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I. Introduction

In a world of cognitive and moral relativism, where the true and the good have been
called into question, if not altogether denied, we might wonder whether beauty has fared any
better than truth and goodness. We might also question whether Dostoevsky’s words, “Beauty
will save the world,”' are in any way relevant for us today, for we see in our culture how beauty
may be said to be on the decline in so many areas: in language, manners, dress, and the art world,
to name but a few.”> If beauty was once considered the province of art, it has also been alleged
that after the horrors of Auschwitz it would no longer be possible to write lyric poetry and so, no
longer could beauty be captured in and through words or music.” And yet, the beauty of the arts
like that of nature is of vital importance to us. Without an appreciation and a cultivation of
beauty in our lives we would be greatly deprived, for, as I will argue, beauty contributes to the
perfection of human life. It enables us to recognize that we are more than material beings and
that human life and reality do have a transcendent dimension—a dimension just as real, if not
even more real, than the real perceived by our senses.

I wish therefore in this paper to explore briefly the importance of beauty and its message,
to see how our culture has denigrated beauty and simultaneously distorted reality, especially the
reality of the human person. I also wish to discuss how the thought of St. Thomas Aquinas,
Plato, and others can provide us with the elements for a better understanding of beauty both in

nature and in the arts and perhaps also with a sort of antidote to the cultural denigration of beauty
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so rampant today. For in contrasting this rich conception of beauty and the experience of beauty
in the Platonic-Thomistic tradition with the decline of authentic beauty in our culture, I want to
emphasize that we need to recover or rehabilitate a way of seeing and delighting in things that is
in harmony with our human nature. This task is one that artists seem particularly gifted and
called to, creating works of real beauty that provide us with the opportunity to wonder, to
marvel, at the perfection of forms and that also put us in touch with truth and goodness. The
impact of such works can be transforming for artists and spectators alike. Such a task comes,
nevertheless, with a price—the correction of our vision and our loves through moral virtue, as I
will explain in this presentation.
II. Aquinas and Plato on Beauty, Knowledge, and Love

I will begin with Aquinas’s discussion on beauty which refers the beautiful to the good
and correlates these notions to the notions of desire and love. Aquinas says, “The beautiful is the
same as the good, and they differ in aspect only. For since the good is what all seek [or desire],
that which calms the desire is implied in the notion of the good, while that which calms the
desire by being seen or known pertains to the notion of the beautiful.””* According to Aquinas the
senses which are especially involved in the knowledge of the beautiful are sight and hearing, so
that we speak of beautiful sights and beautiful sounds but do not, generally speaking, label tastes
and odors as beautiful.” For Aquinas it is evident that “beauty adds to goodness a relation to the
knowing power, so that good means that which simply pleases the appetite [the good being what
all things desire], while the beautiful is something pleasant to apprehend.”® Once Aquinas has
established that the beautiful is related to the knowing power, he defines the beautiful as follows:

“Beautiful things are those which please when seen”’ (id quod visum placef). And he adds,



“Beauty consists in due proportion, for the senses delight in things duly proportioned . . . because
the sense too is a sort of reason, just as is every knowing power.”®

In the perception of beauty, then, we experience pleasure or delight, but this pleasure
belongs more properly to the order of knowing than to action or desire. Because the knowing
concerns the individual thing, that is, the seeing of the sunset or the seeing of one of Turner’s
seascapes, for example, it occurs in an intuitive or contemplative way rather than by reasoning.
Since the beautiful involves both knowing and pleasure, it has a mode of truth and goodness that
are peculiar to it.” We know the true and we delight in the good, and these are both involved in
our experience of the beautiful.

Since Aquinas defines the beautiful in terms of pleasure or delight, we might think then
that the beautiful is purely subjective, dependent on the individual man or woman, on what he or
she finds pleasurable. However, this is not true for Aquinas because the pleasure involved in the
perception of a beautiful thing is caused by certain features in the object itself. Thus there are
certain objective elements which characterize beautiful things. Aquinas discusses three such
elements. The first is integritas, or completeness. A thing is less beautiful if it is missing
something that it should have, such as a human face that is lacking an eye. The second is
consonantia, or proportion. Something is considered less beautiful if it is out of proportion to the
whole, such as a human face with an exaggeratedly long nose. The third and final element of
beauty is claritas, or radiance of form. The healthy, vibrant human being is more beautiful, on
the physical level, than the sickly, pale human being.'” Of course, even if a thing does possess
an intrinsic beauty, it is also the case that individual reactions to a beautiful thing may not accord
with the objective aspects of the thing contemplated since, as we know, not all men and women

possess good perception and sound judgment. So, while Aquinas holds that beauty is intrinsic to
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things, he would also maintain that beauty is not grasped in the same way by all persons due in
part to differences in sensibility."'

Now while it is true that beauty was not for Aquinas as important a theme as it was for
other philosophers and theologians of his time, it may nevertheless be said that in his comments
on beauty, especially as they were influenced by the Platonic tradition, one can find the
necessary elements, along with his metaphysics, to develop an aesthetics of creation. Aquinas
often uses the metaphor of the divine artist to describe and understand God’s creative activity.
Since no one, according to Aquinas, takes pains to make an image or a representation except for
the sake of the beautiful, the divine artist creates things that are beautiful and good and are,
moreover, expressive or representative of the divine artist himself. The diversity of beings and
forms that are all harmoniously arranged and resplendent with varying degrees of radiance and
intelligibility constitute one universe of things, a cosmos whose order, according to Aquinas, is
their chief beauty.'?

In comparing God to a human artist, Aquinas tells us that God’s knowledge is related to
creatures, as an artist’s knowledge is related to his works of art.'’ Just as the artist works through
the word or idea conceived in his intellect and through the love of his will for some object, so
also Aquinas speaks of God’s creative activity: every creature is thought and willed by God.
Aquinas especially emphasizes the role of the Divine Idea or Word in creation—the Word is the
perfect reflection or Image of God and as such this Word is said to be beautiful.'* In fact, all the
three conditions of beauty which we spoke of above: integrity or completeness, harmony or due
proportion, clarity or radiance, are attributed to the Word." Since all things have been created
through the Word—that is, through the Divine Idea which is also Divine Wisdom or Divine

Truth—they participate through their being and their form in the beauty of the perfect Image of
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God.'® All creatures are then either images or traces of God’s wise artistry. The human person is
described as being made in the image of God—imago Dei—and as such is intimately related to
his exemplar or prototype, which is the Divine Word. The human person is, in fact, called to
cooperate through his own thoughtful and loving activity in giving the universe, or the part of the
universe that is assigned to him, its final form. Because form in Aquinas is a participation in the
divine radiance, the human person, and especially the artist who is a maker of forms and of
beauty, is called in a sense to beautify the universe, imitating as it were the divine artist. The
aesthetic act, the conceiving and bringing into being of a work of art that otherwise might have
never existed, has been termed an imitation, “a replication on its own scale, of the inaccessible

first fiat [or act of creation].”"’

The human artist’s work is thus a participation in God’s creative
activity.

After laying out a definition of the beautiful and specifying its objective elements, as well
as pointing to what the metaphor of the divine artist might contribute to our understanding of
God’s creation, I will turn to Plato’s account of the origin of the human person and how this
mythological account relates to the experience of beauty. In the Symposium Aristophanes tells
us that initially humans were rounded doubles but that because of pride and the desire to be gods,
we were cut in two and now we are seeking our proper or other half. The inadequacy of this
account of man can be corrected by making use of Aquinas’s conception of the human person
that I discussed above. The human person is made in the image of God—an image whose
original model is the Divine Word, Absolute Beauty—and therefore the human being acquires
perfection by imitating and uniting himself to the Word. Thus the other half, if we can speak in

these terms, that the human person is seeking, is in fact the Divine Word.

Once the Platonic account of man’s origin is corrected in this way, we can agree with
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Plato that our deepest desire is for completion and unification; our desire or eros, as it is named,
is for what is beautiful. For Plato each of us is a morally divided self whose unification will only
come about through love.'® In seeking his other half the human person is also seeking that which
is good—the good which interestingly makes its appearance as the beautiful. Beauty is therefore
the way in which goodness appears. While Plato is fully aware of the attraction of beautiful
human bodies in the search for one’s other half, his account of love is not relegated merely to
sensual beauty. The Platonic eros or love has a much wider connotation than physical desire.
For, as we are told in the Symposium, the desire for the beautiful is actually the desire for the
possession of the good and happiness; it is ultimately the desire for the “everlasting possession of
the good,” and thus for immortality."” For Plato then there are higher and lower forms of love.
If the human person is only attracted to sensible beauties and goods, for example to the beauty of
physical objects or bodies, and mistakenly takes these as his true good, then his love is directed
toward inferior goods, inferior beauties, and the person is thus reduced to an earthly, sensual
being. But because the person has a higher nature, that is, because the person has a rational soul,
he is attracted to higher forms of beauty such as moral virtue and to the highest form of beauty,
the divine, transcendent beauty. There is thus an affinity between the rational soul and the truly
beautiful and good. However, in order to see or contemplate what is really beautiful and good
the sensual appetite must be restrained; the lower powers of man need to be ordered by reason.
Furthermore, according to Plato, the divine itself is beauty, goodness, and wisdom, and by these
the soul is nourished, whereas when the soul is fed on ugliness and vice the soul wastes away.
And so in another one of Plato’s dialogues, the Phaedrus, we find the following statement:
“[T]he intelligence of every soul which is capable of receiving the food proper to it, rejoices at
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beholding reality.””” True beauty and goodness then nourish the soul and enable us to see the
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real; and therefore beauty contributes to the perfection of our lives.

For Plato knowledge of the real requires effort, mental and moral discipline; we progress
from a less adequate state of knowing and loving to a more adequate one. This progress is
depicted in Plato’s allegory of the cave in the seventh book of the Republic, as well as in the
Symposium. In the latter dialogue the person can be brought to see that the beauty of the soul,
the soul being higher and better than the body, is more valuable than the beauty of the body.
And then the power of love or eros can attract the person toward what Plato calls “the wide

ocean of intellectual beauty,””!

and finally true love will lead him toward the contemplation of
absolute Beauty itself. This ascent, which I have sketched ever so briefly here, is similar to the
intellectual ascent that we find in the allegory of the cave where humans are portrayed as
prisoners in a cave seeing only the shadows of reality and hearing only the echoes of truth; their
view of reality is inadequate and distorted, just as ours can be. We too can find ourselves
imprisoned, alienated in the cave of our passions and prejudices which do not enable us to see
things in their proper light. But when the prisoner emerges from the cave, he begins to see in the
light of the sun the realities of which he once only saw the shadows, and lastly he will see the
sun itself which in Plato represents the highest Good, “the universal cause of all things right and
beautiful—the source of truth and reason.”** As we make progress then on our intellectual and
affective journey, we reach the Absolute Good and the Absolute Beauty. This Absolute is
somehow immanent in reality,” for the things that appear before our senses, seem to embody it;
they “copy” it or partake in it; they are a “shadow” or a trace of its reality and manifest it in
varied degrees, but this Absolute is also transcendent, surpassing all that we see and love here on

earth.

Because beautiful and good things partake of the Absolute, they seem to have about them
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a divine quality, as it were; Plato, in fact, speaks of the beautiful face of the beloved as godlike

24 The beloved is the mirror in which the lover sees

and as “the expression of divine beauty.
himself;** she is his other half, that half that completes him. The beautiful beloved is reverenced
by the lover; he would even sacrifice to her as to the image of a god, were not this gesture taken
to be madness.”® Without adequate moral training we would thus tend to idolize beautiful
persons or things. For this reason, Plato tells us that “everyone chooses his love from the ranks
of beauty according to his character and this he makes his god, and fashions and adorns as a sort

of image which he is to fall down and worship.”*’

I cannot help but think here of the scriptural
passage from the Book of Wisdom, which I take to be very philosophical and which is in
harmony with what Plato says here—a passage which speaks precisely about the beautiful and
the good and cautions us against the folly of idolatry. According to this passage, from the good
things that are seen in the universe, we should be able to recognize their artisan, “for from the
greatness and beauty of created things comes a corresponding perception of their Creator.””®
However, because we take such delight in the beauty of earthly things or of the luminaries of the
heavens, we assume these to be gods and thus forfeit knowledge of their creator, the author of
beauty. We are so amazed by the power of the things of nature—the power of fire, wind,
turbulent water—that we cannot raise our vision to the infinite power of the one who formed
them. Rational creatures have the capacity to know so much in their investigation of the world,
and yet they may fail to attain knowledge of the Lord of the universe.”” The Wisdom passage is
emphatic about our capacity to know from reason the Creator of Beauty from our knowledge of
good and beautiful creatures, just as Plato thought that it was possible to ascend from lower
beauties to Absolute Beauty. So emphatic is the Wisdom passage that it calls those people who
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are ignorant of God “foolish by nature. The foolish man is unwise, imprisoned like the
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prisoner of the cave who only sees the shadows of reality, chained by loves that distort his vision
of the real. Nevertheless, “There is none so worthless,” says Plato, “whom Love cannot impel,
as it were by divine inspiration, toward [the beauty of] virtue.”' That love of which Plato
speaks is described in the Symposium as a mighty and wonderful god who can reorient our
affections. Since the beauty we choose to love will depend on our character, on the virtues
which order and purify our loves, no ascent to Absolute Beauty is therefore possible without
purification and conversion. If we live a virtuous life, especially the life of wisdom, we will be
able, according to Plato, to attain true universal knowledge and apprehend the rational character
of reality and with this, the source of all beauty and goodness.
III. The Cult of Beauty and Aesthetic Iconoclasm in Contemporary Culture

What beauty we choose to love then is of paramount importance for the human person’s
life and happiness. Unlike the exaltation of higher beauties and higher forms of love in Plato, the
beauties that we are presented with in contemporary culture, the beauties that we are enticed to
love, are not directed to the contemplation of Absolute Beauty. Far from awakening in us the
nostalgia for the absolute or the hope of immortality, the beauties of contemporary culture
promote rather the will for possession, instant self-gratification, and vainglory. Much of
contemporary culture seems to be fixated on a superficial beauty, only on what the eyes can see;
the emphasis is on sensible beauty, on cosmetic beauty. There is what may be called a cult of
beauty—an idolization of beauty—as is evidenced by the “extreme makeover” television shows
in the United States and by the recourse to cosmetic surgery both among the young and the not
so young. And yet this cult or idolization does not make people happy, for as we know bodily
beauty is fleeting; it is ephemeral; it does not guarantee true happiness, or as Plato saw it, an

everlasting union with the good. Perhaps our taste for this type of beauty is an indication of the
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nihilistic philosophy which pervades so much of our culture today. Would that those who spend
so much time and money on external beauty realized the importance of dedicating time to the
cultivation of the beauty of their souls.

The cult of beauty that I am referring to here tends to enclose the person in herself since
the person seems to care only for her things, for her outward appearance, for the approval of
others, to name but a few of the manifestations of this cult of superficial beauty. At the basis of
such an attitude is a disordered self-love; we could even say that there may exist in such a person

9932

an inability to love which gives rise to a “lethal boredom,”* where one is interested in nothing

and rejoices in nothing; this inability to love accounts for the contemporary “devastation of the

sou1n33

and for the despair that is present among so many today who only recognize the
quantifiable values of success and possessions.

Another example of this insidious cult of beauty may be found in contemporary attempts
to refashion the human being by means of new genetic altering technologies. Parents want to
have “perfect” children and so, for example, will have recourse to Nobel Prize sperm banks in
the hopes of producing an extraordinarily intelligent child, or will through genetic manipulation
produce an extraordinarily handsome child that is also tall and athletic. No longer are we content
with the good and the ordinary; we want the best and the extraordinary, without recognizing that
human freedom must have limits and that the best is often the enemy of the good. What underlies
the attempt to create the “perfect” human being is, I think, a fundamental discontent with the
human condition, a non-acceptance of reality, and the inability to marvel, to wonder, at the
ontological goodness and beauty of the universe and of the human person.** Nowhere perhaps is

the scientific and technological attitude of dominating and manipulating the universe and the

person more prominent than in contemporary reproductive and genetic technologies and in
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cosmetic surgeries of all types to produce the beautiful or perfect face, the beautiful or perfect
body. >

This rampant cult of beauty with its emphasis on the external or sensible image, on what
is often referred to as “the look,” in our civilization of the image, and its misunderstanding of
what and who the human person is, does not allow the person to experience other dimensions of
beauty. I am referring to dimensions such as the beauty of self-sacrifice, the intrinsic beauty of
persons that radiates from their practice of virtues, and from their dedication to an ideal greater
than themselves. Examples of such beauty abound in history, but the recent figures of Mother
Teresa or John Paul II certainly attest to the greatness of the human soul with its capacities for
understanding and loving and for making the gift of self; certainly, figures such as these and
others throughout history, who recognize the difference between true beauty and false beauty,
who contemplate and are in communion with Absolute Beauty, are able to bring forth, as Plato
puts it, not shadows or even images of reality but realities themselves.*

If the cult of beauty, by objectifying the person and trivializing beauty, blinds us to the
true nature of the human person and to the reality of higher forms of beauty, it is also the case
that we are presently faced in our culture with instances of aesthetic iconoclasm. Just as there
have been efforts in history to destroy religious images or oppose their veneration or to attack
established beliefs and institutions, now there are efforts to spoil beauty—to exile it from the arts
in acts of aesthetic iconoclasm. A number of recent examples come to mind, such as Luc
Bondy’s production of 7osca at the New York Metropolitan Opera’s 2009-2010 season, with its
blatant disrespect for Puccini’s music as well as his Roman Catholicism. I would like however to
concentrate here on another example of aesthetic iconoclasm mentioned in Roger Scruton’s book

entitled Beauty. Scruton refers to the 2004 production of Mozart’s comic opera The Abduction
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from the Seraglio, a production that perverts the moral idea of the opera and thus renders its
melodies which were to share in the beauty of that idea incongruous. In the original story a
young woman named Konstanze is shipwrecked, separated from her fiancé Belmonte, and taken
to serve in the harem of the Pasha Selim. Konstanze’s chastity is however respected by the
Pasha, whose mercy is inspired by the faithful love of the young couple; she is finally let go,
rescued by her fiancé. The plot expresses Mozart’s conviction that charity is a universal virtue,
practiced not only by Christians but by Muslims alike, and that disinterested love is indeed a
reality.

In the 2004 version of this opera, however, the message of the words and the music are
drowned out by the scenes of violence, murder, and narcissistic sex.’” The main setting of the
opera is now a brothel. Konstanze is no longer the chaste young woman of the original opera but
rather a prostitute, with Selim another degenerate character. Mozart’s tender melodies thus have
no connection to the aesthetic and moral nihilism that typifies the recent production. According
to Scruton this example of what he calls desecration and aesthetic iconoclasm is found in all
aspects of contemporary culture. As he puts it, “Wherever beauty lies in wait for us, the desire to
pre-empt its appeal can intervene, ensuring that its small voice will not be heard behind the
scenes of desecration. For beauty makes a claim on us: it is a call to renounce our narcissism and
look with reverence on the world.””® 1 think what Scruton says here provides us with an answer
to why on the one hand there is an idolization or cult of beauty and why on the other hand the
arts are in flight from beauty. There is no chance of renouncing narcissism if the only beauty
that concerns us is the man-made beauty of the “look,” or the genetically manipulated “perfect”
human being. Such beauty does not enable us to transcend our corporeal existence to higher

forms of beauty. In addition, to truly hear the voice of beauty in the arts would lead us to see
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ourselves and the world in a different light; it would call us both to redirect our vision and our
loves and thus to experience more than carnal delights. But for this to be achieved, the arts and
indeed our culture must affirm and make more aware to the public these higher forms of beauty.
For, as Plato warned in the Symposium, “The ignorant are satisfied with what they are, and do
not long for the virtues they have never missed.”
IV. Beauty and Wonder versus Aesthetic Iconoclasm and the Hunger for the Sensational

Since the time of Plato, beauty has been considered a harbinger of the good. The proper
role of art, for Plato, was to educate, to reveal, and to lead the highest part of the soul to love and
to a pure joy in the existence of what was excellent.*” The example just given of aesthetic
iconoclasm, however, manifests well what Thomas Aquinas tells us regarding joy or delight.
According to Aquinas, since no one can live without joy for long, when we are deprived of
spiritual joy, we turn to bodily pleasures.”’ There is, in the example of the 2004 version of
Mozart’s opera, no reverence for the beauty of the human body or for the mystery that lies
through and beyond the physical appearance, because the human gaze that is projected onto the
body is one of use or of appropriation rather than of wonder and contemplation. A disinterested
love, such as that depicted in Mozart’s original comic opera, is thus not possible. This sort of
love cannot be understood and enjoyed by an appropriative and grasping gaze; in order to love
rightly we must see and judge rightly. And this is perhaps one of the most important lessons of
great art. As the twentieth century British philosopher Iris Murdoch says, “Great art teaches us
how real things can be looked at and loved without being seized and used, without being

f 9542

appropriated into the greedy organism of the sel Works of great art can thus enlarge and

correct our vision of things and purify our loves.
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And I think that what Murdoch, following the French philosopher Simone Weil, names
attention, that is, “the idea of a just and loving gaze directed upon an individual reality,”* can
also be conveyed by the notion of wonder, to which I just referred in contrasting wonder to the
appropriative gaze. The one who looks with wonder at things is not blind to the admirable fact
that something exists, that reality cannot be fully grasped by human reason, that its light, its
beauty, is inexhaustible. This experience of wonder, which is one of the highest possibilities of
human nature, is proof for Aquinas that only the vision of God can satisfy the human person.**
That the human being is inherently oriented toward seeing and knowing God and delighting in
him is, then, the very reason for the experience of wonder. Thus it is not surprising that an
aesthetic iconoclasm should be grounded in a secular or atheistic humanism, which, in
eliminating God, also impoverishes our conception of the human being, making of the person
little more than a sentient being.

If the experience of wonder is closed off to us in acts of aesthetic iconoclasm, then we are
being deprived of an essential feature of human nature; only the human mind, the human
spiritual soul, is capable of wonder. The sense-perceiving soul of animals does not wonder,* is
not astounded before the beauty of nature, of persons, and of artifacts. Animals look at things in
order to use them, to take hold of them;* they do not linger in a contemplative gaze over the
beauty of things, so as to penetrate the depths of their reality, to know them more fully, and to
enjoy their admirable character. Built into the experience of wonder is also the structure of hope.
We are capable not only of knowing things whose beauty reveals to us something of their
creator, but we are also capable of knowing God, their absolute ground. And when we see God,
we cannot but be transformed, as we are enriched by knowledge of the truth, for in each act of

knowing we become that which we know. As Pascal wrote, “We are not, but we hope to be.”"’
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For the experience of beauty and of wonder to which the beautiful—whether in nature or in art—
gives rise enables us to live in the world according to our metaphysical condition as rational
beings and also points us beyond this world, where our desire for immortality and perfection will
at long last be satisfied.**

If great art, then, enables us to wonder, to see and to know things more clearly, and if this
correction of our vision has an impact on our loves, then acts of aesthetic iconoclasm only serve
to alienate us from our proper nature and fulfillment as human persons. The abnormal and the
sensational, which we witness in aesthetic iconoclasm, do not enkindle wonder but rather render
our senses dull, or anesthetize them, as it were. To this effect, the twentieth century Thomist
philosopher Josef Pieper says, “The ‘numbing of the senses’ would be a mere substitute for
genuine wonder. If someone needs the ‘unusual’ to be moved to astonishment, that person has
lost the ability to respond rightly to the wondrous, the mirandum, [the remarkableness] of being.
The hunger for the sensational . . . is an unmistakable sign of the loss of the true power of
wonder. . . "%

Much of contemporary culture attests to the fact that the yearning for beauty and the
wonder which the beautiful engenders in us have been replaced by the sensational and the
“numbing of the senses.” Nowhere is this perhaps more evident than in the 1997 exhibition of
modern British art at the Royal Academy of Art in London called “Sensation.” The title itself
suggests “titillation or voyeurism™’—a kind of seeing that arises from a disordered desire to
know, from a curious and slothful gaze. The exhibition contained famous or notorious pieces
such as Damien Hirst’s shark suspended in formaldehyde titled The Physical Impossibility of

Death in the Mind of Someone Living, Tracey Emin’s tent titled Everyone I Have Ever Slept With
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1963-1995), Marc Quinn’s self-portrait which depicts a frozen head made from pints of his own
blood, and numbers of “gory images of dismembered limbs and explicit pornography.”"

The Royal Academy posted a notice to visitors at the exhibition’s entrance proclaiming
that some people might find the works on display “distasteful,” that “parents should exercise
their judgment in bringing their children to the exhibition,” and that one gallery would be closed
to those under the age of eighteen.’® The Academy had in effect hired a prominent lawyer for
advice on which works, given their pornographic and disturbing elements, should be withheld
from the curious gaze of the young—an action taken in the opinion of one cultural critic, “more

33 1t is ironic to think

from a fear of prosecution . . . than from a fear of corrupting the young.
that the different forms of culture were originally meant to cultivate the mind or the spirit; now
they are being used rather for the corruption of the mind.

There is no doubt that most, if not all, of the art on display in this exhibition would have
been banned from Plato’s ideal state. This is because, for Plato, the arts have a profound impact
on a person’s moral character. The exposure to sound art and music predisposes the young to the
good and the true, ordering and disciplining their emotions such that an affective disposition to
the good of virtue is introduced in the sensitive appetites and that the inner harmony of the soul
is brought about. Given Plato’s concern for the order and harmony of the inner life of the human
soul, which order and harmony is reproduced in the state, he would have considered the
exhibition titled “Sensation” offensive both to sensibility and to reason.

There is however a modern sensibility which seems to be offended by nothing, which is
immune to shock and moral objection, and so the exhibition in question can be said to display no

moral sense or good judgment, and in addition no aesthetic sense or taste. According to the

cultural critic Theodore Dalrymple, “To be a man of artistic taste now requires that you have no
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standards at all to be violated: which, as Ortega y Gasset said, is the beginning of barbarism.”**

It would seem then that the young enlightened artists of the 1997 exhibition in London have
abandoned all restraint and standards, and in the end we are left with nothing but vulgarity,
coarseness, and ugliness; beauty and wonder have been replaced here by what we might call the
fascination for the ugly and perhaps even for evil. Without a doubt, we are far from the Platonic-
Thomistic ideal where the good and the beautiful are intimately related, and where the beautiful
also involves the true. We might even say that there seems to be a concerted effort in our culture
to silence the voice of beauty as harbinger of the good and ultimately of God, a voice which
makes demands on us requiring that we correct our vision of things so that we may feel and love
rightly. If the experience of beauty and of wonder brings us to the hope of transcending our

e . . 55
present condition in an everlasting “kingdom of ends,”

where Absolute Beauty reigns, then the
experience of the sensational and the numbing of our senses can only cause us to despair in the
unintelligibility of human existence so often presented to us in contemporary culture. Much is at
stake here.
V. Conclusion: The Recovery of Truth and Goodness in the Arts

Given the attempts in contemporary culture to trivialize beauty or to exile it from the arts,
how might artists who seek to transform this sort of culture respond? Twentieth century
philosophers such as Jacques Maritain and Iris Murdoch who have written on art, as well as
many great artists,”® agree that discipline is required in art as in morals. Discipline is necessary
to see and present the real rather than to falsify it, just as Plato would advise moral restraint in
order to see authentic beauty. According to Iris Murdoch, excellence in art is not the result of

personal fantasy which impedes us from seeing what is really there and only gives rise to

egotistical aims and images.”” Instead, excellence in art requires of its maker an unsentimental,
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unselfish, and detached, objective attention.”® This sort of attention or of vision liberates the
artist, as well as the spectator, from a blinding fantasy; in the interest of seeing the real there

% 1n mediocre art there is little or no

must be, as Murdoch puts it, a “checking of selfishness.
reflection of the real world and of the meaning of human life, since the assertion of the self with
the intrusion of fantasy and unruly feelings does not allow for objective attention to the existence
of the real. For Murdoch, “To silence and expel self, to contemplate and delineate nature with a
clear eye, is not easy and demands a moral discipline. A great artist is, in respect of his work, a
good man, and, in the true sense, a free man. The consumer of art has an analogous task to its
producer: to be disciplined enough to see as much reality in the work as the artist has succeeded
in putting into it. . . .”*° Great art, or simply good art, for Murdoch is not an example of selfish
obsession; it is rather that which “affords us a pure delight in the independent existence of what

is excellent.”!

Because great art transcends the selfish limitations and obsessions of the artist’s
personality, it can enlarge the mind and sensibility of its spectator.”” But for this to occur, for
excellence in art to be achieved, the artist must not only possess talent, he must also practice the
virtues. “The good artist, in relation to his art,” according to Murdoch, “is brave, truthful,
patient, humble.”®> And so we might say that when a distorted vision of the world and of the
human person is presented to us in art, this may well be the result of little or no moral discipline,
little or no ordering of the artist’s loves, little or no virtue.

Good art or excellent art, on the contrary, presents us with a truthful image of the world
and of the human condition in a form that is given to our careful and sustained contemplation.®*
For example, think of the tragic drama Macbeth, by Shakespeare, where the true representation

of reality and of human existence is offered to us and where the spectator learns and is moved to

recognize a metaphysical order of being that is true for all human beings. The spectator sees that
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this is how it is, and he emerges with a kind of self-knowledge or with new insight from the
illusion in which he habitually lives.” Or consider the impact of beautiful music, for example
Bach’s Cantatas or Mozart’s Requiem. The following description has been given of Bach’s
work:  “The music had such an extraordinary force of reality that we realized, no longer by
deduction, but by the impact on our hearts, that it could not have originated from nothingness,
but could only have come to be through the power of the [ Absolute] Truth that became real in the
composer’s inspiration.”®® Art so conceived then is not a mere diversion, but one of the most
educational of all human activities, a place in which the beauty of the art forms makes us aware
of a truth and also of a goodness that are not relative.”” And so it turns out that good art,
excellent art, makes us see and delight in things in a way that is proper to the rational beings that
we are, beings that are naturally fitted for the true and the good. As such, good art affords us an
opportunity for self-knowledge so as to see our lives in a truer light and live more rightly, that is,
in accordance with our rational nature. It is in this sense that beauty may be said to save the
world, but such beauty comes with the price of moral discipline both for the artist and the
spectator—a price that we should be only too willing to pay in our intellectual and affective

journey toward the contemplation of Absolute Beauty.®®

Alice Ramos
St. John’s University

Queens, NY 11439

! Interestingly, this often-quoted line from Dostoevsky refers to “the redeeming beauty of Jesus Christ.” See Joseph
Cardinal Ratzinger’s “The Beauty and the Truth of Christ,” August 2002, taken from L Osservatore Romano,
November 6, 2002, p. 6.
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