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WHAT IS BEAUTY?

Introduction
Nobody ever discovered ugliness through photographs. But many, through photographs, have discovered beauty. (Sontag 1978:85) 

I chose beauty as the theme for my exhibition because I am aware that what is understood to represent beauty in relation to the human form in art is a contentious area.  Aesthetic values influence many aspects of our society today including the way we dress, use makeup, cut our hair and present ourselves to the world.  Through this assignment, I intend to better understand some of the perspectives that have shaped notions of beauty in western European art from classical Greek to contemporary art.  The works I have selected for my exhibition represent different views points on beauty and aesthetic values.  By curating these works in one exhibition, I invite the audience to question these values through contrasting and comparing them in the gallery space.


Aesthetics and beauty
In art history, aesthetic values appear to begin with the ancient Greeks.  Philosophers such as Aristotle, Plato and Socrates continue to influence ideas of beauty today.  Reid (2012) writes that beauty and the human form were represented in ancient Greek art as god like images rather than real people.  She argues that aesthetic experiences of beauty are influenced by many factors including; ‘personal, cultural and historical’ and the sense such as sight, touch, smell and taste (Reid 2012:283).

More recent philosophers such as Immanuel Kant continued to write about aesthetic values.  According to Joseph Cannon (2011:113-126, ‘Kant argues that an intellectual interest in natural beauty is morally good because it is an interest in harmony between nature and morality’.   Kant argued that beauty is a subjective matter and not determined by an agreed set of values (Kant in De Duve 2009:108).  Through reading for this assignment, my own attitudes to beauty are Kantian as I believe that ‘beauty is in the eye of the beholder’. The ‘Kantian moral system’, however, represents ‘universal’ values rather than individual ones (Abogado 2009:64).  While claiming that aesthetic values are individual and subjective, Kant would seem also to be saying that they are linked to social values of morality. 

Context 
All of these images can be analysed according to Kantian aesthetic views of beauty. There are two pairs of works which present directed conversations. The Venus de Milo sculpture makes reference to ideas of classical beauty, as does Alison Lapper’s self-portraits, but she critiques the stereotypes of disability on classical notions of beauty.
Vermeer’s painting of the ‘Girl with a pearl earring’ presents a widely accepted representation of beauty. Whereas Saville’s painting of a young androgynous child ‘Read Stare Head’ challenges the viewer to consider gendered notions of beauty.
Millais’s iconic painting of ‘Ophelia’ features his characteristic qualities of carefully observed nature alongside the illusion of the romantic imagery of death. These images illustrate the philosophical concepts of beauty. And together they invite the audience to explore the questions implied through this collection of artwork.
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Fig. 1. Venus de Milo, circa 100 B.C.
The Venus de Milo was created by Alexandros of Antioch circa 100 B.C.   Having been buried for many years, it was discovered on the island of Milos by a peasant farmer and French naval officer in 1820.  It is rumoured that Venus’s left hand was found with the statue but had never been attached to the body.  The Venus de Milo is believed to be whole and beautiful in her fragmented state. It is also one of the earliest examples in art history of something broken being seen as a representation of beauty. 
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Fig. 2. Alison Lapper, Untitled 2000. 
Lapper photographed herself in series of images, representing herself as the Venus de Milo. Lapper uses her own form to investigate ‘classical’ depictions of female beauty in the history of art. She has made us question what it is to be beautiful.  In an article in the Guardian newspaper (2/08/2014) Lapper is quoted as saying:
I realise I’m not looked at as a ‘normal human being’ – I’ve never met a ‘normal human being’ in my life, I hasten to add – but it’s amazing, just because my limbs are missing, how different people think I am, and that somehow you don’t function like anybody else.
                                                                                                           (Lapper in Saner 2014)

I have included Lapper’s self-portraits in my exhibition because of the similarities with Venus de Milo and the way she challenges the audience’s preconceptions of the aesthetics of beauty.
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Fig. 3. John Everett Millais, Ophelia 1851-52. 
The plants, most of which have symbolic significance, were depicted with painstaking botanical detail. The roses near Ophelia's cheek and dress, and the field rose on the bank, may allude to her brother Laertes calling her 'rose of May'. The willow, nettle and daisy are associated with forsaken love, pain, and innocence. Pansies refer to love in vain. Violets, which Ophelia wears in a chain around her neck, stand for faithfulness, chastity or death of the young, any of which meanings could apply here. The poppy signifies death. Forget-me-nots float in the water. (J.G. Millais I, p.162)

Millais, a member of the Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood, painted carefully observed nature (Tate.org.uk) he has romanticised the unfortunate demise of Ophelia through the vibrant scenery and his depiction of Ophelia’s body floating precariously in a body of water she appears to be in a serene like slumber rather than an untimely state of death.
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Fig. 4. Johannes Vermeer, Girl with a Pearl Earring 1665. 
Vermeer’s “Girl with a Pearl Earring” was voted the ‘most beautiful painting in Holland’. Why is the painting considered beautiful? Because it is so masterful in its composition? It’s depiction of light and shade? Or because it is of an attractive young woman who returns the gaze of the viewer? Her head is turned almost as if the viewer has caught her attention. The sensual image of her wide eyes and parted wet lips draw the audience closer. Camera obscura is being used to help enhance the lighting on her face which gives life to her delicate features.
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Fig. 5. Jenny Saville, Red Stare Head II 2011. 
By shifting the female body’s position as an object of male delectation, and thus deconstructing the male fantasy projected for centuries on it, Saville is able to question the female body’s representation throughout art history. (Noël 2013)
While Red Stare Head is difficult to categorise with gender, Saville’s painting of the young androgynous figure shares many of the features of Vermeer’s ‘Girl with a pearl earring’. For example, the similarities between the provocative nature of the paintings, open mouth, innocent face and long reaching gaze. It captures the same energy that engages the audience with an intimate portrait, allowing the audience to question the nature of beauty in a simple, curious nature.
Writing about Kant’s book ‘Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and the Sublime’, Shell (2001:37) claims that Kant’s view was that ‘generally, beauty arouses through motion and variety while sublimity astonishes’.   While all the works proposed for this exhibition represent qualities that fit with Kant’s theory of beauty, they do not conform to his definition of the sublime, hence the title of the show.
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