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The Return of Beauty?

In the aesthetic discourse of recent years it leasrbe the fashion to propagate a “return of
beauty”. Dave Hickey announced in 1993 that beauatyld be the dominant issue of the next
decadé. In 2005 an international festival “On Beauty” taolece in Berlin’sHaus derkulturen
der Welf culminating in a conference at which experts vireveted to discuss “The Re-Turn of
Beauty”.

| am surprised at such talk of a return of bedbig. beauty ever go away? Was it ever in exile
such that it could, should or would need to retoday? Wasn't beauty there all the time? The
beauty of nature was, to be sure —in all its smgerhd the beauty accumulated in the course of
human history, the beauty of works of art, hasdfezades been more present than ever before —
in museums, or exhibitions, and various other me8irl what about the beauty of human
beings? I find it hard to believe that there wasrevtime of decreased human beauty or atime
when beautiful human beings were in short supply.

If anything, what we had less of in the past desades the talk about beauty. That is all that has
changed: After a long time during which aesthetisispoke little of beauty, they have now

started talking about it again. That’s the wholedence. It is not that the phenomenon of

beauty has returned, but rather that a discourdeeanty is being produced on the intellectual
stage. We should not, therefore, speak of a retibeauty as such, but only of a return of the
topic “beauty”. Mistakenly, however, the return of them of discourse is taken for that of the

phenomenon itself. Discourse is obviously being entmd serve as the measure for whether
something (in this case, beauty) exists or nomé&pthat seems rather arrogant and foolish.

In what follows, | will put forward three claims. The opposition to beauty that we find in art
theory from mid-nineteenth century onward and dgfigdn the twentieth century was not
directed against beauty in general, but againstifspeonceptions of beauty whilst being in
favor of others. 2. Contemporary pleas in favidoeauty have dubious reasons and effects. 3.
Today there is much cause to talk about the aiteaetss of the beautiful regardless of the many
traditional and largely accepted theories, or: aélibe sublime, breath-taking beauty and its
universality — yet talk of such beauty is conspiglp absent from current discourse.

1. The rejection of the beautiful often serves thappeal to another type of beauty

! Dave Hickey, "Enter the Dragon: On the VernacolaBeauty”, inThe Invisible Dragon:
Four Essays on Beau(lzos Angeles: Art Issues Press 1993), pp. 11-2f buoted from p. 11.
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To come to my first claim: We must not overlook taet that opponents of beauty have in their
own turn often made positive use of the term “bgadihey did not intend to put an end to
beauty, but rather to proclairnawbeauty in place of the established ideal.

Three examples. When Baudelaire proclaimed thedigh Satan as an ideal, he was treating
Satan as a type of beauty: he spoke of Satanesitist perfect type of manly beadtghd “the
most beautiful of Angels*;and when he praised "fugitive beauftyie intended to recommend
it as the specificallynoderntype of beauty uniting "mode" and "éternitéWhen Marinetti
pronounced a race car with its roaring motor tosbperior to the classical ideal of beauty
embodied in the Nike of Samothradewvas in order to extol a new and specificallydem type

of beauty: "We declare that the splendor of theldvbas been enriched by a new beauty: the
beauty of speed ' The surrealist ideal, finally, was predicated log mew beauty of contingency
and incendiary juxtaposition, whose model the silises described with Lautréamont as "the
fortuitous encounter on a dissecting table of airspwnachine and an umbrella Those are
three instances showing that beauty was not dischisit redefined; that in place of the
established, bourgeois, stale ideal a different, meore captivating beauty was being sought —
and how often mustn't just that already have hapgen the history of beauty! While specific
ideals of beauty age, the desire for beauty remains

To be sure: Around the middle of the last centimysé seeking to set art on a completely
different path from that of beauty became more gater in their protests. In 1948, Barnett
Newman defined “the impulse of modern art" as thesite to destroy beautf/A few years

2 Charles Baudelaire, "Squibs" [1887] litimate Journal{Boston: Beacon 1957), pp. 3-23,
here p. 12 [XVI].

% Baudelaire, "The Litanies to Satan”, The Flowers of Evil1857], no. CXX.
* Baudelaire, "To a Woman Passing By", Tine Flowers of Evil1857], no. XCIII.

®> Cp. the key passage on Baudelaire’s concept oflémmité”: "Il [le peintre de la vie
moderne = Constantin Guys] cherche ce quelque cho®m nous permettra d'appeler la
modernite car il ne se présente pas de meilleur mot poprireer I'idée en question. Il s'agit,
pour lui, de dégager de la mode ce qu'elle peutenonde poétique dans l'historique, de tirer
I'éternel du transitoire” (Baudelaire, "Le peintde la vie moderne” [1863], iEuvres
CompletesParis: Seuil 1968, pp. 546-565, here p. 553).

® Filippo Tommaso MarinettManifesto of Futurismé_e Figarg February 20, 1909, p. 1).

’ Lautréamont,The Lay of Maldoror[1868-69] (London: The Casanova Society 1924),
p. 279 resp. André Bretohes Vases communicafi®32], in(Euvres complétesol. 2 (Paris:
Gallimard 1992), pp. 101-209, here p. 140.

8 Barnett Newman, "The Sublime Is Now" [1948]Harnett Newman: Selected Writings and
Interviews(New York: Knopf 1990), pp. 170-173, here p. 172.
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later, Dubuffet stated, "Beauty does not enter iinéopicture for me*And yet Newman painted
exceptionally beautiful picturé§, and Dubuffet, too, created wonderful paintings and
lithographs of almost celestial, cosmic beautyeftitsuch asCosmographieor Sol céleste
bespeak the fascination with which their beauikestrthe viewer).

The rhetoric of beauty’s dismissal is thereforepwb it mildly, exaggerated. In reality, what we
find are either arguments for a beauty other tharestablished one, or wholesale rejections of
the popular rhetoric of beauty in favor of devotiora higher beauty.

When you come down to it, such changes in ideatb@smost normal thing in the world.
Beauty ages, ideals of beauty are replaced by tivar must we forget that it only took a
hundred years for what critics of the time caséiddor having “declared war on beaut§*to
becom(iEl tzhe very epitome of the beautiful — evemfass tastes. The impressionists are the best
example:.

2. Dubious aspects in current demands for beauty

Or am | making things too easy for myself? Weradehaot more violent objections in the

twentieth century than those I've mentioned: adistrategies which not merely rejected the
rhetoric of beauty but from which in fact nothingb@auty emerged — where the new quality of
the works was only to be had at the price of b&ay that we would be missing the whole
point of such works and even perverting them if med to put them back on the leash of
beauty?

a. Danto, The abuse of beauty - against Dave Hickey

Before | go on to discuss some examples in moweldietvould like to draw attention to Arthur
Danto’s book,The abuse of beautipanto wrote this book in response to Dave Hickelgsm
that the coming decade would be a decade of bdaatyto, by contrast, reminds us that it has
always been a fatal error of aestheticians to welibat art is essentially about beauty: "It is not

® Jean Dubuffet, "Anticultural Positions", Beauty is nowhere: ethical issues in art and
design eds. Richard Roth and Susan King Roth (Amsterda#B Arts International 1998),
pp. 9-15, here p. 12.

19 One could speak of sublimity in this context— that is just another, the larger than life
version of the beautiful.

1 After seeing the Impressionists’ first exhibit 1874, the Parisian art critic J. Claretie
wrote, "Monet [...], Pissarro, Miss Morisot and titbers seem to have declared war on beauty
(cp. John Rewald)ie Geschichte des ImpressionismDslogne: DuMonf2001, p. 195).

12 |n the meantime, of course, one might suspectNtmatet's poppy fields, too, have been
somewhat tainted by this universal applause.
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and it never was the destiny of all art ultimatelyoe seen as beautifdf "Most of the world's
art is not beautiful, nor was the production of uigapart of its purpose-* Artistic quality,
Danto argues, can go along with beauty, but by eanms must it be bound up with beauty in
every case: "it is extremely important to distirgjubetweemmesthetidoeauty and a wider sense
of artistic excellence where aesthetic beauty noaya relevant at alf'®

Taken generally, the common stipulation attackedagto that art must be beautiful is indeed
misguided. It is a product of the eighteenth cenfline Greek concegtalon could refer to all
sorts of things — for instance, to actions, torsme to a way of life. By no means did it apply
exclusively to art. Even in 1750 when Baumgartes Yeanding aesthetics as a discipline, art
was still far from being the center of interestuBearten defined aesthetics as dne pulchre
cogitandi Although the terms “art” and “beautiful” both accin that definition, Baumgarten
was not at all concerned with a theory of art, tatiher with an epistemological revision and
with the novel task ofhinking beautifully®. That is something very different from what later
generations made ofif. Nobody in his right mind would limit beauty to @md normatively
constrain art to be beautiful — that Danto is righbut. Just think of how scandalously that
would restrict the concept of art. Talk of beautgim at best cover a fair portion of the fine arts,
but what about literature? Would anyone seriousiptwo argue that tragedy is about beauty?
That would just be grotesque. And it would be elgualiculous to think that beauty is decisive
in music.

b. Duchamp - contingency instead of beauty

The twentieth century’s paradigm example for tisgodhing of art and beauty Danto talks about
are the works of Duchamp. The@ison d'étreis not aesthetic, but anaesthetic. Duchamp said of
his ready-mades "that the choice of these ‘readgshaslas never dictated by an esthetic
delectation”, but rather "was based on a reactionsoal indifference with at the same time a
total absence of good or bad taste ... in fachaptete anesthesid®And if you are nevertheless

13 Arthur C. DantoThe abuse of beauty: aesthetics and the concegt ¢Peru, Ill.: Open
Court 2003), p. 36.

4 |bid., p. 88.
'3 |bid., p. 107.

16 Baumgarten’s foil was the modern definition ofitogs the "art de penser" set out in the
Port Royal Logic. It was this project that was ke superseded by the “art of thinking
beautifully”.

7 For a critique of this development in philosophiaasthetics see my "Philosophie und
Kunst - eine wechselhafte Beziehung", Estetyka poza estetykadited by Krystyna
Wilkoszewska (Krakov: Universitas 2005), pp. 1-29.

18 Marcel Duchamp, "Apropos of "Readymades"Aihand Artists vol. 1, no. 4 (July 1966),
p. 47. The scene in Buiudsdalusian Dog1928) in which a razor cuts through an eyeball is
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inclined to think that there is still plenty to dirbeautiful in Duchamp’s works, the story of his
Large Glasss evidence that, in his own thinking, Duchamp ni@fiely surpassed that horizon
by recognizing “perfection” in a contingency destive of beauty. In 1923 Duchamp had
proclaimed that théarge Glasswas “definitively unfinished”. Yet four years latavhen the
work was accidentally broken during transportatibnchamp called this contingent event "the
happy completion of the piece". When the damagerk wa@s repaired, he did not seal the
cracks, welcoming them instead as wholly valid cosmpnal elements. — The art world, by
contrast, has often preferred uncracked replicabefvork. One plays at modernity while in
fact adhering to the traditional ideals of beaurtst Zf the purity of the artwork thus perverting
Duchamp’s embrace of contingency.

c. Aleatory - and its perversion by the dictate obeauty

Contingency, when taken seriously, is the motit thefinitively leads beyond aspirations to

beauty. It was especially in mid-twentieth centomysic that this motif entered the scene. | will

now consider the dire effects of recent partiaiitypeauty on the performance of such works
today.

Contingency is the elixir of aleatoric compositiofibeir scores are written in such a way that
the combination of musicians, the sequence of #réspthe duration of the pieces and the
sounds produced are to a large extent left to éatetermined by contingent parameters. This
renunciation of the western ideal of thygus perfecturm favor of open forms was a thoroughly
radical move.

One of the most important aleatoric compositionStckhausen'®iano Piece Xlcomposed

in 1956 and first performed in Darmstadt in 1957. @e of the oversized pages of the score
(they are 50 x 100 cm), fourteen groups of notesraegularly distributed in such a way as to
avoid having any one group stand out more than @hgr. Here is the beginning of
Stockhausen's "Performing Directions™: "The perferiooks at random at the sheet of music
and begins with any group, the first that catchieselge; this he plays, choosing for himself
tempo [...], dynamic level and type of attack. A¢ nd of the first group, he reads the tempo,
dynamic and attack indications that follow, andk@t random to any other group, which he
then plays in accordance with the latter indicatiofrurther details follow, as well as the rule
that a given realization of the piece concludesoas as one of the groups has been reached for
the third time. Thus the various performances @atfitain very different numbers and sequences
of parts and differ in length depending on wheeerttusician begins and how he chooses to go
on. Stockhausen concludes with the recommenddfidns Piano Piece should if possible be
performed twice or more in the course of a prograrith

the well-known counterpart to this tendency. On te&tionship between aesthetic and
anaesthetic in general see Mgthetisches DenkefBtuttgart: Reclam, 1990; 6th, expanded
edition 2003).

19 Karlheinz StockhauseNr. 7, Klavierstiick X[1957] (London: Universal Editiof1998).
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How is this piece performed today? In Autumn of 2@lockhausen’s complete piano works,
among them No. XI, were presented over the courseweral evenings in Berlin. The pianist
played impressively. It was music fit to be charrbgdAfterwards, a colleague came over to me
in a state of some excitement. “Was he cheatingAaddatly, my colleague suspected that,
contrary to Stockhausen’s instructions, the pidmégt chosen a particularly affecting sequence
prior to performing it. In our uncertainty we tuchéo a prominent music critic especially
familiar with the period. “Of course he worked dug plan in advance”, he answered; “that’s
what everybody does today.” And the critic consedethat quite alright.

But if it can be said to be alright at all, therbast only on today’s false premises. However, it
utterly contradicts the principle and the sensthisf music. Nothing could be more against the
spirit of a piece of aleatoric music than to piak an affecting, a beautiful version and then
present it as the work. It is essential that thekviie performed not once, bsgveraltimes in
succession, as Stockhausen’s instructions demandh&t is the key to experiencing what the
music is about, namely how, owing to built-in ramd@arameters, very different things can
emerge from a predetermined matrix (the given féfeShere was a time when different
successive realizations were presented as a nodttaurse. Today, even in the most highly
cultivated venues, we are offered only one. Nexttteer pieces before and after it. Thus the
work is surrendered over to the conventionalisiclod the closed work of art and the traditional
logic of the concert as a sequence of such crystafbrmations. Yet it was precisely this
conventional idea of a work and its performancé 8tackhausen was trying to combat when
he introduced his aleatoric techniques.

In short, what we have is a perversion of the ate@atype of art, its re-adaptation to the old
schema. | can hardly think of a greater disproporta greater betrayal, one that is committed
today in the name of the new idol of the marketplealled beauty. This is an extreme example
of the dire consequences of thoughtless adherendbet perspective of beauty. Evidently,
though, most people today are so drunken with lgehat instead of recognizing such a scandal

0 This aleatoric procedure basically corresponds teeply evolutionary principle. It is
likely that the transition to random compositionswaspired not only by the encounter with
compositional techniques and ways of thought frdra Far East, as has so often been
emphasized, but that the publicization of the sstnththeory of evolution (which united the
classical theory of evolution with the new genétetsthe end of the 1940s also played a role.
Presumably the first consistently aleatoric, andckeconsistently evolutionary description of
evolution was given by Stephen J. Gould. Accordm@pim, in order to understand evolution
we have to play "life's tape" several times owagtirtg random effects into account. Then we see
that life could have taken quite different courses the one we are familiar with and which led
to us. "l call this experiment ‘replaying life'pé&a You press the rewind button and, making
sure you thoroughly erase everything that actualypened, go back to any time and place in
the past [...]. Then let the tape run again andfdbe repetitions looks at all like the original
(Stephen Jay Gouldtyonderful Life: The Burgess Shale and the Natuidistry, New York:
Norton & Company 1989, p. 48). This is the modexieatoric view of evolution, freed of
teleological remnants. — Just as this evolutioteamyonly becomes manifest when we “re-play
life’s tape” several times over, so too we can @eecthe effects of contingency in aleatoric
music only when several versions of the piece arfopned.



for what it is, they applaud it.

d. More dubious things in the "Return of Beauty"

The reasons for the current rekindling of intenedieauty are for the most part, it seems to me,
superficial and external to art. It is really tlestheticization of the everyday world that is &t th
basis of this interest. One thinks that art haketep up with this hyper-aestheticization or to
compete with the easy palatabildfthe media. As though art had to be at leasttesctive as
these other beautiful realities of our life. Inheit case, art comes to be valued only for its
animation value — useful for stimulating attentaord for increasing the number of visitors.

| think this is false for a number of reasons.dra@ see that it is the task of art to chase after
aestheticization already in place and to duplidgat€hat aestheticization cannot be outdone in
any case. In advertising, fashion, everyday lifd anthe media, bellism has long since been
celebrating its highly persuasive and sophisticatathphs.

The task of art, however, is not to celebrate whatready in existence anyway. And therein lies
its chance of survival. Incorporating the aestiedioon of the everyday in an alienated,
distanced form in order to provoke critical reflent might perhaps be one alternative for art,
and many are pursuing it. At bottom, however, hihart should be a realm of alterity. Faced

with the overly stimulated sensitivity of an aesittized society, it is rather anaesthetic that we
need*

3. Sublime beauty — breathtaking and universal

In the end, though, | would like to change my tuhéope | don’t have to be consistent. Today
everybody talks about the inner plurality of modsufbjects. And then they turn around and
demand that they be consistent. How inconsistettieah! If it is right to enforce consistency,
then talk of inner plurality was nothing but talkgeed a lie.)

On the topic of beauty, we must not omit to speatkh® phenomenon of sublime, breathtaking
beauty. Time and again, such beauty has been afpat; and with it is associated a fact that |
believe is undeniable and worth thinking througmelan the fascination that great art is capable
of holding for human beings of all backgrounds emllures. This fascination is not conditioned
by membership in a particular culture nor is itnieged to any one culture. Undoubtedly, much
of what we find beautiful, is culturally conditiotheSublime, breathtaking beauty, however, is
not. Its attractiveness arises from sources tratdaeper than could be attributed to specific
cultures. That is why such beauty is able to speakembers of quite different cultural groups.
— How is this fascination to be explain&d?

21 On this point cp. Wolfgang Welsctindoing Aestheticd_ondon: Sage 1997).

22 | presented reflections of the following kind fibre first time in my paper "Rethinking
identity in the age of globalization - a transcrdtuyperspective” (irSymposion of Beauty and



a. Mea res agitur

We are all familiar with the sense ofreea res agiturAlthough these works were obviously not
made for us, they nevertheless seem to concesudistant as the origin of these works may
be in space and time, we have the feelingithatwe who are at stakés though these works
held a promise or a challenge (and a potentialvitten and improve our sensibility, our
understanding and perhaps also our life.

When we experience such works in this way, we ddauk them within their original cultural
context. We take them as relevantdor orientation and as transculturally effective. As a
phenomenon, | think, this is undeniable.

b. Transcultural effectiveness contradicts the mode dogma of complete contextual
determination

Theoretical reflection tends to overlook this t@ntiral effectiveness. In the modern age we
have grown accustomed to thinking that everythistiictly bound to its cultural context. We
have come to believe that all experience, creatrahcognition are determined by their cultural
framework and hence also restricted to it. Thahésmodern axiom par excellerfGet lies at
the root of all the varieties of relativism, corttedism and culturalism that dominate the
contemporary scene in the human sciences andalstudies.

Without doubt,someaspects are indeed context-dependent.rBtitall are. Yet the modern
axiom blinds us to the culturally undeterminednsultural potential of semantic formations,
of which works of art are a prominent example. dast of obeying the modern decree and
burying this potential or making it vanish, we skbiry to give it adequate conceptual
articulation. We need a theory that can do just@ehe transcultural power of semantic
formations. Such a theory, it seems to me, dogshixist.

The fascination | am speaking of works indepengesftfamiliarity with the respective culture.
When you come to Japan for the first time and vis#t Ginkakuji Temple in Kyoto, you are
captivated by the magnetism of the place. You migiaw nothing of Japanese culture in the
fifteenth century, much less about the specificddtons under which the Shogun Yoshimasa
created the temple complex. Even so, you feeligtibly drawn to it — and after a short time
you might even sense how the place changes yauygar demeanor, the way you think.

Art. Festschrift flr Tsunemichi Kambayaskdited by Hiroshi Okabayashi et al., Tokyo: Keiso
2002, pp. 333-346). A revised version appearddternational Yearbook of Aesthetidsol. 8:
"Aesthetics and/as Globalization” (2004), pp. 1881 will try to clarify the issue further in a
paper to be presented at the XVII International@@ess of Aesthetics in Ankara (July 2007).

23| have worked out a critical account of this axiower the course of the past several years
which | hope to publish in 2008 with the titlenseits des modernen Anthropozentrismus
[Beyond Modern Anthropocentrism]
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It is as though a hitherto unknown chord in ouisesnce had been struck. A side of us about
which we previously knew nothing and which now serdyg begins to resonate. In our culture,
it had never been brought to bear; now it bloss@&sghough up till now we had realized only
part of our human potential. As if the possibitieere richer than what had been hitherto
developed. — How is that to be explained?

c. Insufficiency of the hermeneutic explanation

The standard explanation, the hermeneutic one, moll do. According to it, all our
understanding is ultimately determined by our dpecultural context. But that is highly
implausible. Neither the initial fascination notda more elaborate interpretation is culturally
dependent to such an extent. Someone who grew Upafis and studied at Paris VI
St. Denis is not by virtue of that fact gifted withdeeper understanding of the St. Denis
Cathedral. For this he must — like anyone else gquiae a lot of additional knowledge.
Likewise, his Parisian childhood does not put himany better position to gain that
knowledge than someone who grew up in Boston ooiagNone of these childhoods either
facilitates or rules out a thorough understandfigday it's American scholars who write the
best books on European art.)

Clearly, the fascination is just as independenmnembership in any particular culture. Visitors
of every cultural background feel the magnetism of the @kui Temple. None of them,
neither a visitor from “old Europe” nor a Japanesgor, was alive when the temple complex
was erected. Neither being an historical contemgarar belonging to an “effective history”
really plays any role here. Rather, there mustdmeeghing in the human constitution as such
that makes us receptive to the attraction of tlaegl something deeper than our culturally
specific formation, something transcultural thdtasind up with human potential as such.

d. The Underlying Transcultural Dimension

Even if it were true that we inevitably approach tinfamiliar through the filter of a culturally
conditioned perspective (as hermeneuticians coptémat would still not change the fact that
we can only experience the transcultural force afka like the Ginkakuji Temple because there
is a dimension immanent within our cultural forroatithat transcends the cultural framework.
In the midst of our cultural molding paths opertaigven the most “exotic” works of &ftOur
cultural formation obviously contains somethingt thpens the way to other cultures — and | do
not mean just the dead-end of a self-modeled otiserthat leaves us stuck within ourselves,

24 Speaking somewhat emphatically of the "divine grat cosmopolitanism”, Baudelaire
expressed this thought by saying that that grageén only to few men in its entirety, but that
"all can acquire it in different degrees” (ChamBzaidelaire, "The Exposition Universelle, 1855"
[1868], in Art in Paris 1845-1862. Salons and Other Exhib#id@xford: Phaidon 1965),
pp. 121-143, here p. 122 [from: "I. Critical MethedOn the Modern Idea of Progress as
Applied to the Fine Arts - On the Shift of Vitality



10

but paths that really lead to the otfrer.

Put differently, culture seems to contain two layeone cultural, one transcultural. The
culture with which we are familiar is itself a padiar shape taken by a more general
structure. And because the latter still inhereghie specific shape of our culture, we as
culturally molded beings are able to gain accessetaantic formations that have no direct
relation to the shape of our own culture. It isi@like in Chomsky’s theory, according to
which every language one learns is a particulapasiaken by universal grammar, so that we
can go on to learn further languages by accesbkatguiversal structure.

We should direct our attention to this attractismef exceptional cultural achievements —
particularly those of exceptional beauty. Thataativeness is a fact. But it is also a conceptual
challenge. It is still the case that nobody relatlgws how to explain it. To develop a theory that
can would be a genuinely worthwhile task in theentrdiscourse on beauty.

5 Cp. Tugendhat: “I think the idea that our poskibs for understanding are primarily
bound by the western tradition is a prejudice” @rmugendhatEgozentrismus und Mystik.
Eine anthropologische Studigliinchen: Beck 2003, p. 135).



