OBJECTIVITYAND SUBJECTIVITYIN THE HISTORY OF
AESTHETICS
To

ROMAN INGARDEN

It is a currentopinionthat aestheticswas,originallyan objectivetheory
of beauty and that since modem times it has,become a subjectiveone.
Such an opinion is erroneous.A subjectivetheory of beauty existed in
earlyAntiquityand in the MiddleAges, while the modernperiodretained
the objectivetheoryfor a long time. The most that can be said is that in
ancientand medievalaestheticsthe objectivetheorywas predominantand
the subjectivetheory in modem times.
The dilemma and controversyof objectivisticand subjectivisticaesthetics - let us call it in short the controversyof subjectivity- can be
formulatedas follows: when we call a thing "beautiful"or "aesthetic,"
do we ascribe to it a quality it possesses by itself or one which it does
not possess but which we confer upon it? We usually grant this,quality
because we like the object, and when we call it beautifulor aestheticit
simplymeansthat we find it pleasing:this,is what the subjectiveaesthetics
maintains,.In other words it holds that all things are by themselves
aestheticallyneutral, neitherbeautifulnor ugly. When Plato said: "There
are things which are beautifulalways and by themselves,,"his aesthetics
was objectivistic.When David Hume wrote that the "beauty of things
exists merely in the mind which contemplatesthem,"1 there is, on the
contrary,no doubt that he expresses,the theory of aestheticsubjectivity.
I.
The problemof aestheticsubjectivityis chiefly the domainof philosophers; nonphilosophersare scarcelyinterestedin it. Untouchedby criticism they considerbeauty from the objectivisticpoint of view; they believe we like certain things because,they are beautiful and not because
we make them so. They take the objectivebeauty of things for granted
and brook no argument.This probablywas the prevailingsentimentof
the prephilosophicperiod. In contrast, philosophy from the beginning
fell into controversy;it either kept the objective point of view but
searched for arguments,or abandoned it in favor of the position of
1

D. flume, Of the Standard of Taste, 1757.
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aesthetic subjectivity.One of the early philosophicaltrends, the Pythagorean,soughtproofs of objectivitywhile the other, the Sophist,inaugurated the theory of subjectivity.
1. The Pythagoreans'argumentfor aestheticobjectivitywas that among
the propertiesof thingsthereis one which constitutesbeauty.This is harmony, and harmonyderives from order, order from proportion,proportion, from measure,measurefrom number.Harmony,proportion,number
are the objectivebasis of beauty. "Orderand proportion,"they said, "are
beautiful and useful, while order and lack of proportionare ugly and
useless."2 The aesthetics of the Pythagoreanswas cosmocentric:they
held that beauty is the propertyof the universe;man does not invent it
but discoversit in the universe;the beauty of the universeis the measure
of all man-madebeauty.
2. Against this, the philosophy of the Sophists was anthropocentric.
"Man,"they said, "is the measureof all things."Aesthetic subjectivism
was a naturalimplicationof their general subjectivism:since man is the
measure of the true and the good, he is all the more the measure of
beauty. Beauty is certainly subjective,as for different people different
thingsare beautiful.The same propertyis beautifulif it is the propertyof
A and ugly if it is the propertyof B; for instance,make-upis beautifulon
women,but ugly on men; and the same propertyis beautifulfor spectator.
A and ugly for spectatorB. "A dog considersa dog the most beautiful,"
Epicharmwrote, "andsimilarlyan ox an ox, a donkeya donkey, a pig a
pig."3 The Sophists' startingpoint was the relativity. of beauty, which
they extended to its subjectivityand maintainedbeauty is a subjective
experience,nothingelse but the pleasureof the eyes and ears.
Gorgias,who was close to the views of the Sophists,gave them a very
extreme,illusionisticform; he arguedthat the effect of art, especiallyof
poetry, is based on illusion, delusion, and deception4; it works through
matterswhich objectivelydo not exist at all. Such extremeaestheticsubjectivismwas maintainedas early as the Fifth centuryB.C.
3. Aesthetic objectivityhaving been arguedby the Pythagoreansand
rejectedby the Sophists,the next step taken by philosopherswas to steer
a middle course in the controversythrough a differentiationof ideas.
This step was taken by Socrates.He distinguishedtwo kinds of beautiful
things:thingsbeautifulby themselvesand those which are so only for the
persons who make use of them. This was the first compromisesolution;
beauty is in part objectiveand in part subjective;there exists both objective and subjectivebeauty.5
2

Stobaios, Ed. IV 1.40 H, frg. D 4, Diels.

3 Epicharm: Laert. Diog. III 16, frg. B 5, Diels.
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5 Xenophon, Commentarii III. 10.10.
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Socrates'argumentfor partial aesthetic subjectivitywas based on a
new definitionof beauty;while the Pythagoreansunderstoodit as a right
proportion,he explainedit as appropriativeto a purpose.Differentthings
have differentpurposes and therefore a differentbeauty.6A shield has
to protectand a spearto be thrownquicklyand efficiently;thereforethe
beauty of the spear is different from the beauty of the shield. And
althoughgold is beautifulin other things, a gold shield is not beautiful
because it is. useless.
A thing appropriateto its purpose, which Socrates called kalonpulchrum-beautiful,later Greeks called prepon-convenient,which was
translatedby the Romans as aptum or decorum. And while Socrates
distinguishedtwo kinds of beautiful things,- those which are beautiful
by reason of their proportionand those which are so by reason of their
purposefulness- later antiquitytended to regardbeauty in a narrower
sense and ratheropposedthe beautifuland the convenient,pulchrumand
decorum.And it could maintainthat the convenientis relativewhile the
beautifulis not.
4. Nothing had more influence on the historical developmentof the
Europeantheory of beauty than the fact that Plato joined the Pythagorans. "Nothingwhichis beautifulis withoutproportion,"he said.7"There
are things which are beautiful always and by themselves."8 Beauty is
not, as the Sophistsclaimed,a matterof eyes and ears but of reason.
Plato's authority gave the objectivistic theory a predominancein
aestheticsnot for centuriesbut for thousandsof years. His influencewas
enhanced by the fact that Aristotle, interestedin other aesthetic problems, was seldom definitiveon the matter of the subjectivityof beauty.
When he did state his views he supportedthe "in-between"school, and
this attitude worked for the benefit of the traditional and prevailing
opinion, which was objectivistic.
5. The Stoics, the foundersof the other importantcurrentof ancient
philosophy,came in their aestheticviews near to Plato's objectivity:they
believed that proportiondeterminesbeauty, that it is. as much an objective quality as health, which also dependson proportion.9They applied
this conviction to material as well as to spiritual beauty, which they
valued most. They admittedthat judgmentsabout beauty are irrational,
being based on impression;however,they did not think that this makes
beauty subjective.The senses, wrote the Stoic, Diogenes of Babylon,can
be trained and developed; impressionsmay be subjective, but when
6

Ibid., III. 8.4.

7 Plato, Soph., 228 A.
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enlightenedthey acquire objectivity and become a base for objective
knowledgeof beauty.10
6. This objectivisticview, which was that of the averageGreeks, was
howeveropposed by other philosophicalschools, the Epicureansand the
Skeptics.Philodemos,the chief writeron aestheticsamongthe Epicureans,
maintainedthat nothing is beautiful by nature and that all judgments
about beauty are subjective;he did not deny, however, that men may
agree in their subjectivejudgmentsand so he professedan aestheticsubjectivity without relativity." The Skeptics, on the other hand, stressed
less the subjectivitythan the divergencesof aethetic judgmentsand the
impossibilityof expressingabout beauty anythingmore than purely personal opinions.
7. The objectivisticview was acceptednot only by currentsin philosophy but also by special art theories, though not unqualifiedly.A. In
Music, the strongholdof Greek objectivism,the well-known,anonymous
Problematamaintainedthat "proportionis naturallypleasing,"thatrhythm
delightsus from birth.12But at the same time the book said that enjoyment of melodies comes only as we grow accustomedto them, in other
words, it is not present from birth.
B. In poetry Pseudo-Longinusasserted that "despite differences in
customs, way of living, pastimes, and age" all have the same opinion
about the same things."13 Even Philodemosadmittedthat a universally
held judgmentis possiblein poetry.'4 On the contrary,the Skepticsmaintained that, since all "language,and therefore poetry too, by itself is
neitherbeautifulnor ugly, unanimityis inconceivable.'5
C. The division of views became most pronouncedin the fine arts: it
was disputedwhetherbeauty exists in the sculpturethat is admiredor in
the mind of the admirer,whethermind creates or discovers,beauty?
The controversyproduced a special terminology:a distinction was
made between objective beauty called symmetry and another beauty,
called eurythmy,which did not need objectively good proportionsas
long as it arousedpleasantfeelings in the beholder.
Ancient artists,painters,sculptors,architectstried in their art to follow objective rules of symmetry;however, they soon realized that they
had also to adapt their work to man and his eyes. Their art gradually
changed from symmetry to eurythmy. This process began early: the

classic buildingsof the 5th centuryalreadyshow a deviationfrom simple
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numericalproportions.Vitruvius,who based his theoryon classicalworks
of art, prescribedcanons for the architect,but simultaneouslyadvised
temperingthem with certainadjustments(temperature).He allowedthem
to make "additions" (adiectiones) and "subtractions" (detractiones) from

symmetry."The eye," he wrote, "looks for a pleasantview, if we do not
satisfy it by the applicationof correctproportionsas well as of an additional adjustmentadding whatevernecessary,we leave for the observer
an unpleasantpicture without charm."16 In order to give a feeling of
symmetrythe buildingor monumentmust departfrom symmetry.
This prescriptionadded the principlesof aesthetic subjectivityto the
principles of aesthetic objectivity: it admitted objective beauty but
required certain modifications in deference to the manner in which
beauty is perceivedby the human eye. This dual solution appearedearly
in antiquitybut, while in the classicalperiod objectivesymmetryand the
canons prevailed, in the later period the semi-subjectivisticeurythmy
acquiredmore importance,especially in poetry and rhetoric,less so in
architectureand sculptureand least of all in music, which kept its canons
longer than other arts.
II.

The MiddleAges on the whole continuedthe views of antiquity.There
was, however, a differencebetween the two periods as medievaltheory
was more unified:the dominantoutlook almost eclipsedall others, since
therewas hardlyany oppositionor discussion.However,subjectivisticattitudes did not disappear:their elementswere absorbedby the,prevailing
view. The Middle Ages,believed that beauty is an objectivepropertyof
things, but conceded that it is perceived by man in a subjectiveway:
cognoscitur ad modum cognoscentis. The objectivistic theory, though in

the Middle Ages accepted even more generallythen in antiquity,made
more concessions.
The second differencewas that while ancient philosophers,who subscribedto the objectivisticview, consideredit on the whole as self-evident,
the scholasticswere conscious that it is, arguable.St. Augustine wrote:
"I have to ask whether something is beautiful because it pleases, or
whetherit pleases because it is beautiful.And I will receive, no doubt,
the answerthat it pleases because it is beautiful."17 And this sentence
16 Vitruvius, De Archit. III. 3.13: Venustates enim persequitur visus, cuius si
non blandimur voluptati proportion et modulorum adiectionibus, uti quod fallitur
temperatione adaugeatur, vastus et invenustus conspicientibus remittetur aspectus.
"I Augustinus, De vera Rel. XXXII 59: Et prius quaeram, utrum ideo pulchra
sint, quia delectant, an ideo delectent, quia pulchra sunt. Hic mihi sine dubitatione
respondebitur, ideo delectare, quia pulchra sunt.
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was repeated almost word for word eight centuries later by Thomas
Aquinas.'8

1. Medieval philosophers,and even earlier Christianthinkersin the
4th century, originated some conceptual distinctionswhich helped to
define the problemof aestheticsubjectivity.
The first idea which bore on the controversyof aestheticsubjectivity
was St. Augustine's:he clearlycontrastedwith each otherthe two ancient
terms: the beautiful and the convenient,pulchrumand aptum.'9 Their
oppositionseemedto suggestan accomodationin the problemof aesthetic
subjectivity:beauty is objective and convenienceis subjective.Medieval
thinkersacceptedthis solution, from St. Isidor, who in the 8th century
statedthat beauty and conveniencediffer,the one being absoluteand the
other relative, different sicut absolutum et relativum - until Albert the

Great and his pupil Ulrich von Strasburgin the 13th century,who both
distinguishedpulchrum and aptum as absolute and relative beauty.20
Gilbert de La Porr6e from the school of Chartresin the 12th century
used a different terminologybut resolved the controversyin the same
way. He wrote that all goods - and beauty is one of them - are twofold:
they are partly goods by themselves,secundumse, and partly through
their use, secundumusum, the first are absolute, the second are comparative.2'

2. St. Basil broachedan idea which was as importantas it was new:
being faithfulto the traditionalGreekthesis that beautyis an objectively
existingrelationof parts, he wanted to defend it againstPlotinus'charge
that among beautifulobjects there are some, such as light, which being
simple and uncompoundedcannot derive their beauty from the relation
of parts. He arguedthat beauty is neverthelessa relation:not a relation
of parts of the contemplatedobject, but its relationto the contemplating
subject.22This "relationistic"view, as distinctfrom the relativisticone,
was a crucial developmentbecause it understoodbeauty as belongingto
the object as well as to the subject.
Other thinkersof the High Scholasticfollowed St. Basil. William of
18 Thomas Aquinas, In div. Nom. 398: Non enim ideo aliquid est pulchrum et
quia nos illud amamus, sed quia est pulchrum et bonum, ideo amatur a nobis.
19 W. Tatarkiewicz, Historia Estetyki, 1960, II. 62.
20 Albertus Magnus, Opusculum de pulchro et bono (Mandonnet),passim. Ulrich
des Strasburg, De pulchro 80 (Grabmann): Decor est communis ad pulchrum et
aptum. Et haec duo different secundum Isidorum sicut absolutum et relativum.
21 Gilbert de, la Porree, In Boeth. De Hebdomad. IX. 206 (Haning): Bonum
duobus modis dicitur: uno quidem secundum se, altero vero secundum usum ...
Illud absolute, hoc vero non absolute sed quadam ad alium cujus ex illo bono usus
provenit comparatione.
22 S. Basil, Homilia in Hexaem. II. 7 (Migne P. G. 29 c. 45).
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Auvergne23 said that beautyis the very essence of beautifulthings.This,
however,meant simplythat the essence of beautifulthingsis to please us
(natuimplacere). Their objective beauty is merely their natural and
peculiar ability to please. In other words, the beholder,the subject has
a part in the objectivebeauty.
St. Thomas Aquinas understoodbeauty in a relationisticway similar
to Basil and William.He definedbeautifulthings,as,those "whichplease
when they are looked at."24 According to this definition, beauty is a
propertywhich certain objects possess but - in relationto the subject;it
is the interactionbetween object and subject. There can be no beauty
without the subject which feels the pleasure. This, conception, alien to
ancientphilosophersbut recurrentamong Christianthinkers,is relationistic and not properlysubjectivistic.
3. A distinctivelymedieval aestheticrelativismwas,expressedby one
of the 13th-centurythinkerswho were dependenton the Arabs:this was
Vitelo who in his theories followed Alhazen. They were both interested
in beauty chiefly from the psychologicalpoint of view - that is, in man's
reactionto beauty - but this did not preventthem from treatingit basically as.an objectivepropertyof objects,no less objectivethan form and
size. They had no doubt that whateverwe know about beauty, we know
throughexperience.Alhazen went no furtherthan this; but Vitelo took
the next step and asked:do all men have the same experienceof beauty?
He decided the opposite was true: beauty is diverse; the Moors like
other colors than the Scandinavians.The main factors are the habits
which form the dispositionof man, and "whateverhis disposition(proprius mos) such will be his evaluation of beauty (aestimatio pulchritu-

dinis)."25 Vitelo, however, did not infer aesthetic subjectivity,but only
relativity- and partial relativityat that. Certainly,he said, people have
differentaestheticopinions,but not all of them are right.
4. A still differentpoint of view on beauty was held by Duns Scotus.
"Beauty,"he wrote, "is not an absolutequality of a body, but an aggregation of all properties,the body possesses,i.e., size, form, color, as well
as an aggregationof relationsof these propertiesto the body and to each

23 Guillaume d'Auvergne, De bono et malo, 206 (Pouillon 316).

24 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theol. I q 5 a 4 ad 1: Pulchra enim dicuntur quae
visa placent' Cf. ibid. I-a II-ae q 27 a 1 ad 3.
25 Vitelo, Optica IV, 148: In plurimis tamen istorum consuetudo facit pulchritudinem. Unde unaquaeque gens hominum approbat suae consuetudinis formal sicut
illud quod per se aestimat pulchrum in fine pulchritudinis ... Sicut unicuique suus
proprius mos est, sic et propria aestimatio pulchritudinis accidit unicuique.
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other."26 This was, in fact, a view free of all subjectivism:it treatedthe
object'sbeauty as a relationbut as an intrinsicrelationof the body and
not a relationof the body to the mind. It came near to the classicalGreek
view, but while the Greeksdefinedbeauty as a relationof materialparts,
it understoodit rather as a relation of propertiesand relations. Duns
Scotus,and later Ockhamand the Ockhamists,did not oppose the objectivistic but the hypostatictreatmentof form and beauty: the great error,
they thought,is to treat them as substanceswhile they are only properties
and relations.

III.
It would be a mistake to think that in the Renaissancemodern subjectivistic and relativisticaesthetics drove out the old objectivism.The
sources indicate differently.Towardsthe end of the Middle Ages relativistic currentswere comparativelystrongwhile most Renaissancewriters,
on the otherhand,professedthe opinionthat beautyis objectiveand that
the artist'sduty is simplyto reveal its objectiveand unchanginglaws. On
this point we have clear statementsby the great art theoretician,Leon
BattistaAlberti and by a majorphilosopherof the Renaissance,Marsilio
Ficino of the PlatonianAcademy in Florence.
1. a) Alberti praisedthose ancient artistswho "producingtheir works
did what they could to discoverthe laws obeyed by nature." 27 He himself also looked for them: "Accordingto my convictions,"he said, "there
are certainprinciples, values, and rules in each art and science. He who
finds them and carefully applies them, will achieve his aims beautifully."9

28

b) Like the ancients,he definedbeautyas concordand unisonof parts
(consensus et conspiratio partium). In harmony(concinnitas) he saw the
absoluteand highestlaw of nature.29An artistmay at most add an orna26 Duns Scotus, Opus Oxoniense I, q 17 a 3 n 13: Pulchritudo non est aliqua
qualitas absoluta in corpore pulchro, sed est aggregatio omnium convenientium
tali corpori, puta magnitudinis, figurae et colors et aggregatio omnium respectuum
qui sunt istorum ad corpus et ad se invicem.
27 L. B. Alberti, De Re aedificatoria, IX. 5.
28 L. B. Alberti. De Statua, 173 (Janitschek): Si statua cuiusque artis et disciplinae adsunt naturae principia quaedam et prospectiones et secutiones quae qui
adhibita diligentia advertit sibique adsumpserit rem ex institute pulcherrime consequetur.
29 L. B. Alberti, De Re aedificatoria VI. 2: Ut sit pulchritude quidam certa cum
ratione concinnitas universarum partium in eo cuius sint: ita ut addi aut diminui
aut immutari possit nihil quam improbabilius reddat. Cf. ibid. IX. 5: Statuisse sic
possumus pulchritudinem esse quendam consensum et conspirationem partium in
eo cuius sunt ad certum numerum, finitionem colocationemque habitam ita ut concinnitas hoc est absoluta primariaque ratio naturae postulant.
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ment, but real beauty lies in the natureof things in their harmony it is
innate(innatum):so wroteAlberti,the leadingthinkerof the Renaissance,
and in his wordshe made use of ancientideas and scholasticterminology.
As the artist's work is guided by objective necessity (novi sia parte alcuna

fatta senza qualchenecessity)30 there is little room in art for subjective
additions.
c) Alberti also wrote: "Thereare people who say that the notions by
which we judge the beautyof a buildingchange and that the form of the
buildingchanges.with the fancy and pleasureof the individual,not being
limitedby any rules of art. This,is a constanterrorof the ignorant,who
are wont to say that things which they do not see do not exist.3' Subjectivismand relativismin mattersof art were for Alberti not only mistaken but foolish (difetto degl'ignoranti):it would be difficult to take a
more decisive position in favor of the objectiverules of beauty and art.
2. Ficino took a similarview althoughhe wrotefrom a differentstandpoint, being a Platonian philosopher,while Alberti was an empirical
scholar.

a) Beauty, accordingto his definition is, that which summons and
transportsthe mind or the senses (vocat et rapit).32This definitionshows
that he had,an objectiveidea of beauty.
b) The idea of beauty is inborn in us (idea pulchritudinis nobis ingenita).33

3. Relatedopinions.can also be found in other less influentialRenaissance writers. Pomponius Gauricus wrote in 1505, in his treatise on
sculpture,that in the arts measureand symmetryhave to be studiedand
admired: "Mensuram igitur hoc enim nomine symmetriam intelligamus
. . . et contemplari et amare debebimus." 34 This was only a different

expression of Alberti's and Ficino's belief in objective measure and
objectiverules governingbeauty.
DanieleBarbaro,the publisherof Vitruvius'ten Books on Architecture,
wrote in his preface in 1556: "Divine is the power of numbers.In the
structureof the cosmos and microcosmosthere is nothingmore dignified
than the property of weight, number, and measure, from which ...
30

all

Ibid., VI. 5.
Ibid., VI. 2.
32 M. Ficino, Opera, 1641 p. 297: in Comm. in Conv.: Haec ipsa seu virtutis
seu figurae sive vocum gratia quae animum per rationem vel visum vel auditum
ad se vocat et rapit, pulchritude rectissime dicitur.
33 Ibid., p. 1574 in: Comm. in Plotinum I. 6: Pulchritutdo ... placet atque probatur quoniam ideae pulchritudinis nobis ingenitae respondedet undique convenit.
34 P. Gauricus, De Sculptura 130 (Brockhaus).
31
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divine and human things,started,evolved, and reachedperfection;"35
In poetics thinking was the same: in it and in every human work,
JuliusCeasarScaligerwrote in 1561, there is a single norm and principle
which should guide us (Est in omni rerum genere unum primum ac rectum
ad cuius turn normal tum rationem caetera distinguenda sunt).36

These convictionstranscendedthe limits of science. Castiglionein his
11Libro del Cortigianocalled beauty "holy."37 And Firenzuolain Discorsi delle bellezze delle donne defined beauty as objective order, concord,
harmony (una ordinata concordia e quasi un armonia occultamente risultante delta composizione, unione e commissions di piu' membri diversi).

All of them admittedno subjectivityand relativityin beauty and art.
4. Has subjectivismnever been admittedin the Renaissance?It might
be thoughtthat Nicolaus Cusanusinclinedto it when he wrote: "Forms
are containednot in the materialbut in the artist'ssoul."39 However, it
would be wrongto give these words a subjectivemeaning;he understood
"formsinthe artist'ssoul" not as personal,but as universalforms.
Such a constructionmight more easily be put on what Filarete wrote
in his treatiseon architecture(1457-64), when arguingthat semicircular
arches as used in Renaissancebuildingswere more perfect than Gothic
ones. He explainedtheir superiorityby pointing out that our eyes find
them easier to contemplate.They glide unimpeded(senza alcuna obstaculitai)over the semicirculararches, while they are obstructedby the
Gothic ogives and "ogni cosa che impedisce o tanto o quanto la vista non
e bella."40 This argumentseems.to imply the subjectivisticidea that

beauty depends on the eye of the spectator.However, as in Filarete's
whole treatisenothing apartfrom this one remarkcan be found in sup35. D. Barbaro, I dieci libri dell'Architetturadi M. Vitruvio, 1556, p. 57: Divina
e la forza de numeri tra loro con ragione comparati ne si puo dire che sia cosa
piu ampia nella fabric di questa university che noi mondi chiamamo della convenevolezza del peso, del numero e della misura con quale il tempo, lo spatio i
movimenti, le virtue,la favella, lo artificio, la natura, il sapere ed ogni cosa in
somma divina e humana e compost, cresciuta e perfetta.
36 J. C. Scaliger, Poetices libri septem, 1561, III. 11.
37 B. Castiglione, I1 libro del Cortigiano, IV. 59.
38 A. Firenzuola, Discorsi delle bellezze delle donne I. (ed. Bianchi, 1848, vol. I
p. 251).
39 Nicolaus de Cusa, De ludo globi, in: Opera omnia, Basilea 1565, p. 219:
Globus visibilis est invisibilis globi qui in mente artificis fuit imago. Cf. De visione
Dei, VI ibid. p. 185: Tua facies, Domine, habet pulchritudinem & hoc habe est
esse. Est igitur ipsa pulchritude absolute, quac est forma dans esse omni formae
pulchrae.
40 A. A. Filarete, Traktat uiber die Baukunst, hrsg. v. Oettingen in: Quellen
schriften N. F. III, 1890, p. 273.
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port of a subjectivisticconviction,this may well have been a detached
observationof whose philosophicalconsequencesthe author(who was an
artistand not a philosopher)was unaware.
5. To find truly subjectivisticopinionsin the aesthetics,of the Renaissance we must go to GiordanoBruno, that is, to the very end of the
period,the late sixteenthcentury.Bruno did not belong amongthose men
of the Rennaissancewho were interestedexclusivelyin beauty and art;
he touchedon them incidentally,when they appliedto his generalphilosophical ideas. At least one of his treatise De vinculis in genere,41
publishedposthumously,deals with them extensively.Its main purpose
is to show the plurality of beauty ("Pulchritudo multiplex est") as well
as its relativity("Sicut diversae species ita et diversa individua a diversis
vinciuntur, alia enim simmetria est ad vinciendum Socratem, alia ad
Platonem, alia ad multitudinem, alia ad paucos"). But he also wanted to

show the impossibilityof defining and to describingit ("Indefinitaet incircumscriptibilis est ratio pulchritudinis"). He states also: "Nothing

exists which could be admiredby all" And says finally: "Nihil absolute
pulchrum, sed ad aliquid pulchrum," if anything is-beautiful, it is so not

absolutely,but only for some purpose.
Bruno was certainlynot the only thinkerof the Renaissancewho took
these views of beauty. One year after his death, the first year of the
17th century,Shakespearesaid in his Hamlet:"Thereis nothinggood or
bad, but thinkingmakes it so." He mentionedthe good and the bad, but
meant probablyalso the beautifuland the ugly. But Shakespeare,as well
as Bruno, belongedto the minorityof Renaissancewriters.
WV.
The next centurydid not follow up Bruno's ideas, not only because
the philosophersof the 17th centurytook little interestin aesthetics,but
also because their views were different- especially those of Descartes,
the most influentialphilosopherof this period. It was not philosophers,
but artists and critics, who now tackled the problems of beauty. They
inheritedthe convictionsof the Renaissance,whichwere not subjectivistic
or relativistic,but on the contrarybased on a belief in universalrules,
obligatorycanons,perfectcosmic proportions.These doctrinesof universal, objective,numericalrules of art were stressedmost in the theory of
architectureand sculpture,but transferredalso to paintingand poetry until the retreatbegan.
It started unexpectedlyin the theory of architecture,although here
the universalproportionshad strongertraditionsand would seem more
adequatethan in other arts. This reversalof opinion was caused mainly
41

G. Bruno, De vinculis in genere, 1879-91, vol. III 645.
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by one man, but a prominentone. He was Claude Perrault,designerof
one of the most famous buildingsof the century,the Louvre colonnade,
and at the same time a talented writer. His views were criticizedfrom
anothergreat French architectof the time, FrangoisBlondel, who supported the establishedviews. The controversydeveloped as follows:42
Perraultvoiced his subjectiveapproachto architecturein his edition of
Vitruvius in 1673; Blondel countered in 1675 in his Traite d'architecture.

Perrault,unconvincedby these objections,expressedhis views even more
forcibly in his Ordonnance de cinq especes de colonnes in 1683. An

answercame in turn from Blondel'spupil, the architectBriseux,in Traite
complet d'architecture.
1. Blondel43 stood for traditionand the communesopinio of his cen-

tury.His tenetswere:a) Objectivebeautyis properto architecture.b) It is
independentof time and conditions.c) It has the same basis as the beauty
of nature. d) It depends on the arrangementof parts, and therefore
mainly on the proportionof the building. e) It pleases everybody;they
are attractedby it, because it satisfies the reason as well as the senses.
Thoughpeople are not only attractedby beauty,this is no reasonto think
that beauty is subjectiveor relative.
Blondel's argumentationran as follows: a) Certain proportionsmust
be objectivelyright as they please all men. b) Things with other proportions please less or do not please at all. c) Man, who himself is made by
nature, likes nature, and good architecture,no less than good painting
and sculpture,derivesits forms and proportionsfrom nature.d) The fact
that certainproportionsplease men more than others is not the result of
habit, since familiaritywith ugly things will not make them beautiful;
and when things are beautifulit is not necessaryto get used to them in
order to appreciatetheir beauty. e) The greatestscientific achievements
even in mechanicsand optics were based, not on reasoning,but only on
generalizationof experiences- and we shouldnot expext more from art.
42 W. Tatarkiewicz,L'esthetique associationiste au XVII siecle, in: Revue d'esthetique, XIII. 3, 1960 p. 287.
43 F. Blondel, Cours d'architecture,II & III partie, Livre VIII, ch. X, p. 169:
II est vrai que les gouts sont fort differens sur ce que l'on apelle Beau: .. . il y en
a qui ne veulent pas qu'il y ait aucune beauty reeelle dans la nature. Ils assurent
qu'il n'y a que 1'accoutumancequi fasse qu'une chose nous plaise plus qu'une

autre.....

D'autres au contraire (et je suis assez de leur sentiment) sont persuades qu'il y
a des beaut6s naturelles qui plaisent et qui se font aimer au moment qu'elles sont
connues; que le plaisir qu'elles donnent dure toujours sans etre sujet au changement,
au lieu que celui de l'accoutumance cesse a la moindre opposition d'une habitude
different; qu'il est faux de dire que tout ce qui plaist soit toujours veritablement
beau, Quoy qu'il soit tries veritable que tout ce qui est naturellement beau plaist
toujours quand il est connu.
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f) It is, true that the proportionsof the best architecturedo not wholly
match with objectivelyperfect proportions,but this, is at it should be
since the eyes changethe proportionsof things,and what mattersare not
the proportionsa building has but only those it seems to have. In this
last respectthe French artistdeviatedfrom his Platonicmodel.
2. Perrault's44 contentionsstood at the oppositeend of the scale against
tradition and established opinion. They may resemble those of some
earlierthinkers,but most probablyhe did not know them and certainly
was more radical than they. Advocating opposition, he started with a
negativethesis:that no proportions.are by natureeitherbeautifulor ugly.
He used variousadjectives,sayingthat proportionsare not "natural,"not
"real,"not "positive,"not "necessary,"not "'convincing."
No proportion
by itself is better than others. Perraultconfined this disclaimerto proportion:beautifulthings do exist "naturally."There is naturalbeauty,for
instance, in good building materials and good execution. Perrault did
not deny that certain proportionsseem beautiful and others ugly. He
explained this, however, by human conventions, associationsof ideas,
psychologicalhabits, and historicalconditions.We become used to certain proportionsand get to like them, especially when we see them in
imposing buildingsconstructedin beautiful materialsand well-finished,
and so possessingnaturalbeauty.Theirproportionsseem to be betterthan
others because we associate them with the idea of buildings that are
beautifulfor other reasonsthan their proportions- the rest is habit. New
buildings with different proportionswill form new habits and the old
buildingswill cease to be admired.Preferencefor certainproportionsis
not a maker of necessity but only of chance. Any proportionmay be
admired,dependingon psychic processes, and especially on association
of ideas and habit. Agreement in evaluation of proportionis, a social
phenomenon,a conventionor a symptomof infection.
3. Briseux,45in criticizingPerrault,distinguishedin his writingstwo
differenttheories of proportion:the pluralistictheory, publishedin the
edition of Vitruvius,maintainingthat many, possibly all, proportionsare
good; and the one embodiedin his later book which held that no proportion is good in itself and that if some proportionsseem to be good,
Perrault, Ordonnance de cinq especes de colonnes selon la methode des
44C.
anciens, 1683, Preface p. 8: II y a des choses que la seule accoutumance rend
tellement agreables que 1'on ne saurait souffrir qu'elles soient autrement quoy
qu'elles n'ayent en elles mesmes aucune beauty qui doive infailliblement plaire et
se faire necessairement approuver. Cf. "Les dix livres d'architecture de Vitruve,
avec notes de Perrault," ed. Tardieu et Cousin, 1837, p. 144: Cette raison d'aimer
les choses par compagnie et par accoutumance se rencontre presque dans toutes
choses qui plaisent, bien qu'on ne le croit pas faute d'y avoir fait reflexion.
45 Briseux, Traite complet d'architecture,Preface.
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it is because we have made them so. Briseux thought both theories
erroneousand especially the later, which he contrastedpoint by point
with Blondel's and his own traditionalviews. These were as follows:
a) Proportionsare themain sourceof beauty,as they bringto art orderand
a properarrangementof parts,withoutwhich there is no beauty.b) They
please always, while everythingelse pleases only if connectedwith good
proportions.c) There is more than one good proportion;good proportions must vary accordingto the differenttypes of building,its dimensions
and situation. d) Therefore, despite beauty's consisting in proportions
alone, the artistmust choose betweenthem:in orderto do so, he has not
only to be aware of good proportions,but also discriminating.e) Buildings, like all beautiful things, can be admired not only by educated
people who know the cause of their admiration,but also by the uneducated who also like beautifulthings for their proportions,though they
are unawareof this. Both Briseux'sand Blondel'sfinal opinions, in fact,
relinquishedsome of their traditional aesthetic absolutism and objectivism as a result of the controversywith Perrault.
Briseux'sstatementwas for the momentthe last word in the discussion.
Perraultwas by now dead and no architecttook up his defense. His
buildingscontinuedto be admired,but his writingswere soon forgotten.
Thoughthey sank into oblivion,the new theorythey representeddid not.
On the contrary,subjectivistictheory, so sharplycriticizedin his times,
became generallyaccepted in the 18th century,not so much by artists
as philosophers.It was no longer limited to architectureand proportion
but coveredthe whole provinceof art and became a total aestheticconception. It found its most characteristicand influentialpropagandistin
David Hume. In the eighteenthcenturyit must have seemedto have been
establishedonce and for all: it was believed that the sensible subjective
solutionof the aestheticcontroversy,though it came late, was definitive;
and indeed it prevaileduntil the end of the century,but no longer.
V.

Here this essay has.reachedits coda: its object was to follow history
to the moment when the subjectivisticview was victorious,and to show
how early it appearedand how late it gained the ascendancy.
Since then the main problem of aestheticshas changed;it ceased to
ask: what is beautifulor what is beauty, but: how do we experienceit?
At the end of the centuryKant, who has read much of the psychologically oriented works of British writers, posed the same problem; he,
however, answeredit in a way which limited the subjectivisticview. He
pointed out that neither pure impressionnor pure thinking afford an
adequate aesthetic experience;only their combined action can do so;
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only those things supply it which excite and satisfy all the functions of
our mind, in other words, only objects built in accordance with our mind,
objects attuned to the conscious subject. Their aesthetic action is as much
subjective as necessary. Human minds are similar, and it can be expected
that if an object impresses aesthetically one mind it will impress others.
So the aesthetic experience implies both the objective properties of
things and the subjective responses of the mind. This Kantian view seems
to be akin to the relationistic view advanced in the Middle Ages from
St. Basil to Thomas. And history seems to show that it is the reasonable
compromise of the subjectivistic controversy in aesthetics.
The Kantian solution, however, did not stop history for any appreciable length of time. The nineteenth century saw a return to aesthetic
objectivism, first in the idealistic philosophy, then in the philosophy of
Herbart.
In fact the objectivistic aesthetics did not survive long either. The
controversy of subjectivity again entered aesthetics in the sixties, when
Fechner applied to it psychological methods. His views were on the
whole accomodatory: he disclosed in aesthetic experience an "associative"
factor which is subjective, but found with it also a "direct" objective
factor. Further development of psychological aesthetics has on the whole
stressed the associative and relegated the direct factor. However, it would
not be true to say that subjectivism was established in aesthetics at the
end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century. Our
times are marked rather by search for the right proportion between both
factors of beauty - the objective and the subjective.
The historian feels satisfied on finding a short and simple formula for
the events he is studying. The history of the subjectivistic controversy
does not, however, provide this kind of satisfaction. The statement:
"Aesthetics was in antiquity based on the idea of objective beauty and
in modem times beauty was recognized as no more than a subjective
experience," though simple, is far from being true. The history set out
in this essay does not embody either a formula that is simple or true.
The reason is that the aesthetic problem of subjectivity is complex and
has a complex background, and moreover, was frequently associated and
confused with other problems.
1. There are several aesthetical theories which have frequently been
associated with subjectivism because they have a similar psychological
basis. However, they do not imply it nor are they implied by it. The most
important of these theories is aesthetical relativism. It has often been
identified with subjectivism, though it does not really assert that beauty
is not a property of things. It maintains that things are not beautiful
per se, but for somebody, for some individuals or social groups (other
things are beautiful for Moors and others,for Danes, as Vitelo said). This
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does not imply that beauty is not a propertyof things, as subjectivism
asserts.
This is equally true of the other variety of relativism,which asserts
that things are beautiful not per se, but for one purpose and ugly for
another(beautifulshape in a sword would be an ugly shape in a shield,
Socratessaid).A subjectivistmay, but need not have, relativisticopinions.
who have voiced subjectivismwithHistory knows of many aestheticians,
out relativismand relativismwithout subjectivism.
Irrationalismmaintainsthat beauty is an irrationalquality which can
be neither defined nor analysed and explained. Some irrationalistsinclined towardssubjectivism,but they were not logically obligedto do so.
And, on the otherhand, no subjectivistis boundto admitthe irrationality
of beauty.
Pluralistic aesthetics maintainsthat there are many diverse shapes,
rules, standards,patternsof beauty.It may be based on a similarattitude
of mind as subjectivismand relativismand has sometimesbeen interpreted as subjectivismor relativism;however, it is neitheridenticalwith
them nor does it imply them. Even such leadersof objectivismas Briseux
acknowledgedpluralismin art.
Skepticismin aestheticsholds that man is unable to make a certain
statementaboutbeauty;the most he can do is to state his own experience.
This opinion seems to approach subjectivism,but, against this, if we
cannot judge with certaintyabout beauty,we cannot judge with certainty
whetherit is objectiveor subjective.Therefore,one cannot, withoutcontradiction,be at the same time a skeptic and a subjectivist.
All these theories- subjectivism,relativism,relationism,irrationalism,
pluralism,skepticism- are neitheridenticalnor interdependent.But they
are the result of a similar "minimalistic"attitudeof the mind which is
critical,distrustful,disposedratherto deny than to affirm.This psychological connectionhas often had the result of associatingthese theories,
thoughthey have no logicalconnection.The oppositeattitudeof the mind,
which may be called "maximalistic,"has producedthe opposite theories
like objectivism, absolutism,monism. Thd history of the subjectivistic
controversyhas been confusedby its associationwith other controversies
of maximalismand minimalism.
2. Its historyhas also been complicatedbecause subjectivismassumed
differentforms and claimed differentfoundations.Differentperiods and
writers resolved in different ways the essential question: how can we
invest things with beauty if they do not have it by themselves?One
variety of aestheticsubjectivisminterpretedbeauty as a human convention; this was the case with the Sophists in antiquity.Another variety
maintainedthat things seem beautifulto us when we are accustomedto
think of them as such; so maintainedmost subjectivisticwriters of the
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Middle Ages. A third variety, voiced by Socrates, admittedthat things
seem beautifulwhen they are useful;beautyis a kind of bonus,we receive
for utility. A fourth variety said things are beautiful for us when we
associatetheir idea with the idea of what is pleasurableor useful; this
is the modem psychologicalexplanation,probablygiven for the first time
by Perrault.
3. However, the major reason why the evolution of the subjectivistic
controversyhas been so complex seems to be different;it was inherent
in the controversyitself, which was one of those philosophicaldisputes
that do not deal in definitiveand convincingargumentsand so dialectically jumpsfrom one point of view to another.Its history,however,shows
a search for a middle way. And conceptual analyses, distinctions,and
discoveriesmade over the centuriesseem to make such a solutionof the
controversyprobable.
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