus, as a frozen half smile. This facial 

expression was like an artificial mask. It was like Warhol played at being 

“Warhol”. Never natural, the pop artist thus embodied Charles Melman‟s 

definition of the “liberal man”. In a book of meetings with Jean-Pierre 

Lebrun, the French psychoanalyst describes the face of this “zero-gravity 

man” (L’homme sans gravité, Paris, Denoël, coll. «Folio essais», 2002) 

without any conscience looking as though neutral and insignificant to be the 

mask of a moving subjectivity. “You never really know what the person 

thinks who is talking to you, as if he knows some fixed thing himself” 
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(Melman, p. 115-116). Similarly, Warhol looks unthinking, as a machine or 

a tape recorder that would only have the “erase” button as he once said he 

wanted to be. To cite again Da Vinci‟s grotesque faces, these represented 

the move from human to animal, from beauty to ugliness. Warhol‟s 

grotesqueness shows the move from human to machine, from natural to 

artificial, from face to mask. This post-modern mask is then closed in on 

itself. It is no more the face Emmanuel Levinas saw as openness to the other 

(Totalité et infini , essai sur l’extériorite ́, 1971). The mask is closed, as a 

barrier protecting his real emotions and thoughts, if any. This protection is 

the same as the creams Warhol put on his skin. He was indeed obsessed by 

his skin problems and tried to cover them with cosmetics. This covering 

process is the same as wearing a mask. He hides his real nature under an 

artifice, a sort of layer of “cool”. A photograph taken by Yousuf Karsh 

shows Warhol as though covering his face with invisible paint in 1979. As if 

he were varnishing himself. 

He engages in this covering process to represent the sixties as a 

society obsessed with the “cool”. No problems – skinny or political, 

emotional or social – but a star who always smiles. But smiles that become 

ugly because forced. In one of his self-portraits made in 1979 with a 

Polaroid he has on his shoulder, he smiles with a tilted head that mimics the 

orientation of the camera. His head is thus a sort of second camera. But this 

smile is frozen, forced and looks like a wince. Thus, the obligation of cool 

Warhol incarnates here turns into a grotesque wince. Marilyn‟s beautiful 

smile thus becomes an ugly grimace too. 

Nothing – skinny or political, emotional or social – but a frozen 

smiling face. No diseases, no disasters, but a multi-coloured death too. The 

pop ugly aestheticism is then an expression of a mass consumer society that 

wants to cover up the diseases of its time by industrial agreement and 

lightness. Like Campbell‟s soup is an artificial substitute of the homemade, 

the post-modern culture, smile and aestheticism are diminished versions of 

the real ones. A stereotypical attitude that the banal consumer imitates 

without passion or thinking. This mask testifies to the colonization of the 

human being by industry as Edgar Morin considered the human soul as the 

last Africa colonized by the mass media (L’Esprit du temps I, Névroses, 

Paris, Grasset, 1962). 

Warhol, more than other pop artists, represented the ugly 

aestheticism of his post-modernity. He showed in his works and his attitude 

a statement of “cool” that transformed all of life to nice images, even the 

worst part of it. Violence, death machines, accidents, suicides are shown as 
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coloured and decorative compositions that we could hang on our living-

room walls. The ugly becomes aesthetic and in parallel the aesthetic 

becomes ugly. Beautiful media masks of worldly people and stars reveal an 

ugliness varnished or backgrounded, and the required smile of this leisure 

society becomes a grotesque wince. 

Now, selfies seem to continue this post-modern ugly aestheticism 

in a hyper-modernity2.0. As Warhol colouring a car crash or a suicide, a lot 

of selfie makers photograph themselves during funerals or during a suicide 

or catastrophic scene. The morbid was aesthetic; it is now funny and 

“likable” via Facebook or Instagram. And what about the current fashion of 

“duck face” or “sellofies” that consist of photographing oneself with an 

excessive pout or with one‟s face covered and deformed by scotch tape. 

These selfies are indeed expressions of a society where the serious is 

definitively banished and the old value of beauty is replaced by a funny 

ugliness. 

The ugly aestheticism of our post and hyper-modernity reveals a 

valueless society where individuals want to play with a vulnerable present 

menaced by crisis and by an impossible and anguished future. A world of 

boring “being” that needs fun to forget a society without an absolute. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
A.Warhol “Self-portrait 

 with a Polaroid Camera”, 1979 

 

 

 



31 
 

 

 

 

Kant’s Sublime and Ingenious Insights 

into Judgments of the Ugly 
 

Erin Bradfield 

(Santa Clara University) 

 

I shall explore the question of whether Kant‟s theory in the 

Critique of Judgment can account for judgments of taste regarding the ugly. 

While there has been much debate regarding this issue in recent decades, 

many scholars consider the harmonious free play of the faculties to be 

central to this question. Harmony between the imagination and under-

standing is stressed in a series of articles regarding pure judgments of taste 

of the ugly beginning in the mid-1990s and extending into the 2000s.1 I shall 

here investigate the status of harmony in relation to judgments of taste and 

assess whether harmony among these faculties is necessary to free play. In 

order to do so, I compare three cases and consider how they relate to 

cognitive activity: judgments of taste of the beautiful, sublime experience, 

and judgments of taste regarding works of genius. I argue that pure 

judgments of taste of the ugly are indeed possible by analyzing the cognitive 

activity produced in the aforementioned cases. These instances show that in 

Kant‟s system, cognitive harmony may not be necessary to free play. 

Rather, disharmony can also be produced by our aesthetic experience with 

the sublime, works of genius, and the ugly. I argue that in spite of the 

contrapurposiveness and disharmony that experience with the ugly spurs, it 

nonetheless can serve to further cognitive activity and quicken the mind, 

cultivate taste, and develop community, thus revealing a higher, and perhaps 

unexpected, purposiveness. 

Harmony and Pure Judgments of Taste: The Beautiful as a Test 

Case. As a basis for considering whether judgments of taste of the ugly are 

possible on Kant‟s terms, we must first establish Kant‟s position regarding 

judgments of taste of the beautiful (Kant‟s focus in The Critique of 

                                                 
1These articles include Sean McConnell “How Kant Might Explain Ugliness”, David 

Shier “Why Kant Finds Nothing Ugly”, Garrett Thomson “Kant‟s Problems with 

Ugliness”, Christian Wenzel “Kant Find‟s Nothing Ugly?”, and Paul Guyer “Kant 

and the Purity of the Ugly”, among others. 
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Judgment, specifically in the Analytic of the Beautiful).
1
 As a general 

sketch, Kant‟s aesthetic theory as presented in the Critique of Judgment 

requires that: 1) our judgments of taste must be disinterested; 2) our 

judgments of taste must be subjectively universal; 3) our mental state must 

be marked by the free play of the imagination with the understanding; and 4) 

we must be able to express this common state of mind to others through 

judgments of taste. According to Kant, in order to express our judgments of 

taste as universally derived claims of beauty, in a way that is not merely the 

communication of our preferences and opinions, but is still not based on 

laws or determinate concepts, we must share the same mental state. That is, 

we must judge in a way that is disinterested and not based upon experience 

or specific concepts. As Kant argues, we must judge art from a pure and 

impartial position in which no prejudices, biases, or inclinations impinge 

upon our judgments. This ensures that our judgments of taste are pure. As a 

result, everyone ought to agree with our assessments of whether something 

is beautiful because we occupy the same disinterested, unbiased mental 

state. This shared feeling based upon the relationship of our imagination and 

the understanding is required in order to establish our “sensus communis”or 

“common sense” of taste in Kant‟s terminology.2 The precondition for the 

possibility of this subjective universality is a mental state marked by the free 

play of the imagination and understanding. Not only do we deem that others 

ought to agree with our judgments of taste, but we demand assent to them.
3
 

 Some recent articles on Kant and the ugly add an additional 

condition to the aforementioned sketch of what is necessary to Kant‟s 

account of judgments of taste in the Analytic of the Beautiful: The free play 

of imagination and understanding must be harmonious. At first blush, this 

might appear to be a straightforward statement. However, the claim regard-

ing the interconnection (and perhaps put more strongly, the dependence) of 

the free play of the faculties upon their harmonious relationship is quite 

                                                 
1 Throughout this essay, I focus on beauty and ugliness in art rather than in nature. 
2 Immanuel Kant. The Critique of Judgment (Trans. Werner Pluhar. Indianapolis, IN: 

Hackett Publishing Company, 1987), §40. Kant states, “Instead, we must [here] take 

sensus communis to mean the idea of a sense shared [by all of us] i.e., a power to 

judge that in reflecting takes account (a priori), in our thought, of everyone else‟s 

way of presenting [something], in order as it were to compare our own judgment 

with human reason in general and thus escape the illusion that arises from the ease of 

mistaking subjective and private conditions for objective ones, an illusion that would 

have a prejudicial influence on the judgment.” Cf., §20, and Introduction, lx, lxii. 
3 Ibid., §8, 214, p. 57-58, §36, 289, p. 153 
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contentious and warrants further examination. David Shier‟s argument in 

“Why Kant Finds Nothing Ugly” and Sean McConnell‟s argument in “How 

Kant Might Explain Ugliness” treat free play as dependent upon the 

harmonious relationship of the imagination and the understanding.
1
 They 

proceed to argue that judgments of taste of the ugly do not exhibit this 

harmonious relationship among the faculties. Therefore, they argue, judg-

ments of the ugly are not possible utilizing Kant‟s framework. Put dif-

ferently, this proposed “necessary” harmony serves as the cornerstone of 

arguments against the possibility of pure judgments of the ugly. 

In other arguments, the issue of harmony figures quite differently, 

offering an opportunity to present a case for how pure judgments of the ugly 

may indeed be consistent with Kant‟s system. Christian Wenzel argues in 

“Kant Finds Nothing Ugly?” that we can have a disharmonious free play of 

the imagination and the understanding based primarily upon evidence from 

the Reflections, the Attempt to Introduce the Concept of Negative Magni-

tudes into Philosophy, and to a lesser extent, from The Critique of Judg-

ment.
2
 At first, Wenzel focuses on showing that there is an a priori basis for 

judgments of the ugly and that these judgments serve as counterparts to a 

priori judgments of the beautiful. He goes on to argue that for Kant‟s 

account in The Critique of Judgment to have traction, we must have the 

ability to disagree about judgments of taste, requiring that one individual 

can claim that “X is beautiful” while another claims that “X is ugly.” 

Moreover, Wenzel argues that ugliness is a positive quality, not a mere lack 

of beauty. In other words, our judgments of taste of the ugly are not just the 

recognition of the lack of beauty; they pick out some positive, and in this 

case, ugly, quality. This means that “X is not beautiful” and “X is ugly” are 

significantly different claims.
3
 

In what follows, I make a complementary argument to Wenzel‟s by 

exploring whether we must have a harmonious relationship between the 

imagination and understanding in order to make a pure judgment of taste. 

Utilizing evidence from The Critique of Judgment, I argue that disharmony 

among the faculties is consistent with free play, looking in particular to our 

                                                 
1 See David Shier “Why Kant Finds Nothing Ugly”, The British Journal of 

Aesthetics 38 (4) (1998): 412-418. See Sean McConnell “How Kant Might Explain 

Ugliness”, The British Journal of Aesthetics 48 (2) (2008): 205-228. 
2 See Christian Wenzel “Kant Finds Nothing Ugly?” The British Journal of 

Aesthetics 39 (4) (1999): 416-422. 
3 Ibid., p. 416 and p. 418. 
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responses to sublime experience and works of genius as support for this 

point. I further argue that this disharmonious and contrapurposive state of 

the faculties shows us a way to understand how judgments of the ugly are 

possible within Kant‟s theoretical framework and what purpose such dis-

harmony ultimately serves. My argument aims to preserve the free play of 

the faculties, but also to open up the possibility that not all judgments of 

taste are harmonious, nor do they have to be harmonious given Kant‟s 

commitments. This position helps to account for both positive aesthetic 

experience of pleasure and negative aesthetic experience of displeasure in 

response to art. My argument allows for a way to square the idea that our 

faculties must experience free play in order to make a pure, disinterested 

judgment of taste, with the disharmony or displeasure that we sometimes 

experience in response to art. 

 

 Free Play and the Case for Disharmony. 

 In part, my inspiration for this argument regarding freedom and 

disharmony stems from a disagree-ment with David Shier‟s position in 

“Why Kant Finds Nothing Ugly”. In the final paragraph of this article, Shier 

summarizes his argument quite succinctly: 

 

Since harmonious free play is always pleasurable, and since 

all judgements of taste are accompanied by harmonious 

free play, it follows that every judgement of taste must be 

accompanied by the feeling of pleasure in the subject. But 

any judgement of taste in which the subject‟s feeling is that 

of pleasure is, by definition, an affirmative judgement of 

taste. Therefore, within Kant‟s aesthetics, and contrary to 

the obvious fact of the matter, negative judgements of taste 

about free beauty are quite impossible.
1
 

 

Although I find his overall argument to be remarkably clear, I disagree with 

Shier‟s conclusion. I object, in particular, to Shier‟s premise that connects 

free play with a harmonious relationship between the faculties. I grant that 

harmonious free play results in a feeling of pleasure. However, I disagree 

                                                 
1 Shier, 418. In quotations from The British Journal of Aesthetics, I maintain the 

British conventional spelling of “judgement” intact without additional notation. 

Throughout the rest of my paper, I utilize the American conventional spelling of 

“judgment.” 
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with the notion that all judgments of taste must be accompanied by 

harmony. Could some judgments of taste be accompanied by disharmonious 

free play instead?
1
 

In order to address this question regarding harmony, let us first 

consider what Kant means by “free play.” There are several different senses 

of freedom built into Kant‟s phrase that require further elaboration. First, we 

must consider freedom as it is related to Kant‟s notion of “disinterested 

interest” in the Analytic of the Beautiful. Here, Kant argues that our 

judgments should not be biased or prejudiced by personal inclination 

towards or interest in the object‟s existence.
2
 Kant further claims that we 

ought to have a disinterested interest in the object as we contemplate and 

judge it.
3
 We can extend this reasoning to argue that we should not be biased 

by personal inclinations against the object or its existence either, as might 

be the case in our experience of ugly objects. As Wenzel argues, nothing 

about the ugly seems to imply that we could not be free to contemplate it in 

a disinterested way. Wenzel ponders,“If I see something and find it ugly, 

why should it not occupy my mind? Why should I not contemplate it, 

although with displeasure?”
4
 We should be free to contemplate the ugly in a 

disinterested fashion just as we are to contemplate the beautiful, especially 

because we are judging the form of the object, rather than its content or 

subject matter. 

Second, a lack of prejudice is connected to the notion that we judge 

freely when we are not constrained or guided by a determinate concept in 

judging the object. In judgments of taste, we do not refer the given object to 

a specific concept with which to compare or judge it. This, properly speak-

ing, is what makes judgments of taste aesthetic rather than logical in nature. 

There is no determinate concept with which we can compare the object in 

                                                 
1 While I focus on the work of Shier as my example here, as aforementioned, the 

issue of harmony permeates contemporary scholarship on Kant and the ugly. For 

scholarship on the issue of harmony in relationship to judgments of the ugly see Sean 

McConnell, “How Kant Might Explain Ugliness”, op.cit. David Shier “Why Kant 

Finds Nothing Ugly”, op.cit. Paul Guyer “Kant and the Purity of the Ugly”, Kant e-

Prints. 3(3) (2004): 1-21. Christian Wenzel “Kant Finds Nothing Ugly?”, op.cit. Hud 

Hudson “The Significance of an Analytic of the Ugly in Kant‟s Deduction of Pure 

Judgments of Taste”, Kant’s Aesthetics, eds. Ralf Meerbot and Hud Hudson, 

Atascadero, CA: Ridgeview Publishing Company, 1991: 87-103. 
2 Kant, §2, p. 45, 204. 
3 Ibid., §2,  
4 Wenzel, p. 421. 
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question in order to judge it. In §1 of the Critique of Judgment, Kant states: 

 

If we wish to decide whether something is beautiful or not, 

we do not use understanding to refer the presentation to the 

object so as to give rise to cognition; rather, we use 

imagination (perhaps in connection with understanding) to 

refer the presentation to the subject and his feeling of 

pleasure or displeasure. Hence a judgment of taste is not a 

cognitive judgment and so is not a logical judgment but an 

aesthetic one, by which we mean a judgment whose deter-

mining basis cannot be other than subjective [...] here the 

subject feels himself, [namely] how he is affected by the 

presentation.
1
 

 

The lack of a determinate concept sets our imagination and understanding 

into motion. It activates them into free play searching for the concept that 

will fit our aesthetic experience in order to judge whether the object is 

beautiful or not. Kant further argues: 

 

If, then, we are to think that the judgment about this 

universal communicability of the presentation has a merely 

subjective determining basis, i.e., one that does not involve 

a concept of the object, then this basis can be nothing other 

than the mental state that we find in the relation between 

the presentational powers [imagination and understanding] 

insofar as they refer a given presentation to cognition in 

general. When this happens, the cognitive powers brought 

into play by the presentation are in free play, because no 

determinate concept restricts them to a particular rule of 

cognition.
2
 

 

Taking these passages in conjunction, I argue that judgments of taste re-

garding the ugly can satisfy both conditions of freedom outlined here, and 

therefore, are consistent with Kant‟s position in The Critique of Judgment. 

Just as in the case of the beautiful, when judging ugly objects, we should not 

(and need not) refer the object to a determinate concept. Moreover, in prin-

                                                 
1 Kant, §1, p. 44, 204. 
2 Ibid., §9, p. 61-62, 217, emphasis original. 
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ciple, we can be disinterested in ugly objects if we judge from an unbiased 

and unprejudiced standpoint, just as with judgments of taste of the beautiful. 

As I argued earlier, if we judge the form of the object, it should not affect 

our disinterested contemplation of the object if it happens to be ugly.
1
 

Now, having established the possibility of free play with respect to 

judgments of taste of the ugly, let me turn to the question of harmony and 

disharmony in relationship to such free play. Consider the following ar-

gument (a counterargument to Shier of sorts) about Kant‟s theory in The 

Critique of Judgment: 

 

1. All judgments of taste involve free play of the imagination and 

understanding. 

 

2. But not all free play involves a harmonious relationship among 

the faculties.
2
 

 

3. Harmony among the faculties implies or gives rise to pleasure. 

 

4. Judgments of taste in response to pleasure are judgments of taste 

of the beautiful. 

 

5. Disharmony among the faculties implies or gives rise to dis-

pleasure or negative pleasure. 

 

6. Judgments of taste in response to displeasure or negative 

pleasure are judgments of taste of the ugly. 

 

7. Therefore, Kant‟s system accommodates positive and negative 

judgments of taste. 

 

8. Therefore, Kant‟s system accommodates judgments of taste 

about the beautiful and judgments of taste about the ugly. 

 

                                                 
1 There is certainly more to say about cases in which we are not disinterested but 

judge the object ugly. However, that falls outside the scope of this paper. 
2 This is the key premise of my argument. I will provide support for this claim in the 

arguments that follow regarding the analysis of works of genius and sublime 

experience. 
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In order to support what I take to be the key and most contentious claim in 

my argument, premise two, I will turn to The Critique of Judgment and 

cases in which we experience displeasure based upon the relationship 

among our faculties. In the sections that follow, I will explore sublime ex-

perience and works of genius in order to show how each spurs displeasure 

and disharmony in aesthetic response. 

 

A. Sublime Experience 

Having established the possibility of free play with respect to 

judgments of taste of the ugly, let me turn to the question of harmony and 

disharmony in relationship to free play. The relationship of our faculties in 

sublime experience illuminates our investigation of the cognitive activity 

underlying judgments of taste of the ugly. In particular, sublime experience 

shows a case in which we experience both pleasure and displeasure in 

response to aesthetic experience. 

Kant begins the Analytic of the Sublime by comparing the feelings 

we have in response to the beautiful and the feelings we have in response to 

the sublime. Whereas the beautiful inspires restful contemplation and 

pleasure, the sublime inspires a feeling of indirect pleasure, displeasure, 

negative pleasure, seriousness, or respect.
1
 Recall that contemplation of the 

beautiful enlivens the individual. As Kant puts the point in the Analytic of 

the Beautiful, “the subject feels himself” and experiences pleasure in re-

sponse to art.
2
 Sublime experience, on the other hand, forces an individual to 

recognize the superiority of the rational vocation of cognitive powers 

(reason) over the greatest power of sensibility (imagination). 

Sublime experience is both a source of pleasure and displeasure for 

the subject due to the tension among the faculties. This is due to the failure 

of the imagination to achieve its given goal of apprehending various intu-

itions and then comprehending them. As such, Kant variously refers to our 

feeling in response to sublime experience as one marked by “displeasure”,
3
 

“negative pleasure”,
4
 “agitation”,

5
 “respect”

6
 and “vibration, with a rapid 

                                                 
1 Kant, §23, p. 98, 245. 
2 Ibid., §1, p. 44, 204. 
3 Ibid., §27, p. 116, 259. 
4 Ibid., §23, p. 98, 245. 
5 Ibid., §24, p. 101, 247 and §27, p. 115, 258. 
6 Ibid., §27, p. 114, 257. 
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alternation of repulsion from, and attraction to, one and the same object”.
1
 

The imagination hits its limit and then attempts to exceed it in order to be 

adequate to its vocation. As Kant puts the point, the imagination pours forth 

all the more powerfully when it confronts its boundaries: 

 

[What happens is that] our imagination strives to progress 

towards infinity, while our reason demands absolute totality 

as an idea, and so [the imagination,] our power of estimat-

ing the magnitude of things in the world of sense, is inade-

quate to that idea. Yet this inadequacy itself is the arousal 

in us of the feeling that we have a supersensible power; and 

what is absolutely large is not an object of sense, but is the 

use that judgment makes naturally of certain objects so as 

to [arouse] this (feeling), and in contrast with that use any 

other use is small. Hence what is to be called sublime is not 

the object but the attunement that the intellect [gets] 

through a certain presentation that occupies reflective judg-

ment […] Sublime is what even to be able to think proves 

that the mind has a power surpassing any standard of 

sense.2 

 

Sublime experience forces the imagination to recognize its inadequacy, 

because just as the imagination strives to accomplish its goal of presenting 

in a single intuition a totality or unity, it is unable to do so. While appre-

hension proceeds to infinity, (continually grasping intuitions), compre-

hension (joining these intuitions together into a unity) reaches its limit.
3
 

There is pleasure in stretching the imagination‟s boundaries, but displeasure 

in confronting the imagination‟s limits. As Kant puts the point, “he has the 

feeling that his imagination is inadequate for exhibiting the idea of a whole, 

[a feeling] in which imagination reaches its maximum, and as it strives to 

                                                 
1 Ibid., §27, p. 115, 258. 
2 Ibid., §25, p. 106, 250, emphasis original. 
3 As Kant argues, “…comprehension becomes more and more difficult the farther 

apprehension progresses, and it soon reaches its maximum […] For when appre-

hension has reached the point where the partial presentations of sensible intuition 

that were first apprehended are already beginning to be extinguished in the imag-

ination, as it proceeds to apprehend further ones, the imagination then loses as much 

on the one side as it gains on the other; and so there is a maximum in comprehension 

that it cannot exceed”, ibid., §26, p. 108, 252. 
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expand that maximum, it sinks back into itself, but consequently comes to 

feel a liking...”.
1
 

Although sublime experience highlights a strained relationship a-

mong our faculties (imagination and reason as well as imagination and 

understanding), it is nonetheless purposive for us because it manifests the 

superiority of reason, according to Kant. As Kant articulates the point, “The 

quality of the feeling of the sublime consists in its being a feeling, ac-

companying an object, of displeasure about our aesthetic power of judging, 

yet of a displeasure that we present at the same time as purposive. What 

makes this possible is that the subject‟s own inability uncovers in him the 

consciousness of an unlimited ability which is also his, and that the mind 

can judge this ability aesthetically only by that inability”.
2
 Kant claims that 

while sublime experience may expose the inadequacy of imagination (the 

sublime‟s contrapurposiveness), it also reveals our higher vocation and 

forces us to recognize the superiority of reason over our other faculties and 

over Nature (the sublime‟s purposiveness). In other words, sublime expe-

rience helps us to discover the power of pure and independent reason as a 

supersensible faculty.
3
 

As has been shown in this section, sublime experience is a source of 

both pleasure and displeasure. It indicates a conflict, tension, or disharmo-

nious relationship among the faculties. As aforementioned, such experience 

generates a feeling of respect in which we recognize reason as the most 

powerful faculty. As the imagination stretches its boundaries and encounters 

its limits, it pours forth all the more powerfully. As it does so, it engages 

with the understanding and experiences a kind of play. To be clear, this play 

may be of a different sort than we experience in our encounters with beauty 

because it does not involve restful contemplation. Rather, encounters with 

the sublime would generate a kind of serious, tense, or even violent play. 

Insofar as the imagination and understanding engage with one another based 

on sublime experience, both faculties are enlivened and spring into action. 

The displeasure we experience in response to the sublime, in conjunction 

with the resulting stressed relationship among the faculties leads to a dis-

harmonious, frustrated play in which the faculties pour forth all the more 

powerfully. In the next section of argument, I will explain how frustrated 

play is present in the case of works of genius in order to further the overall 

                                                 
1 Ibid., §26, p. 109, 252. 
2 Ibid., §27, 259, p. 116, emphasis original. 
3 Ibid., §27, p. 115. 
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argument regarding the possibility of disharmonious play and of judgments 

of taste of the ugly. 

 

B. Works of Genius 

Before turning to works of genius and the complication they 

present for the relationship of the faculties, it is crucial to investigate Kant‟s 

notion of aesthetic ideas.
1
 Kant asserts that an aesthetic idea is a “pres-

entation of the imagination which prompts much thought, to which no 

determinate concept is adequate, so that no language can express it 

completely and also allow us to grasp it”.
2
 We search for a unified concept 

(or set of concepts) by which to comprehend the meaning of the art we 

encounter, yet, the multitude of partial and related presentations makes this 

process difficult. Kant states: 

 

Now if a concept is provided with [unterlegen] a pres-

entation of the imagination such that, even though this 

presentation belongs to the exhibition of the concept, yet it 

prompts, even by itself, so much thought as can never be 

comprehended within a determinate concept and thereby 

the presentation aesthetically expands the concept itself in 

an unlimited way, then the imagination is creative in [all of] 

this and sets the power of intellectual ideas (i.e., reason) in 

motion: it makes reason think more, when prompted by a 

[certain] presentation, than what can be apprehended and 

made distinct in the presentation (though the thought does 

pertain to the concept of the object [presented]).
3
 

 

Thus, the excess of aesthetic ideas stretches the bounds of our concepts. The 

result is a struggle to fit our experience into a concept that is too constrictive 

for it. While concepts fail to adequately capture the meaning of the work of 

art, we still attempt to find them. Because our ready-to-hand concepts are 

too narrow, too weak, or both, to engage adequately with works of art, the 

surplus produces further thought and activity in the attempt to process and 

comprehend it. 

                                                 
1 This will further develop our understanding of aesthetic experience of all types, 

including our experience of the beautiful. 
2 Ibid., §49, p.182, 314. 
3 Ibid., §49, p. 183, 314-315. 
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Kant argues that because aesthetic ideas challenge and stretch 

conceptual boundaries, they expand the mind itself. Aesthetic ideas activate 

and quicken the mental faculties through the excess that they contain. 

 

[W]e present something that prompts the imagination to 

spread over a multitude of kindred presentations that arouse 

more thought than can be expressed in a concept deter-

mined by words. These aesthetic attributes yield an aesthet-

ic idea, which serves the mentioned rational idea as a sub-

stitute for a logical exhibition, but its proper function is to 

quicken [beleben] the mind by opening up for it a view into 

an immense realm of kindred presentations […] that give 

the imagination a momentum which makes it think more in 

response to these objects, though in an undeveloped way, 

than can be comprehended within one concept and hence in 

one determinate linguistic expression.
1
 

 

Aesthetic ideas quicken the mind to engage in what Kant calls reflective 

judgment, in which we search for the right concept to apprehend a sensuous 

particular. The imagination strives to attain its goal of fitting a concept to 

the presentations. This quickens the faculties and thus drives more cogni-

tion.
2
 Put another way, aesthetic ideas “make reason think more” by trying 

to join together a multiplicity of partial and kindred presentations. It is 

interesting to note that Kant comments on the undeveloped activity of the 

mind here. The faculties spring into action, but they are not well directed. 

The understanding is unable to craft a concept that fits the experience and 

the imagination is unable to successfully join together the multiplicity of 

presentations due to the excess of aesthetic ideas. Compare this scenario to 

the outpouring of the imagination that occurs in response to sublime expe-

rience. The imagination pours forth with the aim of being adequate to its 

vocation, but struggles to achieve its goal. I argue that these cases hold 

interesting parallels regarding disharmonious mental activity and the re-

sulting feelings of pleasure and displeasure. 

To continue, the work of art both stimulates our cognitive faculties 

and also frustrates them; we are unable to fully cognize our experience and 

                                                 
1 Ibid., §49, p. 183-184, 315, emphasis original. 
2 Ibid., §49, p. 183, 315. Cf. Translator‟s Introduction, §2, xxx-xxxix, especially 

xxxviii-xxxix; §9 on the harmony of the faculties, 218-219; and §35, 287. 
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yet are driven to do so all the same. For Kant, this is both a source of 

pleasure and displeasure for the subject. This excess is pleasurable because 

it enlivens our faculties; we gain even more pleasure in our attempt to make 

something productive out of this excess. It results in the expansion of the 

mind beyond its current bounds and in the quickening of its faculties. This 

expansion and quickening of the mind are part of what we like about art and 

why we find it to be valuable. The displeasure, on the other hand, stems 

from the inability to fully align all the presentations into a single, well-form-

ed concept or expression. 

We can compare this situation to what occurs in sublime expe-

rience in terms of both pleasure and displeasure. On the one hand, we 

experience pleasure based upon the stretching of our faculties and the desire 

to reach each faculty‟s vocation; on the other hand, we experience dis-

pleasure and frustration as those same faculties reach their limits. A parallel 

situation occurs in response to aesthetic ideas. This process is exacerbated 

with works of genius due to the way that they “set the rule to art” through 

their innovative exemplarity. Because they make a new contribution to com-

munication and culture, works of genius are even more difficult to com-

prehend, and thus, they increase the struggle of the imagination and the 

understanding. In response to sublime experience and works of genius, there 

is a tension among the faculties based upon the drive to be adequate to its 

vocation coupled with the inability to complete the task in question. The 

imagination, in particular, struggles to grapple with these experiences. 

With this prelude on the complexity of aesthetic ideas in mind, let 

me turn to works of genius more directly in order to understand the com-

plications they present for our faculties. Kant defines genius as “the talent 

(natural endowment) that gives the rule to art. Since talent is an innate 

productive ability of the artist and as such belongs itself to nature, we could 

also put it this way: Genius is the innate mental predisposition (ingenium) 

through which nature gives the rule to art”.
1
 To explain, Kant claims that 

works of genius must be more than just innovative. They must also be 

exemplary. The art cannot simply be novel; it must also have some quality 

that sets it apart and by which it becomes an exemplar for future works to 

                                                 
1 Kant, §46, p. 174, 307, emphasis original. Kant uses the term “genius” in a slightly 

different sense than we might today. Genius is the force or power (Gewalt) of nature 

working through the subject; an individual is not a genius, but rather, she exhibits 

genius. Put differently, genius is nature in the subject. This force is what makes 

works of art Geistreich, or “full of spirit”. Ibid., §47, p. 176, 308. 
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follow. Such art sets a (new) rule to art and thereby offers a new model in 

the sphere of aesthetic expression. Simply put, genius is the talent, endowed 

by nature, through which subjects give the rule to art through original and 

exemplary art-making.
1
 

Kant further establishes the importance of genius by claiming that 

“fine art cannot itself devise the rule by which it is to bring about its 

product. Since, however, a product can never be called art unless it is 

preceded by a rule, it must be nature in the subject (and through the at-

tunement of his powers) that gives the rule to art, in other words, fine art is 

possible only as the product of genius”.
2
 Moreover, since the rule isn‟t 

supposed to “hover before the eyes of the artist”,
3
 the new rule can only be 

discerned in retrospect when it becomes a guide for future works. This does 

not mean that the productions are wholly unruly, but only that rules didn‟t 

guide the production process. Instead, the rules are the result of the new 

work inspired by genius. Because the rule does not precede the production, 

but emerges only afterward, there is no ready-to-hand guide to understand-

ing or communicating about works of genius. Thus, clarity of expression in 

making judgments proves even more difficult when dealing with works of 

genius because there is no established rule to follow in one‟s judgments of 

ingenious work. Again, just as in the case of sublime experience, works of 

genius engender a tense relationship among the faculties. 

Insofar as fine art cannot advance without the creativity of the 

imagination, genius is crucial to the development of art and expression. But 

because works of genius introduce new rules to art, we may have difficulty 

understanding and communicating about them. Kant pushes the conflict to a 

critical level, arguing that genius requires “wing clipping,” (a form of re-

striction on expression) in order to promote communication and culture. 

Kant claims: 

 

Taste, like the power of judgment in general, consists in 

disciplining (or training) genius. It severely clips its wings, 

and makes it civilized, or polished; but at the same time it 

gives it guidance as to how far and over what it may spread 

while still remaining purposive. It introduces clarity and 

                                                 
1 Ibid., §46, p. 175-176, 307-308. 
2 Ibid., §46, p. 175, 307. 
3 Ibid., §45, p. 174, 307. Kant states, “There must be no hint that the rule was hover-

ing before the artist‟s eyes and putting fetters on his mental powers”. 
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order into a wealth of thought and hence makes the ideas 

durable, fit for approval that is both lasting and universal, 

and [hence] for being followed by others and fit for an ever 

advancing culture.
1
 

 

Kant praises the imagination (and thereby genius) for provoking much 

thought that cannot be contained in a single concept,
2
 for “mak[ing] reason 

think more”,
3
 and for quickening the mental faculties through increased 

activity.
4
 Note the similarity in response to aesthetic ideas and to sublime 

experience. Genius spurs activity that enlivens the mind, quickening the 

faculties. Nonetheless, as Kant indicates in this passage, genius is expected 

to advance culture, but it must be “tamed” or “refined” before it can do so. 

As genius moves beyond the strictures of taste and towards the establish-

ment of new rules and modes of artistic expression, taste restricts it. 

When taste and genius come into conflict, Kant is willing to sacri-

fice this natural talent to the purposes of culture.
5
 As stated above, wing 

clipping is done in order to refine ingenious ideas and make them durable 

and lasting. This durability is attained through civilizing genius‟s expres-

sions, making them fit for and understandable by culture. From there, we 

can deduce that taste clips the wings of genius for the sake of communi-

cation, through which culture advances. Put another way, Kant values 

understanding and communication over innovation in expression. As he 

frames the issue, innovative but nonsensical expressions are restricted for 

the sake of expressions that will make a “greater” contribution to mutual 

understanding.
6
 While genius moves culture and communication forward, it 

is in jeopardy if its expressions are too wild or nonsensical. That is, Kant 

values understanding over imagination in terms of advancing culture. 

                                                 
1 Ibid., §50, p. 188, 319. 
2 Ibid., §49, p. 182, 314. 
3 Ibid., §49, p. 183, 314. 
4 Ibid., §49, p. 183-184, 315. 
5 Kant is explicit about this point: Only when a conflict arises between taste and 

genius does he side with taste in products of art, §50, p. 188-189, 320. 
6 Kant states: “Therefore, if there is a conflict between these two properties [taste 

and genius] in a product, and something has to be sacrificed, then it should be on the 

side of genius; and judgment, which in matters [Suchen] of fine art bases its pro-

nouncements on principles of its own, will sooner permit the imagination‟s freedom 

and wealth to be impaired than that the understanding be impaired”, Kant, §50, p. 

188-189, 320. 



46 
 

So what does this tension imply about the relationship of the 

faculties in response to works of genius? Kant promotes the free play of 

imagination and understanding, but only until a conflict arises. Then the 

freedom of the imagination must submit to the rule-boundedness of the 

understanding. This restriction doesn‟t destroy the free play of the faculties, 

however. Instead, it forces the imagination to harmonize with the under-

standing in a way that limits its own freedom to an extent.
1
 While there is a 

tense relationship between imagination and understanding, Kant nonetheless 

argues that they can be made to adapt to one another – through the power of 

judgment. Imagination should not be lawless in its freedom; rather, it should 

be made to conform to the understanding. Due to their conflict in response 

to works of genius, the imagination and understanding are in a tense or po-

tentially disharmonious relationship. The way Kant frames the point in the 

above passage suggests that while limits should be placed on the imagina-

tion‟s freedom, disharmonious but lawful free play with the understanding is 

still possible. Moreover, Kant suggests that the imagination and under-

standing may be made to harmonize with one another, “adapting” to one 

another more carefully through the power of judgment. 

The case of works of genius has much in common with the fore-

going cases of the beautiful and the sublime. In sublime experience and 

works of genius, the faculties are in a disharmonious relationship in which 

the possibility of play is preserved. The complication that we find with 

works of genius regards the issue of freedom rather than harmony, espe-

cially when we investigate the restriction of wing clipping. While above, I 

discussed the issue of freedom from the perspective of the relationship of 

the faculties, here it is important to consider the restriction on freedom of 

expression that wing clipping presents. Certainly, the limiting of expression 

for the sake of culture restricts the freedom of works of genius as well as our 

responses to them. This leads to further concerns regarding marginalization 

and censorship. So while Kant advocates for the importance of works of 

                                                 
1 Kant makes a similar point in the General Comment on the First Division of the 

Analytic: “It seems therefore that only a lawfulness without a law, and a subjective 

harmony of the imagination with the understanding without an objective harmony – 

where the presentation is referred to a determinate concept of an object – is compat-

ible with the full lawfulness of the understanding (which has also been called pur-

posiveness without a purpose and with the peculiarity of a judgment of taste”, p. 92, 

241. Here, Kant makes the point that in pure judgments of taste the imagination is 

not referred to a determinate concept of the object, even if the imagination obeys the 

laws of the understanding. 
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genius, he also argues that works of genius need a form of restriction called 

“wing clipping” in order to contribute to communication and culture. 

 

Conclusion: The Implications of Contrapurposiveness. 

Throughout my analysis, I have drawn parallels among aesthetic 

experience of the beau-tiful, the sublime, and works of genius in order to 

show how the activity of the faculties in these cases is similar to our 

experience of the ugly. I have argued that a disharmonious, but nonetheless 

free relationship of the fac-ulties shows how pure judgments of the ugly are 

possible within Kant‟s system in The Critique of Judgment. As a conclusion 

to this argument, I aim to briefly show how our experience of the ugly in art 

is contrapurposive for our faculties, but purposive for our growth as critics 

and community mem-bers. First, I show how the contrapurposiveness of the 

ugly may inspire a tension among the faculties, and thus, function in a 

fashion similar to the sublime. Second, I argue that experience with ugliness 

in art can be bene-ficial to our aesthetic training. Finally, I argue that the 

ugly in art can serve as an opportunity for community formation or 

solidification. 

First, as Kant argues, sublime experience is a source of both pleas-

ure and displeasure for us. On the one hand, our faculties are enlivened as 

the imagination stretches its boundaries in order to forge a concept that fits 

the experience. On the other hand, the tension created by the inability of the 

imagination to be adequate to its vocation is a source of displeasure. 

Nonetheless, Kant claims that the sublime reveals the superiority of reason 

over imagination and nature.
1
 The recognition of reason‟s superiority is one 

of the most productive aspects of sublime experience. Moreover, in spite of 

the sublime‟s contrapurposiveness, thwarting the imagination‟s goal, it also 

exercises and stretches our faculties. So too, the ugly in art may exercise and 

expand the bounds of our faculties in a way similar to sublime experience. If 

we allow the ugly to occupy our minds, we may experience a similar form 

of mental grappling to that generated by sublime experience.
2
 In spite of the 

disharmony and displeasure we experience, this mental activity could ex-

                                                 
1 For the complete argument, see section A, p. 38 above. I have covered part of this 

argument in the section on the sublime. Here, I focus on purposiveness and contra-

purposiveness. 
2 Wenzel, p. 421. Recall Wenzel ponders “If I see something and find it ugly, why 

should it not occupy my mind? Why should I not contemplate it, although with dis-

pleasure?” 
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pand the bounds of our faculties. As we attempt to understand our aesthetic 

experience and to judge the (ugly) art in question, our faculties are enlivened 

and honed. 

Second, gaining experience with both the beautiful and ugly in art 

could be educative for us as critics of art. Through such experience, we can 

develop the delicacy of our faculties, and thereby, will be better able to 

judge art. If we practice in this way and strive to be unprejudiced, we will 

develop taste that is fit to be followed by others. As Hume wrote “a true 

judge in the fine arts is observed, even during the most polished ages, to be 

so rare a character: strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, improved by 

practice, perfected by comparison, and cleared of all prejudice, can alone 

entitle critics to this valuable character; and the joint verdict of such, wher-

ever they are to be found, is the true standard of taste and beauty”.
1
 Hume 

argues that one can develop the skills required to become a discerning judge 

of the arts. In part, such a critic must be able to recognize both the beauty 

and the defects in art. If one is unable to do so, “He must conclude, upon the 

whole, that the fault lies in himself, and that he wants the delicacy, which is 

requisite to make him sensible of every beauty and every blemish, in any 

composition and discourse”.
2
 Thus, the ugly may be purposive insofar as it 

expands our arsenal of aesthetic considerations and our practice in aesthetic 

judgment of beauty and blemish. The ugly could serve as an important con-

trast with the beautiful, thereby helping us to discern which qualities we find 

beautiful or ugly in art. While this is a Humean line of argument, Kant 

would certainly endorse the honing of our faculties through repeated un-

biased practice. Just as experience with the ugly could help us to broaden 

our aesthetic horizons, so too could our experience with the challenges 

presented by works of genius. 

This leads to my final point regarding the development of community 

through judgments of both the beautiful and the ugly. While Kant presents 

disgust as a limit case – as that which we cannot be disinterested in due to 

the visceral nature of our responses – ugliness spurs disharmony among our 

faculties from which we can gain adequate distance in order to make dis-

interested judgments of taste – and to exchange them with others. I have 

argued elsewhere that works of genius can spur community formation based 

on interest in understanding and communicating about specific works of art 

                                                 
1 David Hume “Of the Standard of Taste”, Essays: Moral, Political, and Literary, 

Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Classics, 1985, p. 241. 
2 Ibid., p. 236. 
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or artists.1 So too, the ugly in art may generate discussion that ultimately 

leads to community formation based upon interest in a given work or artist, 

for reasons of approbation or disapprobation.
2
 Because of how personal our 

responses to art are it is important to consider how negative judgments of 

taste relate to community formation and maintenance through the preser-

vation of free expression in and about art. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Canary vineyards 

 

  

                                                 
1 Erin Bradfield "Productive Excess: Aesthetic Ideas, Silence, and Community", The 

Journal of Aesthetic Education, 48 (2) (Summer 2014): 1-15. 
2 While I shall not discuss it here, there is much to be said regarding what happens 

when the ugly in art generates approbation and whether a depiction of ugly subject 

matter can be transfigured if successfully rendered aesthetically. So too, there is 

much to be said regarding the relationship of the ugly, the disgusting, and the horrific 

in art. But that is the subject of another paper. 



50 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Insert an example of the ugly, 2016. 
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