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On the Aesthetic Gaze, 

Beauty, and the Two Sources of Ugliness1 
 

Bart Verschaffel 

(Ghent University) 

 

 

Do you know any means of suppressing 

what arises from the things you see? 

Paul Valéry
2
 

 

Beauty, in all its myriad forms, was a central topic in literature and 

philosophy until the end of the eighteenth century. Ugliness, by contrast, 

was seldom written about, or only incidentally and indirectly. The puzzling 

thing about ugliness, as Aristotle had already noted, was that even the banal 

or ugly could be rendered interesting or beautiful through artful depiction. 

There is „beautiful‟ and „beautiful-ugly‟; but the artfully-ugly is not the 

same as ugly art ... When it came to the philosophy of art, this insight foster-

ed an appreciation of beauty‟s magical and, above all, deceptive power. 

Comparatively little thought, however, was devoted to a precise formulation 

of what „ugliness‟ might signify. The theories of the sublime, the pictur-

esque and the fantastic, which originated in the eighteenth century, generally 

follow the same trajectory: they analyse how something initially perceived 

(or sensed) as possessing a „negative‟ aesthetic value can nevertheless, quite 

unexpectedly, be experienced as „positive‟. Everything that is menacing and 

dangerous, with the power to annihilate our very existence, seems to send a 

pleasant shiver down our spines. The irregular, rough or weathered, incom-

plete, immature or anecdotal might also – contrary to all classical standards 

of beauty – be regarded as charming. And the forced, whimsical and bizarre 

can prove strangely entertaining ... The (theoretical) interest in ugliness first 

                                                 
1 A first version of this article was published in Dutch as “Omtrent het lelijke”, De 

Witte Raaf, nr. 185, pp. 1-3. The present version is translated from the Dutch, French 

and German by Ms. Helen Simpson. 
2 “Sais-tu quelque moyen de réprimer ce qui surgit de la vue des choses?”, Oeuvres, 

I, ed. Pléiade, Gallimard 1957, p. 328. 
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emerged at the beginning of the nineteenth century, mainly amongst the 

German „idealist‟ thinkers and literati, and reached an early pinnacle in The 

Aesthetics of Ugliness (1853) by Karl Rosenkranz.
1
 But these authors also 

looked more deeply, in a Hegelian sense, into the way in which ugliness – 

understood as the opposite or negation of the various forms of beauty – can 

be „aestheticized‟ and „idealised‟ through artistic representation. Moreover, 

they assessed how variants of ugliness can be integrated into a broader and 

more complex notion of beauty: “[Art] must show us ugliness in the full 

compass of its mischief, but it must do this nevertheless with the ideality 

with which it handles the beautiful …”.
2
 

The great Enlightenment thinkers analysed the concept of beauty 

from the perspective of aesthetic judgement, which they considered to be 

statements about an object‟s inherent nature. At the heart of all subsequent 

discussions lay the question of whether „beauty‟ was intrinsic – either be-

cause of an object‟s appearance, and/or method of manufacture, and/or how 

well form follows function – or a matter of taste. Either the Bestimmungs-

grund (ground of determination) of aesthetic judgment lies in the object 

itself, or in the subject. Despite the infinite range of indeterminate positions 

that can exist between the extremes of „objectivist‟ and „subjectivist‟ aes-

thetics, the debate is unresolvable. Yet this question is based on the premise 

that an aesthetic experience bears a „natural‟ correlation to reality. In other 

words, it is assumed that the aesthetic gaze is perpetually and universally 

accessible to mankind, and that „aesthetic judgment‟ is simply a special 

form of general human cognition. Now, the appearance of things – for ex-

ample, form, pattern, colour and luminosity – undoubtedly influences every-

thing that we perceive and experience, feel and do. We are all responsive to 

shapes and can recognise rhythms and colour combinations ... The aware-

ness of form can, however, be discounted in many practices and modes of 

experience. It has no independent existence, per se, as „the aesthetic expe-

rience‟. The aesthetic gaze implies an appreciation of „pure appearances‟, 

whereby the aspect of an object is somewhat disconnected from its function, 

                                                 
1 Ästhetik des Hässlichen, Reclam, 2007. For the German language development of 

the theory of ugliness I have used Werner Jung Schöner Schein der Hässlichkeit oder 

Hässlichkeit des schönen Scheins. Ästhetik und Geschichtsphilosophie im 19. 

Jahrhundert, Athenäum 1987. 
2 Rosenkranz “Die Kunst] muss uns das Hässliche in der ganzen Schärfe seines 

Unwesens vorführen, aber sie muss dies dennoch mit derjenigen Idealität tun, mit 

der sie auch das Schöne behandelt”, op. cit., p. 47. 
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value, and meaning. The aesthetic experience presupposes an object‟s ap-

pearance is isolated and given independent consideration. This bears an 

extraordinary, sophisticated and profoundly artificial relationship to reality. 

In any case, the locus and importance of the aesthetic experience, and more 

fundamentally its availability, is far from evident. A society/culture must 

permit and tolerate this abstraction: focusing exclusively on appearances 

while disregarding an object‟s value and function is often „inappropriate‟ 

and can, on occasion, be downright disrespectful or outrageous. An aestheti-

cally-abstracting attitude can offend multiple kinds of political, moral, or 

religious „engagement with the subject matter‟. Isolating and appreciating 

appearances, regardless of their moral value or usefulness, is therefore a 

cultural issue. And even when aesthetic detachment is developed as a „possi-

bility‟ within a culture, it inevitably remains a question of individual attain-

ment. It is also a social or „class‟ issue. The concrete manner through which 

this disinterested gaze is made possible and accessible – the codes and set-

tings that people use, in various contexts, to look with a disinterested and 

dispassionate eye – varies. But this does not mean that the logic and condi-

tions of the aesthetic gaze and experience cannot be discussed in general 

terms. 

The aesthetic gaze or approach is related to, and supported by, the 

specific way in which the object presents itself: the circumstances pertaining 

to its perceptual presence. It implies that the „tenebrous‟ senses of smell, 

taste and touch are circumvented by physical distance, altitude or obstacles, 

and that the perception and attention are channelled towards „pure visuality‟ 

or sound. An object will often be coded as „spectacle‟ or „performance‟, thus 

as something enacted or played, which implies that it is somehow „not real‟, 

or belongs to an alternative reality. The apparatus of showing and exhibiting 

focuses the attention, and both frames and isolates an object, thereby making 

it independent of the world. This has the effect of neutralising the involve-

ment that would automatically be engendered by physical proximity. „Show-

ing‟ or „exhibiting‟ might range from simply pointing at something to 

christening it as „art‟. The codes and/or physical distance can be communi-

cated and imposed by a wide range of devices, including shop windows, 

plinths, dishes, frames or windows, glass plates and viewpoints; or, in the 

theatre, the proscenium that separates the audience from the „unreal‟ space 

of the performance. The most important means of establishing aesthetic dis-

tance – so that we are confronted with pure visuality and, at the same time, a 

form of „unreality‟ – is, and always will be, the image: representation by si-

militude. Both performances and images readily lend themselves to aesthetic 
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appreciation. Anyone who has internalised the aesthetic approach will find 

themselves able to look at almost anything as they might a performance or 

picture – just as one can listen to ambient noise as to a kind of music. The 

distance that allows one to see something „aesthetically‟ might only be a 

question of attitude and perspective, therefore, which makes it unique to the 

eye of the beholder. Taken to a logical conclusion, one might, in principle, 

assess everything from an „aesthetic‟ perspective. But it would still seem 

that this form of appreciation, whether rightly or wrongly, presents too many 

„technical‟ conditions; and we tend to concur that it is both wrong and inap-

propriate to treat everything as an aesthetic object. 

“This is beautiful” and “that is ugly” are not opposites and nor are 

they the two extremes of a continuum. To say that something is „not beauti-

ful‟ does not automatically mean it is ugly, and to pronounce something as 

„not ugly‟ does not equate to it being beautiful. To declare something „beau-

tiful‟ or „ugly‟ is to deploy one of two distinct forms of aesthetic apprecia-

tion, each one of which similarly privileges and isolates an object, thereby 

setting it at an „aesthetic distance‟. It becomes an opposite, therefore, of all 

that is „normal‟. Or, in other words, it differs from the myriad of aestheti-

cally-neutral objects that sink without a trace into the quagmire of unobtru-

siveness. The „not-ugly‟ and „not-beautiful‟ can thus be categorised as „ordi-

nary‟. Aesthetic appreciation – whether positive or negative – is a form of 

individualisation: both appraisals accord the object a status that transcends 

the ordinary or normal.
1
 The beautiful and the ugly are both outstanding, 

therefore, albeit in vastly divergent ways and on disparate grounds. Expe-

riencing beauty or confronting ugliness are two completely distinct things, 

with very different issues at stake. 

The aesthetic experience is oriented towards immediate impressions 

and presupposes that the act of contemplation detaches the appearance from 

the object, and hence the latter‟s existence and agency in the world vis-à-vis 

its origin, meaning, value, function, purpose ... Experiencing a spring day or 

a landscape, melody or physique as „beautiful‟, and expressing this percep-

tion, implies that one is impressed by the mere appearance or (visual) inex-

haustibility of what is seen or heard, devoid of vested interests or intention 

to profit, and without any comparative assessment against established crite-

ria (such as the idea of perfection or a moral consideration). I would argue, 

however, that this „disinterested pleasure‟, as Kant terms it, is structurally 

associated with another element. This is our surprise that beauty does, in 

                                                 
1 Ibid., p. 190ff. 



163 

 

fact, exist: “A thing of beauty is incredible – and exists”.
1
 Crucially, beauty 

is always „new‟ and exceptional, and therefore unexpected. It takes us by 

surprise, and this because of its incomprehensibility and deviation from our 

expectations of „normality‟. Consequently, a thing of beauty always seems 

improbable. The Kantian „subjective universality‟ that characterises aesthet-

ic judgement thus expresses the claim that something is, in fact, genuinely 

beautiful, i.e. that it goes beyond individual „preferences‟ or „tastes‟. An 

experience of beauty is akin to a broadening of reality. And because the 

manifestation of beauty presents a paradox – being both implausible and yet 

irrefutable – the implication is that a new reality outshines the one we al-

ready know. The experience of beauty, therefore, entails far more than a 

simple delight in the appearance of something: it always involves a dis-

covery. Beauty functions as an „ontological threshold‟. But the discovery is 

made through a coincidental, fortunate encounter: one needs to be present at 

that specific time and place for it to be seen or heard. The certainty that 

beauty „has happened‟ is only given through a subjective, personal and 

unique experience. It privileges both a moment and an individual. Beauty is 

thus existentially anchored and can mark someone‟s life. The so-called 

„judgment of beauty‟ therefore, does not articulate a verifiable opinion on a 

„state of affairs‟. It does not aim at a scientific description of reality, which 

relates to the objective properties of objects. It belongs to a language-game 

of a completely different order. To judge something as beautiful, therefore, 

is to bear witness: it is the statement of a universal truth as revealed to one 

person via a unique experience.
2
 

Classical aesthetics posited ugliness as a negative principle and ex-

amined whether it might „dissolve‟ within something beautiful (and thus 

lend beauty a specific „colouring‟) – and if so, by what means. Twentieth-

century philosophical reflections on themes such as the „formless‟ and the 

„abject‟, concomitant with developments in modern and contemporary art, 

have contributed to the insight that ugliness cannot only be defined in nega-

tive terms, or merely reduced to an absence of beauty. Ugliness is a thing 

unto itself, it has an independent status. 

Beauty triumphs over the ordinary and augments what already exists. 

                                                 
1 Paul Valéry “La belle chose est incroyable – et est”, Cahiers II, ed. Pléiade, 

Gallimard, 1974, p. 962. 
2 A recapitulation of the argument that I developed in “Fatale waarheid: bemerkingen 

bij het esthetisch oordeel en de schoonheidservaring”, De zaak van de kunst. Over 

kennis, kritiek en schoonheid, Ghent, A&S/books, 2011. 
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The „Wohlgefallen‟ [aesthetic pleasure] is coupled with the affirmation of 

this surprising enrichment of reality. Ugliness, in contrast, is not „new‟. It 

does not amaze or surprise; it does not come on top of what exists but, 

instead, cleaves into the „normal world‟, and is immediately recognised. Ug-

liness is a revenant: it is permeated by a resistance or force that precedes the 

ordinary world. Enlightenment theories of aesthetics assumed that ugliness 

and the sense of something being ugly – like the notion of beauty – was 

„natural‟, a primary mode of being (for objects) or of experience (for hu-

mans). Everything in existence was believed to be either beautiful or ugly to 

a greater or lesser extent, and thus experienced as such, with the many 

guises of ugliness, like those of beauty, individually linked to specific 

feelings and emotions. Attempts were made to identify and classify these 

myriad kinds of ugliness and to correlate them with the responses they 

engendered. The „experience of ugliness‟, though, is even more specific and 

quite distinct from that of beauty. It is not ugliness as such that elicits 

rejection or disgust. Aesthetic appreciation – the ability to apprehend some-

thing as ugly and give it a name – already involves the processing and mas-

tery of primary emotions and reactions that precede the aesthetic. „Ugliness‟ 

is the aesthetic mode of appearance for everything that erupts „from below‟ 

to disrupt the „ordinary‟ or „normal‟ or, in short, our whole, life-sustaining 

world. With ugliness, the threat of the monstrous and a risk of contamina-

tion by the formless shines forth. 

Normality is threatened, disturbed or ruptured in two radically differ-

ent ways: by the monstrous or terrifying – Rosenkranz uses the word „Ab-

form‟ [deformity]; or by the formless or disgusting – which he called „Unge-

stalt‟ [formlessness].
1
 One can, admittedly, easily conjure up disgusting 

monsters. But the monstrous, as such, is not disgusting, and the formless is 

not, as such, terrible. 

The monstrous is “a deviation from nature‟, the fruit of „an efficient 

cause that claims omnipotence, a will that strives to compete with nature, 

and a tortured and dominant matter”, the monstrous is “uncanny”.
2
 It proves 

the fragility of form and the uncertainty of order. The monstrous is the un-

controlled, disorganised and deformed, it engenders and encourages caprices 

                                                 
1 Rosenkranz, op. cit., p. 12. 
2 Gilbert Lascault “un écart par rapport à la nature”; “une cause efficiente qui se 

veut tout puissante, d‟une volonté qui veut rivaliser avec la nature et d‟une matière 

torturée et dominée”; “inquiétante étrangeté”, Le monstre dans l‟art occidental. Un 

problème esthétique, Paris, Klincksieck, 2004, pp. 21, 24-25. 
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and excesses; it is the advent of chaos. Or, as Lucretius described it, mon-

sters are primordial remnants that lurk beneath the wafer-thin crust of what 

we call „nature‟ and of the man-made order and „normality‟. And the ulti-

mate example of monstrosity is clearly the deformity-humanity (Rosenkranz 

calls it “the ugliest ugly”).
1
 Deformity threatens ruin and destruction. It is 

dangerous, spreads panic, paralyses or petrifies, and causes all in its path to 

flee. The triad of monstrous, grey Graiae – the triplet sisters of the fearsome 

Gorgons Medusa, Skylla and Echidna – are Horror (Enyo) Terror (Deino) 

and Destruction (Persis).
2
 

Formlessness, on the other hand, is vague, viscous and glutinous, 

weak, decayed, diseased and rotten, with the most pungent variant being 

bodily secretions (the „abject‟). Georges Bataille‟s squashed spider or worm. 

At its core is „Verwesen‟ [putrefaction], or organic decay: not dying or dead, 

but “das Entwerden des schon Toten” [the decomposition of the already 

dead]. The human body reverts to waste or „remains‟. Teeming, nameless, 

soulless life: “we are more disgusted and repulsed by the appearance of life 

in what is already itself dead”.
3
 A lack of form radiates negativity; an en-

counter with the formless is contagious, sticky and contaminating: it attacks 

the Gestalt and identity,
4
 provokes revulsion and disgust, makes one recoil 

                                                 
1 Rosenkranz “das hässlichste hässliche”, op. cit., p. 12. 
2 For the literature on the monstrous see, in addition to Lascault (with an extensive 

bibliography), David Leeming, Medusa in the Mirror of Time, London, Reaktion 

Books, 2013, and Jean Clair, Medusa. Contribution à une Anthropologie des arts du 

visuel, Paris, Gallimard, 1989. 
3 Rosenkranz “Der Schein des Lebens im an sich Toten ist das unendlich Widrige im 

Ekelhaften”, op. cit., p. 294. 
4 The writings of Georges Bataille were essential to the introduction of the formless 

(and disgusting) as a theme in art and art theory. He, in turn, drew upon anthropolog-

ical studies of primitive religions and rituals, especially on the subject of „purity‟ 

(Mary Douglas, Emile Durkheim, Mircea Eliade, Roger Caillois). Inspiring is the 

collection of texts gathered in Traverses 37. Le dégoût, published by Centre Georges 

Pompidou in april 1986. The most important overview and first conceptualisation of 

the artistic use of „formless‟, before it became concentrated upon the physical and 

abject, is the exhibition catalogue L‟informe. Mode d‟emploi, eds. Yve-Alain Bois & 

Rosalind Krauss (Centre Pompidou, Paris, 1996): Formless. A Users Guide, Zone 

Books, 1997. The couple of pages that Rosenkranz dedicated to the subject are cer-

tainly grundlegend [fundamental]: see op. cit., about „Das Ekelhafte‟ [the disgust-

ing], pp. 293-303. See also Aurel Kolnai Ekel, Hochmut, Hass. Zur Phänomenologie 

feindlicher Gefühle, Suhrkamp 2007, and the recent survey: Winfried Menninghaus 

Ekel: Theorie und Geschichte einer starken Empfindung, Suhrkamp 2011. 
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and retch; it must be kept at bay, and all contact immediately remedied by 

purification, cleansing, „disengaging‟ and vomiting, or through (ritual) 

laughter. 

A direct confrontation with the monstrous or the formless invokes 

archaic and automatic responses that precede every possible form of “aes-

theticization” or „experience of ugliness‟: the actual confrontation with a 

heinous creature, or pus for example, never directly inspires aesthetic appre-

ciation, or even a „judgment of ugliness‟. Rather, they provoke the primary 

reactions and operations that neutralise the imminent threat. All societies 

develop a „culture‟ to deal with these things. Religions, particularly, offer 

many solutions, including myths and a whole range of ceremonies and 

magical practices, from exorcisms, ritual insults and cursing, to sacrifices, 

purification and simply “laughing it off”. It took centuries of arduous effort 

to wrest theatrical and visual forms of representation from their original 

religious contexts and, furthermore, to sufficiently divest them of their mag-

ical aspects. In so doing, performances and images could finally be put to 

„artistic‟ use – not only as a way of „playing‟ with meaning (probably the 

first and ultimate type of artistic „work‟), but also as a method of isolating 

appearances and offering them up for aesthetic appreciation. The difficult 

and profoundly artificial base operation of “aestheticization” does not pri-

marily preclude, contrary to expectation, the finding of beauty in ugliness. 

What it does imply is that everything monstrous or disgusting can success-

fully be kept at arm‟s length and subjected to scrutiny, whereupon it 

becomes innocuous, or merely „ugly‟, i.e. practically harmless, and perhaps 

even ridiculous. The sight of what is effectively monstrous or disgusting 

therefore becomes, in the worst case, merely „unpleasant‟ – a „lingering 

emotion‟ associated with the origin of this „ugly appearance‟. Rosenkranz 

noted that a painting of the Raising of Lazarus is powerless to convey the 

human stench of death: the viewer “is only forced to think of the superficial 

beginning of decay”.
1
 Elsewhere, he refers to the fresco of the Triumph of 

Death in the Campo Santo of Pisa, a detail of which depicts a noble hunting 

party pinching their noses as they ride past a corpse in an open grave: “we 

see this well enough, but we do not smell it”.
2
 Indeed, to find something 

„hideously ugly‟ already presupposes an aesthetic distance, one that has 

terminated the primary automatic reactions. The detachment implied by an 

                                                 
1 Rosenkranz “doch eben nur an einen oberflächlichen Beginn der Verwesung zu 

denken hat”, op.cit., p. 297, my emphasis. [ill. p. 181]. 
2 “Wir sehen dies wohl, aber wir riechen es nicht”, Ibid., p. 295. [ill. p. 107]. 
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„experience of ugliness‟, therefore, is much more complicated, ambiguous 

and tainted than an „encounter with beauty‟. It conceals a greater involve-

ment and deeper significance than is associated with the latter, whereby the 

engagement follows disinterested contemplation and is related to the exis-

tential meaning of a life-changing moment and unexpected discovery. 

It is possible, just as with beauty, that the isolation and contemplation 

of „ugliness‟ occurs through the eye of the beholder. Yet because the experi-

ence of ugliness does not commence with „disinterest‟ but with a primary, 

pre-aesthetic engagement, it is much more problematic. A specific „disposi-

tion‟ of the attention rarely suffices. Special resources and specific contexts, 

such as the arts, seem necessary to the successful neutralisation and reduc-

tion of the impending monstrosity or invading formlessness. Once distilled 

to a mere „image‟ or appearance – reduced to pure visuality and „unreality‟ – 

it can be „aesthetically appreciated‟ and be deemed (merely) „ugly‟. Here, 

the effective medium par excellence is undoubtedly „representation‟, or the 

image/likeness. Perhaps the paralysing, lethal or contagious potency of the 

monstrous and disgusting can never be fully neutralised, but an image can 

tone it down, just enough for it to be „viewed‟. Their powers can be captured 

and imprisoned when „reflected‟ in a picture or performance. This is the 

„medusa strategy‟. 

Rationalist and ahistorical aesthetic theories mistakenly interpret the 

emotions involved in disliking an unpleasant picture as a response (or reac-

tion) to ugliness itself. The aesthetically-distant relationship with the „ugly‟ 

always cloaks a specific stance towards the monstrous and/or disgusting. 

Our dealings with ugliness – the „aesthetic‟ rejection – are always existen-

tially loaded, motivated by other concerns, and somewhat archaic. Our 

familiarity with ugliness means that we view it as par for the course. “The 

intricate, the contradictory, the amphibious, and therefore even the unnatu-

ral, the criminal, the strange, even the mad” is always interesting.
1
 It can 

even fascinate: something of the ancient and well-known shines through but 

must remain suppressed and concealed. A hint of obscenity hangs over the 

ugly. (And the reverse might also be true. Rosenkranz was probably right to 

say that everything phallic, though venerated by religion, is ugly when 

viewed aesthetically and so cannot be idealised/aestheticised: “All phallic 

gods are ugly”).
2
 It is not a question, therefore, of whether something ugly 

                                                 
1 “[d]as Verwickelte, das Widerspruchvolle, das Amphibolische und daher selbst das 

Unnatürliche, das Verbrecherische, das Seltsame, ja Wahnsinnige”, Ibid., p. 104. 
2 “Alle phallischen Götter sind Häßlich”, Ibid., p. 223. 
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can still be regarded as „beautiful‟. „Ugliness‟, as such, is the result of the 

“aestheticization” of the monstrous or disgusting. But it can also lend a 

frisson to works of art when added in small doses. The different and more 

primal level at which this engagement occurs is the very reason that its 

(carefully controlled) „appearance‟ in art can be far more gripping and in-

tense than the presence of beauty. The ever-ambiguous satisfaction that one 

feels at the sight of (a successful artistic representation of) ugliness – such 

as, for example, in one of the variations of the „sublime‟, or as an ingredient 

of the picturesque or fantastic – is not derived from the pleasantness of its 

„pure appearance‟ but from the realisation that a risky enterprise has 

succeeded. It is not the appearance, as such, that we admire, but the triumph 

of the depiction: we are amazed that the hideous-monstrous and/or disgust-

ing – which we would never dare confront – has been tamed through 

visualisation and can now be viewed with „detachment‟. Artworks can, it 

would seem, keep the monster in check and produce complex, equivocal 

experiences in which unease at the recognition of a dangerous enemy is 

mingled with gratitude at its imprisonment, as well as a sense of elation. To 

illustrate how the „aesthetic‟ dispositive can neutralise the monstrous and 

disgusting and, furthermore, lend meaning and value to „ugliness‟, I would 

like to cite Inspirations méditerranéennes by Paul Valéry.
1
 In this lecture 

text, Valéry describes how the Mediterranean Sea formed its own „sensibi-

lité‟. He illustrates his point via two „impressions‟, both of which had a 

decisive, profound and lasting impact upon his psyche. These did not stem 

from the beautiful, or a „pure appearance‟, but from the successful way in 

which, by quasi-artistic strategies, the terrible became visible and, quite 

exceptionally, even the disgusting. 

The first of these is a consummate and classic example of the 

sublime vista and the power of the romantic „landscape gaze‟.
2
 When de-

scribing a panoramic view of the harbour and sea from the courtyard of his 

former school, Valéry wrote: “for me there is no spectacle to compare with 

what can be seen from a terrace or a balcony pleasantly situated above a 

harbour”.
3
 The view combined the “uniform simplicity of the sea” with 

                                                 
1 “Inspirations méditerranéennes”, Essais quasi politiques, OEuvres I, ed. Pléiade, 

Gallimard, 1957, pp. 1084-1098. 
2 For an interesting series of essays on the sublime landscape see the catalogue Le 

Paysage et la question de sublime, Musée de Valence, 1997. 
3 Valéry “ce que l‟on voit d‟une terrasse ou d‟un balcon bien placé au-dessus d‟un 

port”, op.cit., p. 1084. 
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“closer by, the lives and industry of humans, those who traffic, build, 

manoeuvre”.
1
 On one side: the sea, the eternal, natural, unchangeable 

primordial source, “a nature eternally primitive, untouched, unchangeable 

by man”. On the other: the coastline, where the sea and the earth collide and 

the passage of Time is revealed, “the erratic work of time, continually 

reshaping the shore …”.
2
 And on the shoreline, the trifling works of men 

that are accorded such significance: “the reciprocal work of man – the 

accumulation of constructions with their geometric forms, straight lines, 

planes and arcs – contrasting with the disorder and accidents of natural 

forms”.
3
 The blind, irregular effects, the dangerous natural „disorder‟ that 

cannot be conquered or regulated are encapsulated within an image of the 

world, positioned alongside and amongst the perfect man-made chaos. In a 

parallel passage in a different text, Regards sur la mer, Valéry placed great-

er emphasis on the inhuman and „monstrous‟ aspect of the sea and natural 

time, and the genuine disparity in which man arranges his insignificant 

history: “for is this not the exact frontier at which the eternally wild, brute 

physical nature, the unfailing primitive, the ever-virginal, meet face to face 

the works of the hands of man, the earth arranged, symmetries ordained, 

solids drawn up in ranks, energies directed and opposed, and the whole 

apparatus of an effort of which the evident principle is finality, economy, 

the appropriate, foresight, hope”.
4
 The coast is where Nature confronts “the 

contrary will of edification, voluntary labour, and the rebelliousness” of 

man.
5
 The truth is, though, that „these peaceful depths‟ can stir at any 

                                                 
1 Ibid., p. 1085: “la simplicité générale de la mer‟ and „la vie et l‟industrie humaines, 

qui trafiquent, construisent, manoeuvrent tout auprès”. 
2 Ibid., p. 1085: “une nature éternellement primitive, intacte, inaltérable par 

l‟homme…‟ and „l‟oeuvre irrégulier du temps qui façonne indéfiniment le ravage”. 
3 Ibid., p. 1085: “l‟oeuvre réciproque des hommes, dont les constructions accumu-

lées, les formes géométriques qu‟ils emploient, la ligne droite, les plans ou les arcs 

s‟opposent aux désordre et aux accidents des formes naturelles”. 
4 “Regards sur la mer”, Pièces sur L‟Art, OEuvres II, ed. Pléiade, Paris, Gallimard, 

1960, p. 1340: “N‟est-ce point ici la frontière même où se rencontrent éternellement 

sauvage, la nature physique brute, la présence toujours primitive et la réalité toute 

vierge, avec l‟oeuvre des mains de l‟homme, avec la terre modifiée, les symétries 

imposés, les solides rangés et dressés, l‟énergie déplacée et contrariée, et tout 

l‟appareil d‟un effort dont la loi évidente est finalité, économie, appropriation, 

prévision, espérance”. 
5 “Inspirations méditerranéennes”, op.cit., p. 1085: “la volonté contraire d‟édifi-

cation, le travail volontaire, et comme rebelle”. 
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moment, whereupon the sea “suddenly crashes upon the monstrous pedes-

tals of emerging lands, assails, crushes, devastates the populated continents, 

ruins cultures, buildings, and all of life”.
1
 From the appropriate distance and 

height of the school courtyard, therefore, we are both cognisant of the 

danger and in thrall to its magnificence: “the gaze enfolds the human and 

inhuman at a sweep”.
2
 The impending monstrosity, the eternal and irrecon-

cilable battle between nature‟s indifference and animalism, which comprises 

the truth of human existence, is here aestheticized and „resolved‟ into the 

„sublime‟ – but only in an image, and only so long as it lasts. (When the 

horror of the monstrous is entirely neutralised and the threat no longer 

recognised, therefore, the sublime or downright „ugly‟ becomes ridiculous: 

the monster is caricatured and/or becomes comical: a big friendly giant). 

The category of the sublime has been used since the eighteenth 

century, from Burke to Kant and in German idealism, to describe the suc-

cessful artistic aestheticization of the monstrous-terrible, or the inhuman-

unnatural. It was only much later, principally in the field of late twentieth-

century French philosophy, that the category was also linked to the form-

less-disgusting. The sight of mountains from an aeroplane window, the 

raging sea crashing against the rocks, or the vast vault of the Pantheon that 

floats in the air for a thousand years: these all cause an involuntary shudder 

born out of a real but distant threat of annihilation. But does this really 

equate to the „safe‟ contemplation (for example, in an art gallery or museum 

context) of the disappearance and dissolution of form? 

Valéry did not describe his second impression as sublime but used 

the word „beauty‟ – a „hideous beauty‟ (“d‟une affreuse beauté”). Before 

presenting his story, he even apologised for any offence he might cause. As 

a young boy, Valéry decided to take a swim in the harbour. On the day in 

question, the local fishermen had landed huge catches of tuna fish. Before 

diving from the jetty, he gazed into the water: “Looking down all at once, I 

saw only a few feet away, in the marvellously still and transparent water, a 

hideous and resplendent chaos that made me shudder. Things of nauseating 

                                                 
1 “Regards sur la mer”, op.cit., p. 1136: “se heurte tout à coup au socle monstrueux 

des terres émergées, assaille, écrase, dévaste les plates-formes populeuses, ruine les 

cultures, les demeures et toute vie”. 
2 “Inspirations méditerranéennes”, op.cit., p. 1085: “L‟oeil ainsi embrasse à la fois 

l‟humain et l‟inhumain”. 
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red, masses of a delicate pink, or of a deep and sinister purple, lay there ...”.
1
 

What Valéry saw, just before jumping, were the red, pink and purple guts 

that the fishermen, as was customary, had thrown back into the sea: “I 

recognised with horror the dreadful heap of viscera and entrails, I could 

neither flee nor endure what I saw, for the disgust caused by the charnel 

house struggled in me against my sense of the real and exceptional beauty of 

that confusion”.
2
 Valéry subsequently gives an elaborate, colourful descrip-

tion of the „disorder‟. He provides a masterful summary of the ambiguous 

and paradoxical nature of the experience, in which he was “torn between 

repugnance and interest, between flight and analysis”. And he correctly 

pinpoints the locus of the conflict in the difference between the primary, 

total, gut reaction (l‟âme, or the soul) and the aestheticizing detachment 

(l‟oeil, or the eye): “the eye admired what the soul abhorred”.
3
 

What Valéry‟s description illuminates, in my view, is the gulf be-

tween the „sublime‟ (in which the monstrous is recognisable and the danger 

both still palpable and alive) and the „disgusting‟ that (in the above 

spectacle, at least) is completely overridden and unexpectedly gives way to 

a vision of hideous beauty [affreuse beauté], or even actual beauty [d‟une 

beauté réelle]. What might be regarded as „repulsive‟ certainly can, with a 

kind of artistic pirouette, also be aestheticized and linked to the sublime as, 

for example, in one of the many kinds of Orgientheater [Theatre of Orgies]. 

With the sublime, however, the threat of the monstrous is merely curbed: the 

danger is ever present. By contrast, the „disgusting‟ vision in Valéry‟s 

second „impression‟ is real and only „artistically‟ neutralised by the eye of 

the beholder in conjunction with the sea. Here, the aestheticization is 

brought about by literally disabling the senses of touch, taste and smell – 

through which the „impure contact‟ is either made impossible or perfectly 

harmless – thus reducing the disgusting-formless tuna entrails to an almost 

abstract spectacle of free and random shapes and colours that, can be 

                                                 
1 Ibid., p. 1088: “Tout à coup, abaissant le regard, j‟aperçus à quelques pas de moi, 

sous l‟eau merveilleusement plane et transparente, un horrible et splendide chaos 

qui me fit frémir. Des choses d‟une rougeur écoeurante, des masses d‟un rose délicat 

ou d‟une pourpre profonde et sinistre, gisaient là ...”. 
2 Ibid., p. 1089: “Je reconnus avec horreur l‟affreux amas des viscères et des 

entrailles […]. Je ne pouvais ni fuir ni supporter ce que je voyais, car le dégoût que 

ce charnier me causait le disputait en moi à la sensation de beauté réelle et 

singulière de ce désordre”. 
3 Ibid., p. 1089: “divisé entre la répugnance et l‟intérêt, entre la fuite et l‟analysis … 

L‟oeil aimait ce que l‟âme abhorrait”. 
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regarded as „pleasant‟, while they might never be sublime. Unless, of 

course, along with Lyotard and other deconstructionist thinkers, that term is 

extended to encompass every philosophical collision with the „other‟ or the 

„strange‟, every „margin‟ of the understanding, or is even used to orchestrate 

the „écriture‟ itself into a „terrifying threat‟. (When the turbulence that ema-

nates from the formless-disgusting is completely neutralised, but not trans-

formed artistically into the „abstract-beautiful‟, and the origin of the image 

remains recognisable, it transforms into the gross, vulgar and scabrous-

comic). 

The wonder of Valéry‟s narrative lies in his discovery of the power 

of the aesthetic gaze before he even knew that such a thing as „art‟ existed. 

Art produces an identical effect to that of the harbour water upon the 

entrails. The blue sea acted as a transparent “medium” that eliminated the 

smell (also „taste‟) and the possibility of contact and, in so doing, trans-

formed the entrails into a purely visual apparition and spectacle: “but art is 

comparable to that limpid and crystalline depth through which I saw those 

hideous things”.
1
 The disgusting pertains to the mouth, nose, stomach and 

fingers, not the eyes or the mind. For nothing is disgusting to the faculty of 

sight ... but we need art to glimpse what we dare not, or cannot, look in the 

eye. 

 

First Thoughts on Beauty and Ugliness (in Architecture). I shall deal 

with the question of how architecture can become the subject of a beauty 

experience, and which the "ground" is for the judgment that an architectural 

work is „beautiful‟, and I will ask how architecture can be called or experi-

enced as „ugly‟. To address these questions, I connect (pardon, repeat some 

of the above) some general issues of aesthetics and art theory with specific 

aspects of the architectural object. (Within the arts architecture has always 

been assigned a special position. First, because – unlike for most artistic dis-

ciplines – the relevance of aesthetic value for architecture is questionable. A 

building first of all has to be useful, stable and solid, well-made – beauty is a 

secondary quality, a surplus, or is it essential? Next, the position of architec-

ture within the range of the arts is unclear. Architecture is considered as “the 

mother of the arts”, because it assigns a place to all the others. But at the 

                                                 
1 Ibid., p. 1089: “Mais l‟art est comparable à cette limpide et cristalline épaisseur à 

travers laquelle je voyais ces choses atroces: il nous fait des regards qui peuvent 

tout considérer”. 



173 

 

same time architecture is artistically an edge case, because it is not a „mi-

metic‟ discipline, because it is not clear how architecture can bear meaning). 

It is crucial here to distinguish the issues of the beautiful and the 

ugly well and keep them apart. Beauty and ugliness are in fact easily con-

sidered as the two extremes of a continuum or as opposites. Beautiful and 

ugly, however, are not primarily opposed: they both distance themselves 

first from the 'regular' or the „normal‟, from which both of them – in very 

different ways and on very different grounds – take an „aesthetic distance‟. 

The aesthetic judgment first of all classifies something as „different‟ or 'out-

standing'. 

The place and importance of the aesthetic experience, and the pos-

sibility or accessibility of aesthetic experience at all, is a cultural matter. The 

detachment – non-involvement or disinterestedness – it implies is not easy 

to acquire. The sense of form can be imbedded in many different modes of 

experience, and is not confined exclusively to the aesthetic experience. The 

specific way in which this distance is indeed possible – the codes and de-

vices by means of which the detached, 'disinterested' gaze (in different con-

texts, for different types of objects) is possible – may vary. But this does not 

mean that it is impossible to describe the logic and conditions of the aes-

thetic gaze and the aesthetic experience in general. 

First: (architectural) beauty. The experience and the judgment that 

a spring day or a landscape, a melody or a body is 'beautiful' implies that 

one finds pleasure in „the pure appearance of things‟ without having an 

interest, without looking for lust, without measuring the things of beauty 

against fixed norms or ideals, without wanting to use it for anything. But, 

furthermore, this detachment or non-involvement and pleasure is associated 

with the surprise and the wonder that the beautiful thing really happens, that 

it exists and is real – unlikely as it may seem. The beautiful always sur-

prises, it is always 'new', it was not foreseen, not included in the ordinary 

„idea of the world‟. The so-called „subjective universality‟ of the beauty ex-

perience implies first of all that it is certain that something is the case: the 

experience of this piece of beauty effectively broadens and enriches the real. 

The beautiful thing is an „ontological threshold‟ that manifests what is real 

in a different way. There is more than the world we knew, more than we 

considered as possible. Therefore the experience of beauty is always about 

more than just that pleasure in the appearance of things: it is always also a 

discovery, a finding out something about 'reality'. The discovery is made, 

however, and the certainty obtained, in a subjective, personal, unique expe-

rience, a kind of happy chance encounter. The experience of beauty privi-
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leges a moment and a person. It is marked existentially. The judgement of 

beauty is the testimony of a witness. 

Can, how can, architecture be the subject of a beauty experience? (I 

refer here to architecture experienced on a site visit, not to the structural 

aesthetic 'look' of architectural photography or film). The issue is whether 

the question is appropriate. A lot of good architecture is indeed just plain 

'regular', and the 'regular' or the „ordinary‟ is for many reasons a significant, 

positive category for architecture and architectural criticism (as it is for de-

sign and design criticism). However, the „regular‟ or „ordinary‟ is exactly 

that for which an explicit aesthetic appreciation, or a predominantly aes-

thetic approach is obviously always possible, but also always somewhat in-

appropriate. And certainly to approach an ordinary object as an aesthetic 

object is inappropriate, except maybe for decorative objects for example. 

From the majority of buildings we expect just that they are nice-looking in a 

modest way, and certainly not that they impose themselves as 'aesthetic 

object'. A building that is visibly trying to be beautiful makes one suspi-

cious, it easily becomes kitsch. On the other hand: when the proper, limited 

amount of modest beauty is lacking, the building becomes banal. The 

disappointment caused by the absence of minimal aesthetic quality where 

one rightfully expects it, however, is not yet an „ugliness experience‟. Also: 

some architecture is considered as extraordinary, but that also is not (neces-

sarily) because of its beauty. And even when this is the case, it still remains 

to be seen whether that beauty touches the core of what architecture is or 

does – all this is part of the old debate of whether or not to distinguish be-

tween „building‟ and 'architecture'. For example, what to do with Le Cor-

busier‟s definition of architecture as “the free play of volumes in the light"? 

The question whether that play still is about architecture – and therefore 

whether the question is relevant to architectural criticism – appears to 

depend entirely on what one considers as „architecture‟, in particular on the 

extent to which one wishes to distinguish it from the building as a (mere) 

„thing in the world‟. 

From all that has been said above one may infer, however, that the 

architectural beauty experience is appropriate and/or meaningful when the 

meaning of the architecture (also) is confronting ontological levels, being an 

'ontological threshold', and this can resonate and be affirmed in the experi-

ence of beauty – that is: in 'sacred architecture'? 

As a 'case' of an architectural beauty experience I use a passage 

from a remarkable document from 1638, a Relazione della fabrica, kept by a 
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Spanish monk, responsible for the construction of San Carlo alle Quattre 

Fontane, the masterpiece of the young Borromini in Rome: 
 

The building was received "con grandissimo aplauso "and "alla 

fama di haverla sentito lodar per li paesi strani e Forastieri, si 

viene a verderla".1 

 

Alemania, Fiandra, Frantia, Spagna, Italia et anco della India 

hanno sentito dire della vaghezza, belleza et architettura di questa 

chiesa. Ogni giorno vidiamo gente di questi nationi intrare in 

questa chiesa, mosse a vederla della fama et rumor che arrivo a li 

lor paessi; et quando stano in chiesa altro non fanno che guarder 

alo alto et voltarsi per tutta la chiesa, per che tutte le cosse d‟essa 

sono in tal modo disposte che una chiama alla altra, et la una pica 

al che guarda accio veda la altra. Et cossi noi molte volte dalle 

tribune et zelosie della chiesa vediamo a questi nazionali fare 

questi attioni senza saper partirsi ni dir cossa alcuna per un 

pezzo. Et quello che più admira è che sempre che si guarda 

questa chiesa da più gusto et pare che si vede di nuovo et lascia 

apetito di ritornare a veder; per che vediamo li stessi huomini 

venir molte volte a vederla. Perché? Perché talmento la vedono 

che da tal gusto che non da fastidio, ma si desiderio di più 

vederla. 

La fabrica di questa chiesa, quando è vista di questi nationali, 

pare che suspende il lor intelletto, perché per un pezzo si vedono 

non far motto a parte nessuno altro che vederla, et doppo di vista 

ritornono a vederla; et questo non solo molte volte in una 

occasione, se non moltissime volte in molti diversi giorni”, (pp. 

71-73).2 

                                                 
1
 “The building is received with „with great applause‟ and "strangers and people 

from abroad come to visit Because of the fame of the church". 
2
 They come from "Germany, Flanders, Francia, Spain, Italy and even from India, 

having heard of the greatness, beauty and architecture of this church. Every day we 

see people of these nations enter our church, who come to see because of the rumors 

and the praise they heard in their country and when they come they just stand there 

and look up and turn around all the time – because indeed everything there leads the 

eye to something else. ... And we often spied on the visitors from the balcony (the 

monks peep into the church from above), who were there and could not leave and not 

speak for quite a while. And what is most remarkable is that the more you‟ve seen 

this church the more you want to see her again and you want to come back: and so 

we saw the same people come back all the time. Why? Because seeing never gives 

you enough of it, but wants you to see more”. 
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Architectural beauty is here identified with 'visual inexhaustibility‟: 

the church visitor comes to visit, and cannot stop looking, he gets caught up 

in looking, and even returns for days in a row, just to look. The author of the 

relazione certainly tries to recuperate the experience through linking the 

aesthetic experience to the visio Dei. But from the description it can be seen 

easily how the aesthetic admiration drowns devotion. When the church be-

comes an object of artistic admiration, it is not seen as a church anymore. 

Aesthetic admiration leads to secularization. 

To catch the experience of beauty in architecture, I use a second 

document: a quote from Paul Valéry, in which he explains architectural 

beauty not as visual infinity, but as an inhuman perfection that appeals to 

that in man which extends beyond the mortal human. Valéry compares 

marvellous architecture with an "objet divin de l'âme", and lets the aesthetic 

emotion originate from the inability “d‟en égaler et épuiser l'essence". “Mais 

si une architecture, qui ne ressemble, quant à la vue, à rien de l‟homme (ou 

bien quelque autre harmonie, si exacte qu‟elle est presque déchirante à 

l‟égal d‟une dissonance) te porte au bord des pleurs, cette effusion naissante 

que tu sens vouloir venir de ta profondeur incomprehensible, est d‟un prix 

infini, car elle t‟apprend que tu est sensible à des objets entièrement indif-

férents et inutiles à ta personne, à ton histoire, à tes intérêts, à toutes les af-

faires et circonstances qui te circonscrivent en tant que mortel”.
1
 

For Valéry architecture can amaze and move people, and produce 

an experience of beauty, in being a precise construction, with a perfection 

which "does not resemble to man" – by differing from the world and by 

appealing to the sense for that in us that transcends what makes us mortal 

and self-involved. 

The case of San Carlo illustrates how the aesthetic gaze disconnects 

the beautiful from its religious context and embedding, and how a church 

visit does become a purely secular architectural experience. Going in the 

reverse direction, Valéry's wording of the architectural emotion uncovers its 

religious antecedents, or at least the metaphysical character of the beauty 

experience, or the fact that the beautiful always appears as an „other‟ reality, 

always somehow coming from „elsewhere‟. 

                                                                                                        
“It seems as if, when these strangers see the church, it blows their mind away, 

because they just stand there without moving, just looking, and then come back 

again. Not just once, but several times, days in a row”. [ill. p. 182]. 
1
 OEuvres I, op.cit., p. 339. 
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Beauty breaks through the ordinary and ads to what exists, and the 

“pleasure” involved affirms this surprising enrichment of the real. The ugly, 

on the other hand, also differs from what is regular and normal, but does not 

surprise. It is not 'new', it is not added, but pops up in the midst of the world 

that is familiar, and is recognized. The ugly returns: the resistance or power 

one meets in ugliness is ancient. 

The enlightened Western philosophy usually holds that the ugly is 

'original', primary, always disposable for the aesthetic gaze. One believes 

that all things are perceived or experienced and judged as more or less 

beautiful, and that this causes according feelings and emotions, such as dis-

gust. The Philosophy of Aesthetics can then distinguish and classify differ-

ent kinds of ugliness, and relate these to the specific effects and reactions 

they provoke. But here comes a cultural fallacy into play. It is, I believe, not 

ugliness as such that breaks the ordinary and causes a reaction. What is 

regular and normal is threatened by, on the one hand, the monstrous – every-

thing that threatens the order, that is abnormal, misshapen, deformed, and 

somehow announces chaos and „the end of the World‟ – and, on the other 

hand, by impurity, by foul contact – everything that affects and loosens 

shape and eats away identity: loss of strength, infections or diseases that 

impair, putrefaction, rot. These are two equally essential, but very different 

trans-cultural and trans-historical basic phenomena. (The monstrous as such 

is not disgusting, the disgusting as such not monstrous, but they can 

obviously easily go together). The monstrous reveals the fragility of the 

normality we live by, and brings back the awareness that the initial chaos 

always lurks beneath the thin crust of the daily and the ordinary. It has a 

power that threatens and destroys human order. Monstrosity arouses horror 

and panic, it paralyzes and makes us run. The impure does not destroy, it 

radiates negativity, it infects, it penetrates and makes sick from the inside: it 

affects the form, the Gestalt. The threat of the impure is 'organic decay': not 

death as such, but what happens to the dead and the corpses. The impure 

foreshadows physical weakness, the disappearing into some sort of indistin-

guishability. The impure arouses aversion and disgust, avoidance of 'con-

tact', or undoing dangerous vicinity and/or contact by retching and vomiting. 

These reactions are spontaneous and primary, they are prior to each aes-

thetic judgement. It never is the ugliness that is disgusting: what is disgust-

ing is looked at and called ugly in the second instance. Seeing and judging 

the monstrous or the disgusting 'hideously ugly' implies and presupposes 

already the aesthetic distance which has tempered the primary impulsive 

reaction, but still recognizing the danger, and expressing this as: "How 
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ugly!" The aversion or disgust, that is the "ground" of the judgment, is not 

reactive to ugliness, it is a mitigated, “aestheticized” response to a manifes-

tation of the monstrous and/or disgusting. 

(Traditionally there are other, much older and less sophisticated and 

distant registers to deal with the monstrous and the impure, such as, in the 

first place, religion and ritual). 

The distance that allows to look at the monstrous and the disgusting 

aesthetically, and to call it „ugly‟, may be entirely contained in the eye of the 

beholder, and solely be a matter of perspective, attitude, training. However, 

usually this look is supported or imposed by the specific conditions of the 

encounter with the 'ugly'. Ugliness can, for example, be presented as a 'spec-

tacle' (as 'staged' and therefore somehow happening „elsewhere‟ and „un-

real‟) and/or as framed and isolated such that the proximity and the potential 

contagion is neutralized. The „codes‟ that indicate that something is put on 

display and channel attention indeed separate an object from the world, and 

thus do neutralize the possible (positive or negative) ‟involvement‟ induced 

by physical proximity. (The strategies range from simple indicating, or la-

belling something as 'art', to separating the 'real world' of the spectators‟ 

room and the 'unreal' space of the stage in the theatre ...). There are all sorts 

of devices that are used to communicate codes and/or to (simultaneously) 

impose them physically, such as showcases, pedestals, frames or windows, 

glass plates, lookouts ... They disable the „dark senses‟ of smell, taste, using 

physical distance, altitude, obstacles, and reduce the perception to pure 

seeing, pure hearing…. The most powerful means to create aesthetic dis-

tance, however, certainly is the image or the representation. The paralyzing 

or contagious power of the monstrous and the disgusting is admittedly not 

neutralized, and not reduced to what is „ordinary‟, but is attenuated to 'ugly' 

because it manages to capture and trap it in an image: the Medusa strategy. 

When the horror of the monstrous is completely surmounted, ugli-

ness becomes caricatural and comical. When the threat of the disgusting is 

completely neutralized, the ugliness is just filthy, sordid, scabrous. Aristotle 

was probably the first to note that an artistic representation of the monstrous 

and disgusting can become, maybe not 'pleasant', but worth-seeing and even 

considered – in a paradoxical way – as 'beautiful'. The 'pleasure' in looking 

at the ugly, though, is not enjoying the „pure appearance‟, but associated to 

the kind of victory obtained by mastering the hideous-monstrous and/or the 

disgusting, through visualisation and the detached looking at something 

unbearable. Ugliness is, otherwise than beauty, fascinating to look at, be-

cause it reveals a secret, something that is not meant to be seen or shown. 
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In Inspirations méditerrannéennes, a remarkable text included in 

his Essais quasi politiques, Valéry formulates some ideas ”peut-être généra-

les", starting from "quelques impressions particulières”, that illustrate the 

sources of the two 'types' of ugliness. 

Valéry describes in the first introductionary pages of his text the 

primary experiences that have shaped his sensibility. The first is the view 

over the harbor and the sea from the courtyard of his school: “ce que l‟on 

voit d‟une terasse ou d‟un balcon bien placé au-dessus d‟un port (p. 1084): 

“la simplicité générale de la mer” along with “la vie et l‟industrie humaines, 

qui trafiquent, construisent, manoeuvrent tout auprès" (p. 1085), in one 

sight. On one side the sea, the depth of time, the beginning, “une nature 

éternellement primitive, intacte, inaltérable par l‟homme”, on the other side 

“l‟oeuvre irrégulière du temps, qui façonne indéfiniment le rivage, et puis 

l‟oeuvre réciproque des hommes, dont les constructions accumulées, les 

formes géométriques qu‟ils emploient, la ligne droite, les plans ou les arcs 

s‟opposent aux désordre et aux accidents des formes naturelles”. (In another 

text, Regards sur la mer, Valéry evokes the moment when the sea “se heurte 

tout un coup au socle monstrueux des terres émergées, aissaille, écrase, 

dévaste les plates-formes populeuses, ruine les cultures, les demeures et 

toute vie”, (OE II, p. 1136)). “L‟oeil ainsi embrasse à la fois l‟humain et 

l‟inhumain": the natural forms created by geological processes along with 

"la volonté d'edification contraire, le travail volontaire et comme rebelle" of 

mankind, (p. 1085). 

The aesthetic appeal of this monstrous spectacle – which obviously 

touches on the sublime – originates from an eternal and irresolvable conflict 

aestheticized and 'solved' in the image, similar to how a ruin picture evokes 

the depth and width of 'time'. In the image, the dangerous invincible natural 

"désordre", which can never be overcome, gets one half, perfectly balanced 

with the work of man. “N‟est-ce point ici la frontière même où se rencnon-

trent éternellement sauvage, la nature physique brute, la présence toujours 

primitive et la réalité toute vierge, avec l‟oeuvre des mains de l‟homme, 

avec la terre modifiée, les symmetries imposes, les solides ranges et dresses, 

l‟énergie déplacée et contrariée, et tout l‟appareil d‟un effort don‟t la loi 

évidente est finalité, économie, appropriation, prévision, espérance”, (OE, 

II, p. 1340). 

Later in the text Valéry describes, in an analogous manner, how 

even the disgusting and the „impure‟ can become „beautiful‟ – I leave the 

question aside if l‟informe can be considered as sublime. His second private 

impression, "d'une affreuse Beauté", for which he apologizes to the reader, 
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happened when he went for a morning swim in the harbour, just on a day 

when the fishing for tuna had been plentiful, and looked from a jetty in the 

water. “Tout à coup, abaissant le regard, j‟aperçus à quelques pas de moi, 

sous l‟eau merveilleusement plane et transparante, un horrible et splendide 

chaos qui me fit frémir. Des choses d‟une rougeur écoeurante, des masses 

d‟un rose délicat ou d‟une pourpre profonde et sinistre, gisaient là…”, (p. 

1088). Valéry saw, just before he was about to dive into the water, float 

around the viscera of the tuna fish the fishermen, as usual, had thrown into 

the sea. “Je reconnus avec horreur l‟affreux amas des viscères et des entrail-

les (….). Je ne pouvais ni fuir ni supporter ce que je voyais, car le dégôut 

que ce charnier me causait le disputait en moi à la sensation de beauté réelle 

et singulière de ce désordre” he then went on to describe in detail, (p. 1088). 

So – with Aristotle – "L'oeil aimait ce que l'âme abhorrait". Valéry was 

“divisé entre la repugnance et l‟intérêt, entre la fuite et l‟analyse…”, (p. 

1089). How can one keep looking, and be fascinated by what looks – but is 

evidently not – disgusting? “La mythologie, la poésie épique, la tragédie 

sont pleines de sang. Mais l‟art est comparable à cette limpide et cristalline 

épaisseur à travers laquelle je voyais ces choses atroces: il nous fait des 

regards qui peuvent tout considérer”, (ibid., my emphasis). For the eyes 

only, nothing is disgusting .... 

Aftertought: how can architecture be ugly? It is apparently so that 

the „ordinary‟ is capable to digest, and make invisible, a lot of banal and 

even plain ugly architecture. The project of a Belgian blogger who collects 

ugly Belgian houses illustrates that one needs pictures and even commentary 

to notice all that ugliness – and also that one forgets the fact immediately 

thereafter. The irregularity and distorted form caused by chance, life and 

time, represented artistically, can be transformed into 'picturesque'. But pres-

ented or photographed 'objectively' (in a centred, frontal view...), it can be 

disturbingly ugly. From a comparison of the blog pictures one can easily 

learn that – except for bad taste and kitsch by excessive ornamentation, mis-

placed references, trompe l'oeil, etc. – the ugliness comes from accentuating 

asymmetries, disproportion, scale distortion, etc., and that the end result is 

the equivalent of disfigured faces, bodies, of debris or rubble. It is true, 

though, that new public architecture is often also considered ugly, and heav-

ily criticized and debated, only for that reason. The in crowd of architects 

may like it, most people don‟t. The source of ugliness is for both categories 

definitely monstruosity: the 'norm' or measure-stick from which the ugly 

building deviates is the perfect (well-centered, symmetrical, proportioned) 

"body" or "face". In this way architecture can be ugly because it is 'mon-
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strous' (and it perhaps necessarily is when it is new, because new buildings 

always threaten the environment people are used to and attached to, and 

maybe it secretly always is because buildings always have to make an effort 

to stay upright, and is this the message of the grotesque decoration with 

Atlantes and the rustica-order?), but not very much so. Architecture is sel-

dom amazingly beautiful, it can be designed or be pictured so as to inspire 

disgust by association, but most probably cannot be disgusting as such? 
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Prof. Bart Verschaffel is quite right that among the arts architecture 

holds a “special position”, in part because buildings are primarily useful or 

functional, and in part because it is not a “mimetic discipline” as he notes, in 

the way of the visual arts (p. 173). This special position requires an equally 

special consideration when we try to understand our aesthetic experiences of 

architecture: it cannot be treated as we do other forms of art. While Ver-

schaffel has tried to be sensitive to this uniqueness in his paper, still there is 

a tension between his depiction of aesthetic experience and his characteri-

zation of architectural ugliness as being grounded in the notion of monstros-

ity. For the experience of the monstrous – and of buildings in general – is 

not as disinterested or disengaged as he might like to suggest. I will begin 

with monstrosity, and tease out what this idea entails. 

Verschaffel claims that the monstrous is what “threatens order”, what 

is “abnormal, misshapen [and] deformed” (p. 177). Buildings are ugly when 

they deviate from the “norm” of “the perfect” (p. 180) in these ways, and he 

contrasts truly ugly buildings from those that are merely kitsch on the one 

hand, or banal on the other (ie: those that are trying too hard to be beautiful, 

and those that lack even “minimal” aesthetic qualities, p. 184). But if archi-

tectural ugliness is to be identified with the monstrous, we first need a clear 

sense of what the normal order is, and how certain buildings might violate it. 

And this suggests that there is an important cognitive element at play in our 

experiences. 

Kant, for example, called an object monstrous “where by its size it 

defeats the end that forms its concept”
1
 – the monstrous is for him contra-

purposive. And Karl Rosenkranz, who took up Kant‟s chair at Königsberg, 

identified a similar kind of ugliness as that which is incorrect, where 

correctness lies in “the correspondence of reality with the concept”, where 

“nothing is left out that belongs to it according to its concept, nothing is 

                                                 
1 I. Kant Critique of Judgement, trans. J. Meredith (Oxford UP, 1952), §26, Ak 253. 
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added that is foreign to its essence, [and] nothing is changed in its 

normality”.
1
 To find a building ugly is to determine that it has somehow 

violated its concept, or deviated from its purpose. And to make that deter-

mination, we must first know what that building was meant to be, and have 

some operative norms regarding what makes it a good (or bad) thing of its 

kind. 

These norms have to be to some extent culturally and historically 

specific; they arise through our use of the architecture in our surroundings 

and are grounded in our daily lived experiences. Not being a practitioner of 

Islam, for example, I cannot judge whether a mosque is correct or deformed, 

normal or monstrous. Living as I do in a place of almost perpetual winter, I 

am better placed to judge the adequacy of local house design than someone 

from the tropics (as immigrants to my city often learn at their cost). 

Verschaffel claims that the monstrous is a “trans-cultural and trans-

historical” phenomenon in that it reveals the fragility of what we think is 

normal (p. 177), and he might be right about this on a general or synchronic 

level. But when we talk about architectural ugliness as being specifically 

directed at building monstrosities, those failures or deviations or deformities 

can only be experienced and assessed from a standpoint that involves some 

prior knowledge of what a given building was meant to be or to be used for, 

and of how and why it fails to measure up. And this knowledge, again, will 

be grounded in the specificity of how we live our lives. That is, it may be 

the case that we all react negatively to the monstrous, but what we find to be 

monstrous on any given occasion will be tied to a culturally developed sense 

of what is normal. Disgust, I think, works in the same way: the visceral reac-

tion to the disgusting may be universal, but what objects trigger that reaction 

will likewise be culturally specific, as we see with certain tastes and aver-

sions in culinary matters. We do not all gag at the sight of pigs‟ testicles, but 

the gag reflex is one we all share. 

In considering the aesthetic experience of architecture, then, it is 

worth being reminded of the three classical conditions outlined by Vitruvi-

us: those of commodity, firmness, and delight; or function, construction and 

aesthetic value. The idea of a concept or purpose or norm that is at the heart 

of instances of the monstrous shows us that these criteria cannot be easily 

separated, but rather work together in our judgements, and that our aesthetic 

appraisals have a cognitive and participatory, or active, basis. We need not 

                                                 
1 K. Rosenkranz Aesthetics of Ugliness, trans. A. Pop & M. Widrich (Bloomsbury 

Academic, 2015), p. 89. 
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be engineers or experts in construction but we do need to be adequately 

familiar with a building‟s function in order to appraise it: its aesthetic value 

is ineluctably tied to its achieving (or failing to achieve) a purpose that we 

understand. Unlike the experience of a landscape or sunset, for example, the 

aesthetic element of our experiences of architecture does not stand alone. 

If monstrosity be Verschaffel‟s guide to the ugly in architecture, this 

is what I think the notion entails. A building will be experienced as ugly 

when it is deformed or abnormal, only against a background of what nor-

mality is understood to be. And I suggest that the norm of perfection is tied 

to the concept or purpose that informed the building‟s design and construc-

ion in the first place. Verschaffel makes reference to the contentious debate 

between „building‟ and „architecture‟ (p. 174) in his paper, but his emphasis 

on the monstrous underscores the fact that the two go together: a work of 

architecture is at once, and always, also a building, one that is meant to be 

used or lived in, rather than merely seen or admired. 

If we grant for the moment his claims that the ugly is tied to the 

monstrous, a tension arises between these claims and his depiction of the 

“logic and conditions” (p. 173) of aesthetic experience in general. For Ver-

schaffel, aesthetic experiences of beauty and ugliness both require “aesthetic 

distance” and “disinterest” even if they achieve it in different ways (loc.cit.). 

With beauty, we find pleasure in the pure appearance of things, absent fixed 

norms and ideals, and without wanting to use the object for any purpose 

(ibid.). This is a fairly straightforward Kantian notion of pure or free beauty, 

and we can see it at play in the example of Borromini‟s Cattedrale di San 

Carlo alle Quattro Fontane, [ill. p. 182]. Visitors come to gawk, as we do at 

Nôtre Dame or St. Peter‟s, drinking in its formal beauty without attending to 

the purpose of the structure in which they stand. As an experience of pure 

beauty, of course “aesthetic admiration leads to secularization” (p. 176) as 

Verschaffel notes, because we do not know – or distance ourselves from the 

knowledge – that the building is meant to be a Christian church, and so must 

conform to certain norms that dictate the structure and function of churches. 

We do not want to use the object but merely admire it. This is the “detach-

ment” (p. 173) of the aesthetic stance as it applies to architectural beauty. (I 

will leave aside a discussion of Kant‟s further notion of dependent beauty 

and its cognitive elements here: I agree with Verschaffel that – at times – we 

can have these pure aesthetic experiences of buildings, and of any object at 

all). 

The same kind of distance and detachment is required of aesthetic 

experiences of architectural ugliness, however, and here is where the prob-
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lem arises. Verschaffel claims that the spontaneous experience of the mon-

strous is “prior to” our aesthetic judgements, and that it becomes aesthetic 

only through the achievement of a distance that calms our impulses (p. 177). 

That is, the monstrous on its own as a phenomenon “arouses horror and 

panic” (ibid.) – it becomes a judgement of the ugly only when tempered by 

detachment, when it has been “mitigated” and “aestheticized” (p. 178). And 

for Verschaffel, the most powerful means to create this distance is when the 

object is rendered as an image or representation: this is what he has called 

the “Medusa strategy” (ibid.). 

But we can see that this strategy will not work in the case of ugly 

architecture. First, Verschaffel limits his discussion to “in site” visits rather 

than architecture as seen in photos or film (p. 174), so from the start build-

ings are not experienced merely as arms-length images but are entered into, 

and surround us, filling our senses. Even if viewed only from the outside, 

the work of architecture inhabits a space and is experienced in the context of 

its surroundings rather than as a stand-alone work of art. Because architec-

ture is not “mimetic” as Verschaffel has noted, it cannot be experienced as 

mere representation alone. 

More importantly, though, Verschaffel‟s depiction of the monstrous 

depends upon the work‟s being measured against certain norms and found 

wanting – it depends precisely upon our involved engagement with – and 

knowledge of – the building in question. As I‟ve understood it, this is how 

judgements of the monstrous arise. So, far from being an experience that is 

“pure” or “free” in the way of architectural beauty, our apprehension of the 

ugly as monstrous requires us to not be disinterested, detached and distanced 

but to be engaged and to care. And this brings us to an impasse: we cannot 

have an aesthetic experience of the monstrous unless we achieve the appro-

priate distance, but that very distance makes us unable to judge a building in 

the way that is entailed by this notion. Once we aestheticize the work, we 

distance ourselves from the very knowledge that is required to judge it as a 

violation or deformity. Yet it is only as a violation that it becomes ugly for 

us in the first place. 

Either our aesthetic experiences of the ugly are disengaged, paying 

no attention to an architectural work‟s purpose – in which case these expe-

riences cannot be of the monstrous as I‟ve outlined it – or ugly architecture 

is indeed linked to monstrosity, in which case our judgements of it are not 

disinterested at all, but involve knowledge, use, and lived experience. If 

Verschaffel wants to claim that our aesthetic experiences of architecture are 

importantly different regarding the beautiful and the ugly, he cannot use the 
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notion of disinterest and detachment as the condition that binds them to-

gether. 

I find Verschaffel‟s notion of monstrosity to be stimulating and 

provocative. When I think of a building I find monstrous, I think of it as an 

aberration, a violation, as something that should not be there. The monstrous 

imposes itself upon us, and we cannot help but to react with aversion, just as 

we are repelled by the things we find disgusting. The question that remains, 

however, is whether the monstrous is indeed equivalent to the ugly, or can 

become the merely ugly under the right conditions, or whether it is an 

aesthetic category at all. If we return to that which Verschaffel has excluded 

from his discussion – buildings that are either kitsch or banal – here we 

might find a properly aestheticized form of experience that meets his 

criteria. 

We can look at, or experience, a building in a disengaged manner and 

find it singularly lacking in any form of delight or aesthetic value, on the 

grounds of its appearance alone. I might find certain Hindu temples to be 

terribly kitsch, absent any knowledge of the meaning of their over-wrought 

decorations, and I might find certain commercial buildings, such as shop-

ping malls, to be irredeemably banal, with no aesthetic qualities whatsoever. 

These kinds of experience attend to only one of Vitruvius‟ three conditions, 

to the exclusion of others, and seem to fit the idea of a “pure” form of 

aesthetic experience of the ugly that is consistent with experiences of the 

beautiful, in architecture and also of the aesthetic in general. With the kitsch 

and the banal, instead of asking one question – is this a good building? – we 

divide it into three, and consider it from the aesthetic point of view alone. 

Finding it ugly, then, would be a far more modest form of aesthetic expe-

rience, but one that engages us in an appropriately disinterested way. The 

problem is that in doing so, we are treating architecture as indeed a mimetic 

form of art, and are thus impoverishing its richness and uniqueness. The 

monstrous, on the other hand, is “marked existentially”, to use Verschaffel‟s 

phrase (p. 174); it affects us deeply and reveals the fragility of the normal 

order as we live it. And if this is the case, our experiences of the monstrous 

are more profound than those of the ugly, and our encounters with 

architecture are deeper than with those of other forms of art. But then they 

are perhaps not really aesthetic at all. 
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Response to Herman Parret 
 

Bertrand Naivin 

 

 

Beauty seems to belong to a past Time. A Time when a work of art 

was considered both as an open window on harmony and as a mirror 

reflecting our being. That was a time where one needed to contemplate 

beauty because one considered it as a way to elevate one's soul or discover 

the divine in us as Plotinus thought. A painting was then for Schopenhauer 

like a Prince in front of whom we had to be patient. Therefore that time 

claimed Beauty as a moral value and banished ugliness. 

At that time, one tried to understand the beauty of Beauty. How to 

produce it? The antique researches in perfect proportion, the Golden Num-

ber myth, and Alberti‟s De Pictura in the Renaissance illustrate this quest. 

The era of the engineer-artist did it, too. Theorists and artists tried to under-

stand where this feeling of beauty came from. Baumgarten then invented 

aesthetics to question these sensible objects which produced thought and 

Kant distinguished the Beauty of Fine Arts from the niceness of agreeable 

arts. 

The antique and classic eras were then both harmonic times. Artists 

and theorists tried to understand and wondered about the rules of this 

harmony. Object-oriented theories, functionalist theories and subjective 

reaction theories were attempts to theorize it. 

As Prof. Herman Parret writes: Beauty is a suprasensible and sensi-

tive experience. That is the reason motivating such books and debates. 

Beauty became the Thing that corresponds to the spiritual part of 

human being. 

For sure, ugliness was present in the antique and classical cultures. 

Let's consider figures such as Dionysos or Priapus. They embodied nature 

and the animal world‟s chaos and excess while Apollo was the figure of 

Beauty, harmony, and order. But if this ugliness was painted or sculpted, it 

was seen as an “aesthetic” and moral figure too. Moral because from antique 

monsters to bloody Judith cutting off Holophern‟s head painted by Carra-

vaggio in the seventeenth century, ugliness was a way to exhibit the shadow 

part of our humanity. But ugliness in art was aesthetic because these images 
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were indeed representations too, sort of an aesthetic ugliness. This aesthetic 

process allowed the artist to make symbols out of these monstrosities. Pascal 

remarked that we were able to be passionate about a scene we would not be 

interested in in our common life. In the same way, barbarism and chaos 

become intelligible thanks to art. We don‟t really see a decapitation but a 

bravura act; we don‟t look at an oversized man‟s penis but at a figure of 

virility and fertility. Art then allows us to master ugliness by the senses. 

Ugliness was then a part of a whole universe that needed to be bal-

anced. But because Neoplatonic culture was lead by the wish to elevate the 

human being, ugliness was diminished by or overtaken by Beauty. Even the 

concept of the sublime theorised by Burke and Kant was seen as a sort of 

excess of Beauty. The Sublime is “too much”, but it is not ugliness. Ugli-

ness is the deviant side of our humanity. Ugliness is humanity that has lost 

its harmony and its rules. 

And the fact is that if one can theorise Beauty, if Beauty can be 

taught by rules and systems, ugliness cannot. Ugliness is without any con-

cept. For this reason, beauty was the aesthetic of the era of humanism. At 

that time, Beauty embodied a wish to replace the animal atavism of our 

humanity by a concept. The progress had to lead us towards more and more 

thought, or rationality. Religion, and later science, were systems based on 

our denial of our animal nature. Human beings were called to follow Apollo 

in the sky and to leave Dionysos in the woods. 

But this was before the twentieth century. Indeed, this period seemed 

to be the era of ugliness. How to believe in Beauty in cities where human 

beings were treated like machines and lived in miserable conditions? How to 

believe in Beauty when modern life produced social inequalities and sad-

ness? And concerning artists, how to paint absolute Beauty when reality was 

savagery and poverty? 

Beauty then seemed out-of-date in a century that wouldn‟t claim the 

greatness of humanism but would focus on “everyday life”. Because their 

sights were locked on materialism, men watched in their daily life new sorts 

of faces of “beauty”. And this led them to ugliness. The Ugliness of moder-

nity then had to be instantiated by an ugly aesthetic. If Daniel Arasse re-

minds us that monsters fascinated people in the Renaissance because they 

embodied a dysfunctional humanity, a humanity moving toward animality 

and chaos, modern ugliness was used to depict an ugly and inhuman centu-

ry. For this reason, Beauty was seen as “academic”, something one studied 

in art school but which was locked behind the walls of High Culture. Baude-

laire wrote in his Ecrits sur l‟art in 1863 about the “modern life painter” 
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who left his studio to be imbued with the spirit of the society where he lived. 

He was not copying old sculptures in a Museum, as did Ingres. The Modern 

artist catches the spirit of modernity and does not care if it is beautiful or 

ugly. He just has to be sincere and faithful to his time or himself. Vincent 

Van Gogh then painted his troubled interiority and Otto Dix imaged the 

horrors of the Great War by showing its effects on the civil population. They 

did not try to make beautiful images; they made intense and truthful images. 

In the same way, Picasso embodied prostitution by ugly figures in his 

famous “Les demoiselles d‟Avignon”. The faces were the “broken faces” of 

a century that had lost its faith in progress and were standing in a broken 

space without any perspective. Then, if Otto Dix‟s soldiers exhibited their 

faces broken by this first industrial war, Picasso‟s prostitutes had their faces 

broken by a blind century without common sense or an Absolute. Poussin 

was able to show the monstrosity of a soldier just about to kill a baby 

because his time still believed in God‟s power to send his son to redeem this 

villainous Kingdom (“Le massacre des innocents”, 1629). The same Nicolas 

Poussin was able to paint a mother ready to cut a baby in half, because he 

had faith in King Salomon‟s justice in his “Jugement de Salomon”, painted 

in 1649. But the artists of modernity no longer believe in these. 

In his book La fatigue d‟être soi, Alain Ehrenberg wrote in 1998 that 

depression is a “responsibility disease” of people who have no more abso-

lute, social authority, or meaning of life. They are facing alone a materialist 

life and live with the pressure to always get ahead without any opportunity 

to normalise or regulate their race to perform. Until the 19
th

 century, artists 

were lead by the wish to represent collective notions such as religion, being, 

or history. The 20
th

 century marked the end of these. Nietzsche claimed 

God‟s death; History and its cult of progress ended with the First and the 

Second World Wars which showed that death, the power of science, and 

being gave way to materialism, from scientism to consumerism. Even poli-

tics revealed its incapacity to assure people of peace and security. People 

could only count on themselves. In this context, artists have become their 

only subjects by representing their troubles, their visions, their being which 

have become more and more embodied in their own flesh. The formal beau-

ty of classical art is then seen as a wish to deny this self, considered as the 

new value or modern individual. High and universal values have become 

out-of-date. From this new century, the new value has been the self, daily 

and intimately. And Ugliness is then part of this new aesthetic of the self. 

We are no longer God‟s mirrors, we don‟t look like Olympians and we are 

not Nietzschean Supermen. We are just humans lost in an empty modernity. 
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The ugliness of this new aesthetic then takes two directions. On the 

one hand, art becomes purely conceptual. Works deny form to focus on the 

process or on the idea. Art is no longer sensory but only cerebral, an inten-

tion which has no need to be realised – such as Lawrence Weiner‟s proposi-

tions or Claude Rutault and Sol Lewitt who let others make or change their 

work, which is just a form of fabrication. We are then entering a platonic 

way of making art. And on the second hand we have an art of the flesh. Per-

formances like those of the Viennese expressionists; the use of ugly materi-

als like Arman‟s use of trash bins in the 60es; and the exploration of the 

artist‟s body – all offer a new society looking for new forms of celebrating 

oneself. 

The representation of daily life is part of this new kind of ugly aes-

thetics too. No more theories, no more proportions, nor colour norms, no 

more precious forms or lines – modern, post-modern and today hyper-

modern artists just represent what is around them everyday. No more beauti-

ful, no more sublime, these images can be seen as ugly because they deny 

any wish to embellish our world. They just want to play with it and its repre-

sentations. This was what pop artists did. They wanted to play with its way 

of moving. This is what contemporary artists do by creating false enter-

prises, changing animal‟s DNA or recently sharing work on blogs, social 

networks and the Internet. Aï Wei Wei shares the low definition photos he 

takes with his phone via his blog and the two artists who form the collective 

My Little Dead Dick document their life via social network. 

We could then consider ugliness as a way artists attempt to create a 

new aesthetics for a new society. To use a digital term, ugliness re-formated 

old definitions of art to define a new way to represent our hyper-modern 

world and culture. 

In a famous text written in 1967, Art and arts, Adorno claimed that 

artistic disciplines needed to be blended with other practices and aesthetic 

codes. Following this principle, art does not have to be closed in on itself 

but has to open its frontiers and definition to life and all the practices issuing 

from life, even the most common ones. 

So yes, our present time needs a new kind of “beauty”. A democratic 

and modest beauty to characterize this “Everyday man” who has replaced 

Olympian gods and historic figures. It will be a mixed aesthetic too because 

we live in mixed societies. The past is remixed to be fashionable and con-

sumable. The architect I.M. Pei built a glass pyramid to “modernise” the 

Louvre Museum in 1988, and Greek mythology‟s heroes become movie or 
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Walt Disney characters. Even the character in the “Call of Duty” fights as 

though in the Renaissance or the War of Secession. 

Now the selfie exemplifies this mixed culture. Recently the Maurits-

huis Museum in Den Haag presented an exhibition called: “Dutch self-por-

traits – selfies of the Golden Age”. We can then assimilate a painting by 

Rembrandt and an anonymous person‟s picture. In the same way, the presi-

dent of the United States Barack Obama and Pope Francesco multiply self-

ies with other people. 

So yes, Parret is right, Beauty is over – but so is ugliness, too. We are 

no longer shocked by beautiful or ugly masterpieces. There are no master-

pieces any more. In Facebook time, we are invited to “like”, neither to 

“love” nor to “hate”. 

A hypermodern distance which prefigures the end of Beauty and of 

Ugliness, but of the “interesting” too. Because of that maybe we have ar-

rived at the end of “Beauty” for a new aesthetic era: the era of niceness. 

 

 

 

Thoughts on Prof. Jane Forsey's 

“This Might be Unpleasant” 
 

Marina Christodoulou 

 

 

[This is more a row of thoughts and inspirations based on your paper, 

than a commentary or review based on objections]. 

You (J. Forsey) write that the Unpleasant “provides an opportunity 

for aesthetic action: it is not one that we are compelled to accept” and there-

fore it has a positive outcome, namely to become imaginative and creative, 

even though it is a “negative judgement”. In contrast to the Ugly that does 

not motivate and the Disgusting that repels. 

My question is, whether it is possible, or even, aesthetically and ethi-

cally desirable, to transform every “ugly” ino an “unpleasant”, in order to 

actively engage with it and change it. Or is it that the Ugly is attached to and 

refers to de facto unchangeable things and situations? Or maybe to situations 

that do not directly affect the subject, but only the “Other”? 

For example, when a policeman tortures somebody, it is an ugly 

spectacle. If the person, who is tortured, happened to be me, then it would 

be unpleasant (too), and it would motivate me to take action upon it, change 
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it, and prevent it from happening in the future. But if the person tortured is 

somebody else, does it then merely passively remain something ugly to see 

or hear about? Except if I am motivated enough by the other‟s misfortune 

and pain to actively take measures to change it, either by helping the person, 

or if I am not there at the moment, to do something to change the behaviour 

of the police, or to punish the specific policeman and advocate the rights of 

the citizens to remain physically intact. 

If I am motivated in this way by the unpleasantness in the experience 

of the Other, then can an ugly sight or event be said to turn from an ugly sit-

uation to an unpleasant for me? Or do I always have to feel the unpleasant; 

otherwise as a third person it remains only ugly? 

Other examples could be the current misfortunes of the immigrants in 

Europe, or the recent massacre of homosexuals in Florida, or the favelas in 

Brazil, where people live in ugly houses, unpleasant to them most probably; 

and many other examples of infinite ugliness in the private and public world 

around. 

Therefore, maybe we label as Ugly situations and things that we are 

not able, or that we do not want, to engage in changing? Rationally thinking, 

we cannot do much about sovereignty and their politics, or the police‟s be-

haviour. So their actions remain in the realm of the Ugly, or maybe one 

might be able to do something, if for example he holds some institutional 

and authoritative power in his hands, or is a lawyer, or a public speaker / 

motivator, but he might not desire to. 

The question is, if by some way, for example some ethical or aes-

thetic education, the Ugly is transformed to directly connote unpleasantness, 

or the Unpleasant, would it become more fruitful, and ethically and politi-

cally (in the broader sense) relevant? 

If so, is such a relocation of the Ugly to automatically connote the 

Unpleasant possible and realizable? Or will there always exist this thin line 

between the Ugly and the Unpleasant, because the human nature cannot em-

pathize enough, or because practically, it is impossible to feel unpleasant-

ness and act upon things and situations that do not directly affect the 

subject-self? 

There exists also the possibility that ugly things and situations are 

purposely transformed to disgusting ones, – for example all this explicit raw 

blood and corpse depictions of events in the media – or that we are purpose-

ly trained to perceive them as disgusting, in order to avert from them, so that 

our motivations and actions are paralysed; because it serves to the perpetua-

tion of the status quo. 
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So maybe the Ugly is the ethically indifferent (?), theoretical, steri-

lized, metaphysical, abstract platonic Ideal-concept; in its left is the Un-

pleasant; in its right is the Disgusting. Or, the Ugly is an umbrella term for 

both. Or, being inspired, keeping up and uniting those thoughts with my 

essay “Philosophical An(n)ales”, Disgust is Ugliness through smell, taste, 

and touch; Unpleasantness is Ugliness through vision and hearing. 

 

 

 
 

It might be a matter of habit (training, learning, education, repetition, 

mimicry) towards which of its practical or worldly manifestations the Ugly 

(Idea) will turn into, or become. In the case it turns into the Unpleasant, then 

we act, we are free, we are creative/imaginative, we participate in change; 

thus there is a positive outcome out of this otherwise negative experience. In 

the case the Ugly turns into the Disgusting manifestation or aesthetic reali-

zation, we are then paralysed, we do not act, we run away, we are compelled 

to run away; thus we are not free, not creative, neither do we have a positive 

outcome of the experience of the Disgusting. 

In brief there is the Ideal, or theoretical, abstract, metaphysical, oth-

erworldly concept or Idea of the Ugly. Its worldly, material, sensory, per-

ceptual, or aesthetic manifestations or becomings are the Unpleasant and the 

Disgusting. 
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We aesthetically turn to the one or the other, (when the Ugly is 

turned on), by choice, training, learning, education, and generally, I believe, 

by habit. Habit is all the previously mentioned, it is learnable, through 

(cognitive) education, through mimicry, through repetition, etc. Thus we are 

susceptible to being influenced by our environment, either by “choice” or 

deliberately. 

Our aesthetic judgements, are they based on innate/natural forces, or 

are they externally appointed and nurtured, or both? If there is a percentage 

of nurture in these judgements, then Aesthetics is the basic Ethics. It is in 

Aesthetics and the education or the formation of habits of aesthetical judge-

ment that we should turn to, if we want to positively, creatively, and there-

fore freely, be motivated to change things and situations, to improve posi-

tively and pleasantly our life, or at least to live more bearably and with less 

suffering or unpleasantness, or in general, ugliness. Disgust, therefore, 

should be faced with suspicion, because we might often turn to it by being 

brainwashed and forced to. Disgust seems to be the easiest and most basic 

tool, or means, of those seeking to overpower us, and impose things on us, 

in order to manipulate us, by paralysing us, physically and mentally. The 

ethically positive manifestation of the Ugly is the Unpleasant, and an aes-

thetic turn to it, means much more than changing minor first person dis-

comforts. 

 

 

Some Afterthoughts on Criticisms, Commentaries, and Responses on 

the Work of Others 
 

I do not like to have as a primal scope to search for the problems or 

problematic in a paper, a text, a writing, or a discourse, because when you read 

trying to object, or counter-argue, or, even to agree, you start prejudiced and with a 

displaced focus, as you end up being preoccupied with yourself and a repetition of 

your own thoughts and dispositions. This damages one‟s own thoughts, as much as 

the other‟s, towards who they are forwarded. I find it more philosophically fruitful 

and philosophical per se, to always sympathize and empathize with the author, and 

find inspiration in their thoughts, namely, starting points or sources, which will 

advance, alter, confirm, renew, shake, and generally add upon my or anyone‟s own 

thoughts. 

Philosophical Dialogue is different from Sophistic Dialogue or Rhetoric in 

exactly that it is not obsessed and preoccupied with objections or counterarguments. 

The Philosophical Dialogue cares more in adding the other‟s thoughts to the whole 

pool of thinking, than eliminating them. Philosophy is not alchemy, where there is a 
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search for the absolute element, and everything shall transform to it, otherwise it is 

cut. Philosophy is a symbiotic discourse (of all elements). 

In the case, or the method, of objections and counter-argumentations, it 

seems to me that there is a power-game underneath. Philosophy and Dialogues 

within it, should, per essence, avoid such politics, and engage more towards co-

operating or co-thinking to help each other and the humane community as a whole, 

to enhance its conditions of bargaining with each other, instead of, let alone fur-

thering the gap and reaffirming, reconfirming, and establishing it inside Philosophy 

itself. 

… More on the side of inspiration, than aspiration, to say it in a motto-like 

sentence. Philosophy of course is also a playground of ideas, and arguing, but only 

for the sake of being play-ful, not that serious. 

I prefer to find in a text points of inspiration rather than of objection, al-

though the latter is easier and machiavellian-er. 

 

 

 

Response to Johnson’s "Understandings of Ugliness in Kant’s 

Aesthetics" 
 

Richard Herriott 

 

 

The paper consists of a survey of studies examining if and how Kant 

accounts for ugliness. Johnson´s introduction explains how Kant´s account 

of aesthetics was grounded in the conventions of his time such as those 

outlined by Hume and Burke. Hume´s well-known and resolutely final 

argument is that: 
 

Beauty is no quality in things themselves: It exists merely in the mind 

which contemplates them; and each mind perceives a different beauty. 

One person may even perceive deformity, where another is sensible of 

beauty; and every individual ought to acquiesce in his own sentiment, 

without pretending to regulate those of others, (Hume, p. 136). 

 

This is a characteristically liberal, Anglo-Saxon argument, an articulate 

refusal to systematise. Burke asserts that "Beauty is a social quality" (Burke, 

p. 39), ruling out proportion and fitness as sufficient in themselves as causes 

of beauty. He does not deal expressly with what is to experience something 

aesthetically but rather what qualities might be identified as such. Burke was 

concerned with non-beautiful qualities he called the sublime but which in 
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modern language might be better termed "impressive" or "imposing". While 

Burke is more systematic than Hume, he looks not to the individial experi-

ence of the aesthetic and declines to examine its subjective aspects. Kant 

takes what we might call a Continental perspective and seeks to examine 

systematically that which we call beauty and does so from the individual´s 

position. 

To find out what Kant considers ugly involves determing his view on 

beauty and in some ways reversing the argument. Several authors have 

made an attempt at this and its implications for Kant´s argument. Like 

Burke, Kant focuses overtly on the perception of beauty and only touches on 

what are called negative judgements. I note the citation of Allison that "the 

inclusion of space for such negative judgements is criterial for the adequacy 

of an interpretation of Kant´s theory of taste". In other words, Allison is pro-

posing that a full account of aesthetics must also include room for the 

negative, that which we find displeasing. Not all authors find that Kant has 

provided a full account. Johnson´s discussion divides work on Kant´s aes-

thetic into two groups. One is those who contend Kant´s aesthetic can ac-

commodate ugliness and, two, those who don´t. 

Key to understanding Kant´s argument about perception is the con-

cept of the four moments involved in the pure perception of beauty. 
 

1) Quality (disinterested pleasure) 

2) Quantity (universal liking) 

3) Relation (purposivenesss without a purpose) 

4) Modality (necessary liking). 
 

In association with this quartet is the concept of taste which some 

have viewed being objective and some not. Taste might be conceived of as 

the fifth element in the consideration of aesthetics and inasmuch it is not 

expressly dealt with one might contend that a full account is still lacking. 

The question that needs to be addressed is how taste arises – is it a condition 

for aesthetic judgements or does it emerge from them? If we consider taste 

as the expression of values, we must trace the origins of taste to experience 

but allow for the fact that it also may have elements of caprice or the 

accidental. The further from the satisfaction of basic needs the more taste 

becomes subject to reflection and amendment: the arts would constitute a 

polar taste; objects of design might lie in the middle ground and physical 

tastes at the other. 
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Turning back to the quartet: item one is easy to understand, that we 

approve of the thing without having any interest in it, but less easy to 

demonstrate. The second "moment" is that everyone should agree the thing 

is beautiful – problematic for beauty and more so for ugliness. Item three 

seems to mean that the phenomenon under consideration is viewed in itself 

and not in relation to its use or capacity. Weber refers to this aspect the 

extramorphic. In this moment the object must make sense but we are not 

judging it for its end. In the case of the fine arts, the "purposelessness" of the 

object eliminates to some extent the consideration of ends; art is an end in 

itself. With objects outside this category (applied arts, for example) it is hard 

to argue that one can set aside considerations of use in relation to form. Fi-

nally, the fourth moment implies that everyone ought to view the phenome-

non positively though not all will. This implies normativity. 

It is primarily in terms of these moments that arguments for and 

against Kant´s aesthetics rest. In focusing on positive judgements I take it to 

mean that Kant assumed that negative judgements would fall out from this 

structure though he is sketchy on the concept of pure ugliness. 

Johnson first deals with those who disallow that Kant is able to 

account for ugliness. According to Guyer´s cognitive argument, the conten-

tion is that Kant´s framework not only disallows pure ugliness but also pure 

beauty. The argument rests on that fact that we can´t judge something dis-

interestedly as we must know what it is first. "The first thing that must be 

said in any discussion of this issue is that we do not need any feeling of dis-

pleasure and judgment of ugliness at all in order to judge that something is 

not beautiful", (Guyer, 2004, p. 2). 

Also: "judgments of ugliness are not purely reflective aesthetic judg-

ments at all, but are merely sensory or else practical judgments, that is, 

expressions of our feelings of displeasure at things that are disagreeable in 

some physiological or psychological way or bad or evil in the light of our 

prudential or moral practical reason. In Kant‟s terms, these instances of 

ugliness [war, disease] contrast with the agreeable or the good, not with the 

purely aesthetic response to beauty”, (CJ, §5, 2:209f). It would appear Kant 

has made a category mistake. 

Shier argues that Kant finds nothing ugly and focuses on the idea that 

harmonious free play must be pleasurable. Pure ugliness is not pleasurable, 

therefore one is not experiencing a pure aesthetic experience. The argument 

here rests on whether harmonious free play must be pleasurable. Either Kant 

is too rigid in his definition (only non-ugly things allow free play) or that 

one can at some level take pleasure in ugliness. In the applied arts it is pos-
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sible to create pleasurable visual interest in disjunctional and the non-har-

monious. A case could be put forward for the contention that much modern 

architecture rests on the use of deliberate introduction of disharmony and 

that the displeasure it creates in the observers is "misread" as pleasure. 

Thomson holds a less severe line: impure ugliness is allowed but 

pure ugliness is not. The idea is that when we notice ugliness we speak 

about something universal and that others ought to agree with us. The inter-

esting thing here is that Thomson conflates ugly and disgust. "The feeling of 

ugly is a pure and disinterested disgust". I would argue here that Thomson´s 

strict view depends on the conflation of disgust and ugliness. They are, it 

could be argued (as Küplen does) not the same. What I was not aware of is 

that an account of ugliness in nature seems to make sense if there is an end 

to it: a designed nature can be seen to be ugly as it confounds our expecta-

tions of a designer achieving a pleasing result. In a Godless world, the tele-

ological understanding of ugliness falls away. Guyer, I notice, takes issue 

with Thomson´s conflation of the aesthetic and teleological judgements 

(1992) noting that an aesthetic judgement is focused on an object whereas 

teleological judgements require the consideration of a system. 

Berger´s case rests on the idea that taste is too individualised so that a 

universally descriptive systems such as Kant´s can´t account for universal 

ugliness given the autonomous nature of the viewer. If one does not consider 

the possibility not of unlimited different viewpoints but of a limited set of 

varied ones (intersubjectivity) it might be neglecting the possibility that con-

siderable numbers of viewers might share the same view and another group 

a differering one. To discount intersubjectivity as Berger seems to do is to 

propose an extremely relativistic position and discounts the experience of 

large numbers of individuals on the grounds that only a universally accepted 

opinion is valid. 

These arguments boil down to Kant being too strict or not strict e-

nough or that on cognitive grounds one can´t experience disinterested dis-

pleasure. 

In the next main section, Johnson then turns to arguments for the 

allowance of ugliness. 

Cohen deals first with a Kantian account of impure ugliness. Cohen 

adds somewhat to Kant by saying we can have cognitive and reflective 

judgements at the same time, which is a reasonable contention. We can see 

the object, know what it is and also consider it without these thoughts. One 

could argue that these two states are not simultaneous but that they quicky 

toggle as we flip from one mode to the other. This then means Guyer´s argu-
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ment of the fusion of reflective and deteminative may come back in play. 

Cohen mirrors Kant‟s four moments and coins the term foul play. 

Wenzel chooses to focus on disharmony and the confusion of attend-

ing to ugliness. I might suggest here that ugly objects may be entirely com-

prehensible; one clearly apprehends that something is wrong. Disharmony 

or the presence of a tension between what is there and what might be there 

seems to be a stronger grounds to suggest something is ugly. 

Küplen (in these three papers) contends we can attend to ugly things 

and not dislike the experience. "Furthermore, within Kant‟s aesthetic frame-

work, I will suggest a theoretical difference between disgust and the concept 

of aesthetic ugliness". Disgust, argues Küplen, works at the level of direc-

tion of emotional response. The disgust response is not amenable to adjust-

ment and it is not essentially about the unfamiliar. That which is perceived 

at first as ugly may in fact merely be unfamiliar. That which is disgusting 

remains so though one can accommodate oneself to looking upon it if there 

is a pressing requirement. Küplen notes that Kant makes possible the dis-

tinction such that we might find something ugly but not disgusting. The 

reverse seems less likely: that something might be disgusting but not ugly. If 

we consider moral aspects rather than the visual, then something might be 

beautiful but also morally ugly: for example, displays of ostentatious con-

sumption during a time of famine or war could be construed as morally 

ugly. That though might be to stretch the meaning of the term ugly; primar-

ily we consider here the visual or sense-related and not the abstract. 

Grayck posits that the ugly phenomenon must have a minimal level 

of unity to be apprehended. I suggest here that this means we must have 

some sense of the thing and its structure. A shapeless cloud of gas is not 

something one might call ugly whereas a cow with an extra head or missing 

eyes would invite a judgment. And we think of the latter as ugly with refer-

ence to our prior experience of a normal cow. 

Finally, McConnell presents the idea that while beauty is an absolute 

state (the "Wow!" moment) and that almost everything can be construed as 

ugly, and proposes that there is a continuous scale with most things at least 

not being beautiful (p. 223). "Thus, beauty is now an „either/or‟ judgement 

via the finality or realization of the unifying rule, whereas ugliness is now a 

„more or less‟ judgement via the finality. Beauty remains a universally valid 

judgement because there is only one feeling to match it; all else is „not beau-

tiful‟. However, it is now ugliness that is really interesting as the universal 

judgement of ugly objects is much more subtle and complicated because 

there are degrees of ugliness. The feelings should be the same, but identify-
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ing the same nuance in feeling between subjects is the hard part. This is why 

aesthetic debates are really interesting: it is identifying the degree to which 

the object is unified, the degree to which it realizes the unknown rule we 

sense, in particular exactly where and how it fails, and hence the precise 

feeling of „more or less‟ animation of the faculties between people, that 

makes a lot of aesthetic debates really worth having (the beauty feeling is a 

one of a kind and should be easily universally identifiable among subjects, 

and so debates should not really arise here unless between pure and de-

pendent judgements that are being unfairly compared, as Kant himself 

stresses”, (CJ, p. 231). Johnson´s view is that it is McConnell´s point about 

the gradedness of ugliness that is of interest and original. An addition to this 

might be the idea that an object may have a part that is beautiful while the 

rest is not or less so. Further, there is also conceivably room for neutrality 

where the object or experience is neither ugy nor beautiful but instead offers 

nothing onto which the viewer can attach. From an industrial design per-

spective, my own, the elimination of design "errors" is only the first part of 

the process of aesthetic refinement. This stage is where the observer can see 

nothing that is untoward but also nothing which captures attention. To aim 

at visual interest revolves around introducing non-neutral characteristics that 

add to rather than detract from the "signal" the object is intended to convey. 

Something similar might attach to fine art. 

It is worth remembering that Kant was interested in the judgement 

more than the object. This point has relevance if one considers the instances 

where ugliness manifested itself in relation to other forms the object may 

take. It is not possible to have this view without reflecting on the thing and 

other examples of that class which are not present. The object is not seen in 

isolation and this pertains perhaps more to the class of artificial objects than 

the natural ones. Nature is more varied and there are a great many sunsets 

that fulfill the criteria of beauty and its perception. Fewer are the paintings 

and manufactured objects; man-made objects seem to deviate quickly from 

beauty while nature seems to offer a great many things which are in them-

selves beautiful and for which we have no archetypal reference. 

From this the following questions are raised. Is aesthetic judgement 

always pleasant? My interest is in architecture and design. Designers would 

not have trouble conceiving of an aesthetically satisfying case where ugli-

ness was involved. Kant´s examples of the aesthetic seem to be drawn from 

the natural world. Is it the case that his arguments group all useful objects 

into a class where the harmonious free play can not be experienced? Are 

there some people whose cognitive, aesthetic or moral abilities allow them 
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to wilfully differ in their aesthetic experience? Is aesthetic judgement al-

ways directed towards objects? Kant was interested in judgement but we 

need to remember the thing the judgement is of, the object "in the world". 

Does ugliness only come in only by form? Are there ideas of ugli-

ness? The artist´s conception of beauty and working towards it and what the 

things is meant to be. Conceptions of ugliness seem to inescapably be relat-

ed to what something is and what it could be in man-made objects. Artists 

can use a conception of ugliness as an end in itself. 

The variety of ugliness was the start point of my essay and Cohen 

and others deal with this. The idea is based on the notion that that something 

does not measure up to an ideal. And ugliness can be related to associations 

we have which can lead to a neutral object appearing ugly – is it really? Is 

the ugliness not adherent as opposed to inherent? 

Particularly interesting is the representation of ugliness where the ob-

ject and the representation of it are hard to distinguish. The two have the 

same effect. The morality of ugliness – this applies more to the man-made 

world than the natural world. The nature of the offense of ugliness is not the 

same as the nature of an offense such as a crime or a personal attack. 

To conclude, Johnson´s paper succceeds in setting out what it intends 

to do, to identifify the mutlifaceted nature of ugliness. It also explores schol-

ars´s attempts to either delimit Kant or extend Kant into territory his work, 

some argue, did not go. In so doing we gain an insight into the possibility of 

the aesthetic component of ugliness and how it is distinct from and not nec-

essarily the direct opposite of beauty and how that is percieved. 
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On Erin Bradfield’s “Kant’s Sublime and Ingenious Insights” 
 

Jonathan Johnson 

 

 

Prof. Erin Bradfield‟s “Kant‟s Sublime and Ingenious Insights into 

Judgments of the Ugly”
1
 is a welcome addition to the growing body of 

literature which seeks to locate ugliness in a Kantian aesthetic framework. 

Like other attempts to discover what Kant‟s Critique of the Power of 

Judgment can teach us about the experience of ugliness, Bradfield‟s endeav-

or must be largely an exercise in arguing for what Kant might have said 

about the topic. The seemingly exhaustive Kant had tantalizingly little to say 

about the ugly as opposed to the beautiful and sublime, but his system and 

any robust system of aesthetics must make room for negative aesthetic judg-

ments.
2
 A division has arisen among those writing on Kant‟s aesthetics 

about whether or not ugliness is, in Kant‟s view, properly a judgment of 

                                                 
1 Wassard Elea Rivista, III,1 (2016), pp. 31-49. 
2 Henry Allison claims “the inclusion of space for such negative judgments is 

criterial for the adequacy of an interpretation of Kant‟s theory of taste”, Kant‟s 

Theory of Taste, (2001). 
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taste at all. Bradfield holds the affirmative position and does so by assessing 

the role of harmony and free play in aesthetic judgments. There is novelty in 

her approach‟s employment of insights from Kant‟s writings on sublimity 

and genius, but especially so in her concluding appraisal of the usefulness of 

ugliness in informing our shared aesthetic experiences. 

In order to appreciate Bradfield‟s approach to ugliness in Kant‟s aes-

thetics it may be helpful to place her treatment alongside of those preceding 

her writing. While Bradfield makes mention of many of these, a few writers 

are absent – two of which have approaches very amenable to the ideas she 

presents.
1
 I will note these two below, but among the influential writers 

mentioned by Bradfield is Paul Guyer, in his oft-cited “Kant and the Purity 

of the Ugly”.
2
 In an article which inspired many responses, Guyer highlights 

not only the necessary elements of a judgment of taste according to Kant 

(which Bradfield and others helpfully also include, in their own words), he 

also makes special emphasis on what we might call the „cognitive‟ purity of 

judgments of taste which is more than simply being pure/free from interest 

(Kant‟s special notion of disinterested judgments). Guyer insists that judg-

ments of ugliness cannot be pure from the concepts and cognition that attend 

determining judgments (i.e., how can we know something is ugly if we 

don‟t know what it is? Bradfield calls the latter “logical” and the former 

“aesthetic”
3
). In the process of disallowing ugliness Guyer also dismisses 

reflective/aesthetic judgments of taste altogether. While this is arguably an 

avoidable impasse which Bradfield and others have managed to bypass, it 

created a concern which many writers
4
 felt needed to be addressed. Solving 

– or at least stating – how our reflective judgments are not constrained by 

determinative judgments (and whether one precedes, accompanies, or fol-

lows the other) is one kind of concern with „purity‟ of judgment which I 

would have liked to see Bradfield address more thoroughly in her article. 

Understandably she does take up the idea of purity in important senses 

which Kant himself emphasizes: reminding us of the disinterestedness, sub-

jective-universality, free-play of faculties, and communicability in these 

                                                 
1 For an attempt at an exhaustive survey of the positions – future versions of which 

will now happily include Bradfield‟s article – see my “Understandings of Ugliness in 

Kant‟s Aesthetics” in Wassard Elea Rivista, III,2 (2016), p.84. 
2 (2004); cf. also Guyer‟s "Thomson's Problem's with Kant: A Comment on "Kant's 

Problems with Ugliness". 
3 Bradfield, p. 35. 
4 E.g. Christian Wenzel and Alex Cohen. 
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judgments. Like many other writers Bradfield will direct our attention to the 

third of these (“the free play of the imagination with the understanding”) 

and therein situate her take on Kantian ugliness. 

Noting David Shier and Sean McConnell‟s dismissal of ugliness in 

Kant by way of free play being necessarily pleasurable, Bradfield counters 

with Wenzel‟s claims that we may still have aesthetic judgments involving a 

free play of the faculties of imagination and understanding which is not har-

monious, and not necessarily pleasurable.
1
 Taking Shier‟s claims as a foil, 

Bradfield argues that judgments relating to ugliness are free in the sense of 

“judging the form of the object, rather than its content or subject matter” and 

free in the sense of “not constrained or guided by a determinate concept in 

judging the object”.
2
 On p. 37 Bradfield gives an eight step argument con-

cluding that “… Kant‟s system accommodates judgments of taste about the 

beautiful and judgments of taste about the ugly”. Apart from critics who are 

concerned with Kant‟s aesthetic system in general (e.g. Guyer), scholars 

who fail to see a place for ugliness will probably find Bradfield‟s “key 

premise” – no. 2 (“… not all free play involves a harmonious relationship 

among the faculties”) – most contentious. I find Bradfield‟s argument to be 

a plausible accounting for how Kant might have made room for ugliness 

while understanding that if a reader commits to free play being harmonious, 

and harmony being necessary for a successful pure judgment of taste, they 

will be less inclined to agree with the argument as presented.
3
 

Bradfield buttresses her argument by bringing in considerations of 

the sublime and that of genius in Kant‟s writings, which allow her to show 

some of the species of experiences found within the genus of judgments of 

taste. In the case of the sublime, Bradfield reminds us that imagination and 

understanding have free play, but this is displeasingly frustrated (though 

pleasurably rescued by esteem for our rational vocation). In the case of geni-

us the imagination is challenged in an unexpected or expansive way – 

though more clearly positively than in the case of the sublime. As Bradfield 

puts it, “… works of genius … increase the struggle of the imagination and 

                                                 
1 Shier “Why Kant finds Nothing Ugly” (1998); McConnell “How Kant Might 

Explain Ugliness” (2008); Wenzel "Kant Finds Nothing Ugly?" (1999).  
2 Bradfield, p. 35. 
3 A form of this concern: If the freely playing faculties fail to harmonize, might this 

mean that judgment (determinative or reflective) has been stymied? Bradfield 

mollifies this concern by bringing the question to the case of the sublime, but if 

Kantian ugliness is not sublime (lacking a positive „second-step‟ appraisal), is it 

frustration of aesthetic judgment? 
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the understanding”,
1
 but this productive struggle is what moves art forward 

and furthers novelty. 

As noted earlier, I believe that Bradfield‟s positive placement of ugli-

ness finds company with two other writers, though each in different ways. 

Part of Bradfield‟s contribution is a useful comparison with what Kant might 

have said with what he did say about negative or challenging judgments in 

the sublime and with works of genius. Alex Cohen is another writer using 

Kant‟s known aesthetic positions to reconstruct the unknown, reversing not 

only pure judgments of beauty but also impure (or „adherent‟ beauty). Like 

portions of Bradfield‟s eight steps, Cohen makes the compelling case for 

both positively felt and negatively felt free play (the latter is called “foul 

play” by Cohen).
2
 The second writer which seems to me to be in resonance 

with Bradfield is Mojca Küplen, who reminds us of the utility of engaging 

with ugliness in art. Her writings highlight the personal use of aesthetic in-

sights given by encounters with the ugly,
3
 which serves as a useful contrast 

with what I feel is Bradfield‟s most helpful insight – the ability of negative 

aesthetic judgments to inform our communal understandings of artworks 

and artistic endeavors. 

Bradfield‟s closing emphases provide enticing avenues for making 

positive use of negative aesthetic judgment in Kant‟s aesthetics. Here she 

reminds us that in her presentation of Kant‟s system, the experience of ugli-

ness (unlike disgust) admits of “adequate distance” and also proper aesthetic 

judgment which we may assume other experiencers share. In this shared 

space we have in common the experience of the ugliness, whose complexity 

and even deployment in artistry may serve to organize discussion and 

reactive relationships. Bradfield calls this outcome “community formation”, 

which seems to this reviewer to be a promising way to make use of an 

experience which – in Kant‟s system or any other – repulses or disturbs us. 

Highlighting the communal nature of the experience of the ugly reminds us 

not only that it is there, but we are there sharing the puzzle of its challenging 

experience. 

 

 

                                                 
1 Bradfield, p. 43. 
2 Cohen "Kant on the Possibility of Ugliness” (2013). 
3 Küplen "Disgust and Ugliness: a Kantian Perspective" (2011), “The Aesthetic of 

Ugliness – A Kantian Perspective” (2013), and Beauty, ugliness and the free play of 

imagination: An approach to Kant‟s aesthetics (2015). 
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