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Beauty
• Classical definitions: harmony, symmetry, balance, 

coherence, proportion (e.g. golden ratio)
• Evolutionary definition: appealing, stimulating, 

”averageness”
• Sometimes replaced by other concepts: e.g. 

’significant’; ’interesting’
• Or defined by something else: e.g. ”physical

beauty”, ”beauty = truth”, ”beauty = good”
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Beauty – Ugliness
1) Beauty as something desirable, ugliness to be avoided

– Beauty = truth, learning one’s way towards beauty (Plato)
OR
2) Beauty and ugliness both aesthetically equally interesting
– Ugliness can be a purpose in itself

• If seen as opposites, what is in the between?
• Can they be understood only in relation to each other?
• Negative Aesthetics (A. Berleant)
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Hieronymus Bosch: Detail from the Garden of Earthly Delights



Sanna Lehtinen | sanna.lehtinen@aalto.fi

Tracy Emin: My Bed (1998)
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Sublime (Burke 1757)
• ”Excites the ideas of pain and danger”
• ”Terrible”, ”operates in a manner analogous to 

terror” 
– Source of the sublime

• ”Pain is stronger in its operation than pleasure”: 
the sublime plays with the strongest emotion

• Fear of death à fascination?
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Caspar David Friedrich: Wanderer
above the Sea of Fog (1818)
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Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (”A Theory of Human Mo?va?on”, 1943)



Neuroaesthetics
• Neuroscience + empirical aesthetics (the study of 

aesthetics based on observation)
– Late 1990s à

• What in the brain triggers aesthetic experiences?
– Neurobiological foundations of aesthetic preferences

• Technical advances in neuroscientific methods
directing the field
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Dr. Matthew Pelowski, University of Vienna
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Denis Dutton: TED Talk (2010)
https://www.ted.com/talks/denis_dutton_a_dar
winian_theory_of_beauty#t-913788
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Group Task
In groups of 4, discuss the video (Dutton’s TED Talk, 
2010):

1. How is the human animal unique?
2. In what aspects are we similar to other species?

• What is the human animal like?
• Think about what characteristics and preferences could be

termed as specifically human
– Write/draw/otherwise record a memo to Post-Its and 

add them to the board
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