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 Is beauty really in the eye of the beholder? Historically, philosophers, poets, 

artists, and scientists have striven to define and express one of the most complex words in 

the English language: beauty. In contemporary society we tend to casually ascribe the 

word beauty to many various objects, paintings, sounds, and ideas. Its meaning can 

adhere to a stone, to the oscillating waves of an ocean, to the nonorganic as to the organic. 

Perceptions of Beauty is a project that follows my journey as an artist and how my 

perception of beauty has changed over the past four years. Using examples from select 

artists, philosophers, and scientific studies, I will contend that beauty is not “in the eye of 

the beholder,” but is a complex and formulated characteristic that inspires not only an 

emotional response, but evokes mechanisms that defy our understanding of ourselves. 
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Foreword 

 As a freshman in college, I was interested in the concept of beauty, and wanted to 

investigate the different perceptions of beauty that can be found across the disciplines. 

From philosophers to scientists, many have their own interpretation of beauty, including 

those who believe that beauty remains indefinable. Over the past four years I have 

learned so much through my research in the area of aesthetics. Growing up in an age 

where there are high standards of beauty that have been created by Western mass culture 

has prompted me to further investigate whether or not our current ideas of beauty are 

correct. As a freshman, I entered college having my own definition of what I thought 

beauty was. It was the definition that I believe most Americans have come to accept, one 

which has been defined by the media.  

 As children, many may have heard the phrase, “Beauty comes in all shapes and 

sizes.” It is interesting how that simple phrase was engraved into our heads when we 

were younger to give us better self-esteem, but once we hit our mid-teens, everything 

changed. In fact, this harmless childhood lesson has been manipulated into one of the 

strongest, and most dangerous, weapons of our time, which has been founded by the 

fashion industry: “Beauty comes in one size, size zero.” In no way do I believe that there 

is one absolute definition of beauty, but I do believe that over time, and especially in the 

twenty-first century, our standards of beauty are vastly imperfect in their perfection. Men 

and women look at magazines and see images of people who have essentially been 

digitally created and subsequently deemed ‘beautiful’ by modeling agents and magazine 

editors. As a result, many viewers strive to reach the impossible standards that have been 

created by these images. For presenting these false ideas of beauty, society is wrong and I 
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believe that true beauty is significantly different. The fashion and media industries have 

led us to believe that people must look a certain way to be accepted as a beautiful person. 

Impossibly gorgeous men and women are seen everywhere - they model clothes on the 

catwalk, sell various products in high-end magazines, and gaze down at us from 

billboards and movie screens. 

 My hope is that this thesis will introduce the reader to the different ideas of 

beauty and how can be defined through the eyes of Western philosophers, artists, and 

scientists. It is my goal to inspire discussion about what beauty is and to continue a 

dialogue that has taken place since, and quite possibly before, the origination of human 

language.  
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Introduction 

 Perceptions of Beauty is a project I am using in order to present different 

classifications and ideas of beauty to the reader across the disciplines. In chapter one, I 

will present different definitions of beauty as seen through the work of famous 

philosophers, artists, and scientists. It will be apparent to the reader that there are many 

different definitions of beauty, and these definitions take many forms. In chapter two, I 

present a project that has been inspired by John Berger’s Ways of Seeing. I will create 

what I will call a “quotescape” which will include surveyed and documented statements 

from people who have been asked to define their own definitions of beauty along with a 

pictorial essay (Berger, 2008). This project focuses on definitions presented by both 

famous individuals along with select participants of an informal survey conducted 

through a popular social media network. In the third chapter I will present my own 

definition of beauty. I will contend that beauty is not “in the eye of the beholder,” but is a 

complex and formulated characteristic that inspires not only an emotional response, but 

evokes mechanisms that defy our understanding of ourselves. Last, chapter four will 

present the most recent photographic work, which has been inspired by my own 

definition of beauty. Through the journey I have been on for the last four years, my own 

definition of beauty has changed. I have chosen to use the medium of both film and 

digital photography to visually navigate through the complex changes that have occurred 

with my own viewpoints. My goal throughout this project has not been necessarily to 

pinpoint an absolute definition of beauty, as I do believe that the word is too grand and 

complex to put into one defined box. Instead, I want to inspire a discussion based around 

the ideas of beauty and reflect on what society has told us is beautiful. I believe that as a 
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Western culture we misuse the word beauty in many ways and have put an emphasis on 

the importance that individuals place on looking a certain way to be socially accepted 

men and women across the country venerate the people in these images, yearning to look 

like the figures printed on the page, shown on the screen, or on the billboard. What they 

do not realize is that the images of these models have been manipulated so much that it is 

not natural to look like the forms seen in mass media. As an individual reads this thesis, I 

ask the reader to challenge the ideas presented and reflect on his or her perception of 

beauty. 
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CHAPTER ONE: DEFINITIONS OF BEAUTY 

 Over the ages philosophers, poets, scientists, and artists have striven to define and 

express one of the most loaded and complex words in the English language: beauty. In 

contemporary society we tend to casually ascribe the word beauty to many various 

objects, paintings, sounds, and concepts. If one thinks about it, the idea of beauty is truly 

extraordinary. Its meaning can adhere to a stone, the oscillating waves of the Atlantic 

Ocean, to the drift of cloud formations, to the nonorganic as to the organic.  

 Throughout this thesis I will retain the notion that the word beauty is one of the 

most overused, misused, and poorly defined words in the English language. It is an area 

of study that has endless possibilities and it would be impossible for one individual to try 

and analyze the idea of beauty in totality in an undergraduate thesis. Countless brilliant 

individuals have spent their entire lives trying to express, compartmentalize, and define 

the idea of beauty. Although I do not claim that I will be able to concisely describe all of 

the definitions that have been presented over the past centuries, I have selected a few 

individual definitions of beauty to dissect from various disciplines including art, 

philosophy, and science. It is my intent to present these ideas of beauty to evoke an 

intelligent debate over what one believes defines beauty and which presented definition 

best describes how beauty can be considered. I will bring the focus on the study 

specifically to the visual aesthetic.  

 Before looking into the ideas and definitions of beauty through the eyes of 

previous individuals, one must first understand where the word originates. The word 

beauty is considered to be Middle English, and originated from the Old French word 

beauté, which means “physical attractiveness, goodness, and courtesy” (Franklin 
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Electronics Publishers, 2010). The French word is based on the Latin word bellus, which 

means, “pretty, handsome, charming” (Skeat, 1884). From the root words from both Old 

French and Latin, we have the modern word: “beauty |byüt-ē| n, 1: the quality or 

aggregate of qualities in a person or thing that gives pleasure to the senses or pleasurably 

exalts the mind or spirit 2: a beautiful person or thing; especially: a beautiful woman 3: a 

particularly graceful, ornamental, or excellent quality” (Merriam-Webster, 2005). It is 

apparent that the term ‘beauty’ is used in multiple contexts and can be divided into many 

subcategories. Historically, beauty has been divided into ‘inner beauty,’ which is used to 

describe the goodness of personality and attitude, and ‘outer beauty,’ concerned with 

aesthetic appearance. It has been argued philosophically and artistically that these two 

subsets of beauty are interrelated. Recently, scientific studies have shown that 

disfigurements of outer beauty, resulting in the change of appearances can cause anxiety, 

depression, grief, and lowered self-esteem (Blumenfield & Schoeps, 1992). These 

changes within one’s attitude can strongly affect one’s disposition, and thus one can see 

the relationship between ‘outer’ and ‘inner’ beauty and the dynamic relationship found 

between them.  

 For centuries ‘outer’ beauty was glorified as it was believed to be representative 

of ‘inner’ beauty; Francis Bacon summarizes that “virtue is nothing but inward beauty; 

beauty nothing but outward virtue” (Bacon, 1884). However, perceptions of what 

constitutes beauty have evolved throughout the generations. As an example one can look 

at two very different ideas of beauty found within sculpture. The Venus of Willendorf is a 

Paleolithic sculpture that was discovered in 1908 and is believed to represent the ideal 

woman of that age (Figure 1). The statue represents the female form, while accentuating 
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the reproductive characteristics such as large breasts, wide hips, and pronounced female 

genitalia. These human representations were very stiff and did not provide much detail in 

the figure. The blank face suggests she is an “anonymous sexual object… it is her 

physical body and what it represents that is important” (Witcombe, 2008). If one fast-

forwards roughly 20,000 years, one will be at the height of the ancient Greek empire. 

During this time period there was a very different idea of beauty. The “feeling for order 

and proportion, for form and rhythm, for precision and clarity, is the central fact in Greek 

culture” and the changes “enters into the shape and ornament of every bowl and vase, of 

every statue and painting, of every temple and tomb, or every poem and drama, of all 

Greek work in science and philosophy… Greek art is reason made manifest: Greek 

painting is the logic of line, Greek sculpture is a worship of symmetry, Greek architecture 

is marble geometry” (Durant, 2001). Throughout the Ancient Greek period there was an 

emphasis on idealizations and narratives. There is a drastic change in the aesthetic to 

focus on symmetry and ratios. For instance, if one looks at the marble sculpture Laocoön 

and his sons (Figure 2), which is most likely a Roman’s attempt of an original Greek 

statue, one can see the change of the aesthetic. The statue has been suggested to have 

been created between 120 and 20 BCE, and shows a traditional mythological narrative 

(Catterson, 2005). The central character is a Trojan priest, Laocoön, entangled by the 

snakes, which had been sent to punish him for his hostility to the will of the god Apollo. 

Laocoön goes in the way between the mainland Greeks and the Trojans. Laocoön had 

warned the Trojans not to accept into the city of Troy the gift from the Greeks of a 

wooden horse, which the Greeks had filled with fighting men ready to destroy the city. 

The sculpture is a representation of the Hellenistic aesthetic with the male figures 
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showing suffering while retaining beauty. The sculptor utilizes an idealized human form 

that shows no imperfections on the three male bodies (Catterson, 2005). This idealization 

and use of symmetry found within the human body is found throughout Greek art and is 

very apparent in both sculpture and pottery from that time period (Figure 3 and 4). Using 

these two examples, one can see how much variability and evolution within the ideas of 

beauty between two different time periods. The complexity of the change within 

aesthetics gets even more chaotic as one can stratify the differences of the aesthetics 

found within different cultures and civilizations within the same time period.   
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Figure 1: Venus of Willendorf. circa 30,000- 25,000 BCE (image provided by Erich 
Lessing Culture and Fine Arts Archives/ART RESOURCE, N.Y.) 
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Figure 2: Laocoön and his sons. circa 1520- 1525 (image provided by SCALA, 
Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y.) 
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Figure 3: Riace bronze: statue of a young man with headband. circa 460- 430 BCE 
(image provided by Erich Lessing Culture and Fine Arts Archives/ART 

RESOURCE, N.Y.) 
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Figure 4: Red-figured attic krater. circa 515-510 BCE (image provided by Erich 
Lessing Culture and Fine Arts Archives/ART RESOURCE, N.Y.) 
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 As previously mentioned, there have been many brilliant individuals who have 

spent their entire lives trying to categorize and define the concept of beauty. Many 

different perceptions have been presented over the centuries, specifically in the discipline 

of philosophy. One of the most famous philosophers who contributed greatly into the 

world of aesthetics was Plato. In order to understand the beauty that Plato speaks of in his 

writings, one must understand that the English word for beauty can be roughly translated 

into to kalon in Greek (Pappas, 2008). When a passage in Plato speaks of a face or body 

one will find kalon, or beautiful, which can be considered the natural equivalent. But the 

Greek adjective has broader applications than those, at times rather meaning noble 

(Pappas, 2008). In the Hippias Major, Plato writes of a conversation between Socrates 

and the Sophist Hippias who attempts to define to kalon. Throughout their conversation 

they offer their own definitions of beauty, but in the end the dialogue remains unresolved. 

One important idea that Socrates proclaims is that beauty “is appropriate [prepei]” and 

proposes defining it as “what is appropriate [to prepon]” (Plato). Although this idea 

Socrates presents is refuted in later dialogue it is the basis to a modern philosophical 

debate about beauty. Through the eighteenth century many philosophers wondered 

whether beautiful objects were deemed beautiful by virtue of satisfying the definition of 

the object itself or independent of any definition. For instance, would one consider a 

pencil beautiful because it is so perfectly what a pencil should be, or should one deem a 

pencil beautiful in ignorance of pencils and what they do, and should only be impressed 

by the shape and color of the object (Pappas, 2008). Kant calls the beauty, which is 

appropriateness “dependent beauty” (Kant, 2007). In Nickolas Pappas’ analysis of Plato’s 
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Hippias Major, Pappas presents three major views of beauty that are reflected in Hippias 

Major, which relate to the other words of Plato: 

1. Beauty behaves as canonical Platonic Forms do. It 
possesses the reality that Forms have and is known by 
means of the same dialectic that brings other Forms to 
light. Socrates wants Hippias to explain the property that is 
known when any examples of beauty are known (essence 
of beauty), the cause of all occurrences of beauty, and more 
precisely the cause not of the appearance of beauty but of 
its real being ( Plato, Symposium, 286d, 287c, 289d, 292c, 
294e, 297b). 

2. Beauty is not just any Form. It bears some close 
relationship to the good (Plato, Symposium, 296d), even 
though Socrates argues that the two are distinct (Plato, 
Symposium, 296e ff., 303e ff.). It is therefore a Form of 
some status above that of other Forms. 

3. Socrates and Hippias appeal to artworks as 
examples of beautiful things but do not treat those 
examples as the central cases (Plato, Symposium, 290a–b, 
297e–298a). So too generally Plato conducts his inquiry 
into beauty at a distance from his discussion of art (Pappas, 
2008). 

 

Specifically, the second point that Pappas makes is of interest. Beauty is 

considered to be one of the main Forms, or universals, in regard to Plato’s 

philosophical understanding. The universals that beauty joins include justice and 

courage. This higher Form of beauty that Plato speaks of is described further in 

the Symposium. Plato believes that the Form of beauty is separate and supersedes 

all beautiful objects. It is the Form of beauty that is the “essential beauty,” which 

is the source of all that is beautiful in the world: 

It is ever-existent and neither comes to be nor 
perishes, neither waxes not wanes… Nor again will 
our initiate find the beautiful to him in the guise of a 
face or of hands or any other portion of the body… 
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nor as existing somewhere in another substance, 
such as an animal or the earth or sky or any other 
thing; but existing ever in singularity of form 
independent by itself…Beginning from obvious 
beauties he must for the sake of that highest beauty 
be ever climbing aloft, as on the rungs of a ladder… 
from personal beauty he proceeds to beautiful 
observances, from observances to beautiful 
learning, and from learning at last to that particular 
study which is concerned with the beautiful itself 
and that alone, so that in the end he comes to know 
the very essence of beauty (The Symposium, 1971).  
 

Furthermore, physical beauty makes Platonic recollection more plausible than most 

properties do. The philosophical merit of things that are equivocally F is that they come 

bearing signs of their incompleteness, so that the inquisitive mind wants to know more 

(The Republic, 1960). But whereas soft or large items inspire questions in minds of an 

abstract bent, and the perception of examples of justice or self-control presupposes moral 

development, beautiful things strike everyone. Therefore, beauty promises more effective 

reflection than any other property of things. Beauty alone is both a Form and a sensory 

experience (Phaedrus, 2008). From Plato’s views of beauty we fast-forward through time 

to one of the most influential philosophers who has presented ideas on beauty and 

aesthetics. 

 Many individuals would argue that one of the most famous German philosophers 

to date is Immanuel Kant. Within Kant’s writings there are multiple accounts of his 

perception of beauty and how one should judge what is beautiful. Most famously, his 

work Critique of Judgment begins with an important account of beauty. Kant focuses on 

discovering the initial issue of what kind of judgment could result in one saying, for 

example, “That is a beautiful waterfall.” Within Critique of Judgment, Kant puts forth 
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four key distinguishing features that make up one’s ability to engage in aesthetic 

judgement.  

 The first factor that Kant writes of has to do with judgments of beauty based on 

feeling, specifically feelings of pleasure. Although most would agree that beautiful things 

tend to bring us pleasure, Kant makes the distinction that this pleasure should be 

disinterested pleasure, meaning that one must take pleasure in something because we 

judge it beautiful, rather than judging it beautiful because we find pleasure in it (Kant, 

2007). For example, many individuals would like to have a beautiful original painting, or 

at least a copy of it, since one derives pleasure from seeing it. Yet, that pleasure, which 

initiates a desire, is different from the aesthetic judgment Kant is speaking about (Kant, 

2007). It could be summed up that the judgment is what causes pleasure, rather than 

pleasure causing the judgment. Kant argues that aesthetic judgment must concern itself 

only with form, such as the shape, arrangement, or rhythm found within an object, rather 

than sensible content, such as color or tone (Kant, 2007). This delimitation of judgement 

is made by Kant simply because sensible content is related with the agreeable, and thus is 

connected with interest, not beauty. 

 Second, judgments of beauty make a claim to be “universals.” So if one finds 

beauty in a sunset, one takes it that everyone else who perceives that sunset ought to 

judge it to be beautiful and share one’s pleasure in it (Kant, 2007). Kant states, “In all 

judgements by which we describe anything as beautiful, we allow no one to be of another 

opinion; without however grounding our judgement on concepts but only on our feeling, 

which we therefore place at its basis not as a private, but as a communal feeling” (Kant, 

2007). The universality that Kant is presenting is distinguished first from the inherent 
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subjectivity of judgments such as an individual saying, ‘I like honey’ and second from 

the strict objectivity of judgments such as ‘honey is sweet,’ because the aesthetic 

judgment must, somehow, be universal ‘apart from a concept’ (Kant, 2007). Being 

reflective judgments, aesthetic judgments of taste have no adequate concept, and 

therefore can only behave as if they were objective. . Tied to the second feature is the 

third: judgments of beauty are necessary (Kant, 2007). Many individuals will quote the 

proverb “beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” yet this is not how we act among one 

another. Instead, we have entire collegiate courses talking about the debates and 

arguments regarding out aesthetic judgments, and we believe that these arguments can 

achieve something. In this way, we treat objects as though they actually contain a 

property of beauty, much like the weight or chemical composition of an object. Kant, 

however, insists that universality and necessity are created, features of the human mind, 

and argues that there is no unique property that an object possesses that make it beautiful 

(Burnham, 2003). 

 Fourth, through aesthetic judgments, beautiful objects appear to be ‘purposive 

without purpose’ (Kant, 2007). An object’s purpose is the concept according to which it 

was made; an object is purposive if it appears to have such a purpose; if, in other words, 

it appears to have been made or designed. But it is part of the experience of beautiful 

objects, Kant argues, that they should affect us as if they had a purpose, although no 

particular purpose can be found. Kant’s reflections on how to define and judge beauty 

can be summed up with the idea that one needs to have certain criteria including 

disinterested pleasure, universality, necessity, and purpose. Specifically, the idea of the 
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universal brings us to the question of universal beauty, and if there are universal beauties 

found throughout the world.     

 Before one can delve into the idea of a universal beauty, one must distinguish 

between “intrinsic” and “extrinsic” beauty. Intrinsic beauty would be the idea that there is 

a universal and inherent beauty that humans contain that does not need to be learned, but 

is found without any “extrinsic” information. Extrinsic beauty is beauty that is based on 

outside information aside from the object that the viewer is judging whether it contains 

beauty. In order to illustrate the difference, I ask the reader to view the image on the next 

page before she or he continues to read (Figure 5).    

 When looking at the photograph most people would agree that it is somewhat 

mediocre. I would argue that most people who look at this image would not consider this 

image to move them or think it as beautiful. Yet, if I tell the reader that this image was of 

a five year old girl who had terminal cancer and this was an image that captured her as 

she was on an amusement train, which would end up being one of the last outings that she 

had with her family the feelings would change. After this additional information there 

will be people who have a completely new reaction to this image. This change is simply 

because of the extrinsic information that has been applied to this photograph. The 

photograph suddenly takes on a new meaning and is not simply just a portrait of a little 

girl, but turns into something much more special and moving. This is the example of 

distinguishing between intrinsic and extrinsic beauty. There have been many artists 

throughout history who have tried to define and express their ideas of beauty through 

various mediums. We will now look at a set of artists and how they used their art and 

writings to further explore the ideas of beauty.  
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Figure 5: The Ride. October 2008 
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 Throughout the history of mankind artists have tried to create beautiful objects. 

Art itself does not require the final product to be beautiful, but there is an evident 

connection between art and beauty. Many artists have spoken out about what they believe 

beauty is and where it comes from. Some artists refute the idea that the word is even 

definable. The artists that will be mentioned are all from different time periods in history 

and have used their artistic expression with various mediums. The first artist is known as 

one of the most influential post-impressionist painters. Vincent van Gogh lived in the 

nineteenth century and revolutionized the world of art though his paintings. Many 

individuals know his work such as Starry Night (Figure 6), Portrait of Dr. Gachet (Figure 

7), and his Sunflowers (Figure 8). Throughout van Gogh’s life he wrote letters prolifically 

to his brother Theo and friends. Within these letters he revealed his philosophy about life, 

art, and beauty. Most notably, in a letter to his friend Bernard in 1888, he states, “You 

see, I am not much of an eccentric; it’s calm, modeled perfection of a Greek statue, a 

peasant by Millet, a Dutch portrait, a nude women by Courbet or Degas… It interests me 

endlessly, but something complete, a perfection makes the infinite tangible; and the 

enjoyment of something beautiful is like the moment of coïtus, a moment of infinity” 

(Van Gogh & Cooper, 2003). Van Gogh relates the viewing of the beautiful as an 

“infinity” or “moment of coïtus,” which translates to moment, or height of copulation. 

This is to say that beauty evokes a moment that is so grand that time seems to have 

stopped. Now that we see the power of beauty in the eyes of Vincent, we must look for 

the source of this beauty. In a letter Vincent writes, “I do not want beauty to come from 

the material… but from within myself” (Naifeh & Smith, 2011). Although van Gogh sees 

beauty coming from within himself, he later writes, “In the same way I think that 
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everything that is really good and beautiful, the inner, moral, spiritual and sublime beauty 

in men and their works, comes from God, and everything that is bad and evil in the works 

of men and in men is not from God, and God does not approve of it” (Van Gogh & 

Roskill, 1997). It is this belief that beauty is a source from God, which feeds into 

individual that is van Gogh’s philosophy of beauty. This idea of beauty is seen 

throughout his works, specifically within Starry Night (Figure 6). The use of colors 

within this work and subject matter strongly hint at the strong connection between van 

Gogh’s idea of beauty and the divine. He wrote in his letters about the use of citron-

yellow and Prussian blue being associated historically with depictions of Christ and it can 

be interpreted that the use of these predominant colors in Starry Night reflect his view of 

divine beauty incorporated within the a starry sky-scape (Soth, 1986).  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Figure 6: Starry Night. Vincent van Gogh. June 1889 (image provided by The 
Museum of Modern Art) 
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Figure 7: Dr. Gachet. Vincent van Gogh. June 1890 (image provided by SCALA, 
Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y.) 
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Figure 8: Sunflowers. Vincent van Gogh. 1887 (image provided by The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art) 
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 Not all artists believe in the definition of beauty. When Pablo Picasso was asked 

about beauty his response was, “Beauty? . . . To me it is a word without sense because I 

do not know where its meaning comes from nor where it leads to” (O'Brian, 1994). 

Whether or not the artist believed in definitions of beauty, most do believe in the power 

of good aesthetics. Edward Weston, a famous photographer in the early twentieth century 

states, “I am ‘old-fashioned’ enough to believe that beauty- whether in art or nature, 

exists as an end in itself… This in no way interferes with Sullivan’s ‘Form follows 

Function,’ for form that is beautiful is so because its function is the ultimate expression of 

potentiality” (Weston & Newhall, 1990). In many ways Edward Weston follows 

Confucius’ philosophy that “Everything has beauty, but not everyone sees it” (Confucius). 

For instance, Edward Weston is known for his way of photographing objects in a way in 

which the viewer normally does not see them and reveals an inert beauty (Figure 9). In 

fact, Weston has been quoted as saying “I have been photographing our toilet, that glossy 

enameled receptacle of extraordinary beauty. Here was every sensuous curve of the 

‘human figure divine’ but minus the imperfections” (Weston, Newhall, & Conger, 1984). 

Although these forms, which one would not notice, can be a source of beauty the source 

of these strong aesthetics is still up for debate. Many artists, across history, attribute the 

definition beauty to nature. 
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Figure 9: Cabbage Leaf. Edward Weston. 1931 (image provided by ARTstor Slide 
Gallery) 
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 Auguste Rodin was a sculpture in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. 

Rodin’s work departed from the traditional Greek idealism and used the subject of the 

human body to represent a vivid definition of beauty. Rodin chose the human body as he 

believes that it is Nature’s masterpiece, and that all the beauty of the universe is can be 

found reflected and symbolized through its’ proportions, rhythm of lines, and infinitely 

varied movements and outlines (Ciolkowska, 1912). This “proportion”, “rhythm”, and 

“movement” are found throughout Rodin’s work (Figure 10, Figure 11). Rodin wrote a 

lot about beauty and many of his writings apply to the modern debate over how mass 

media have changed the face of beauty in light of commercialism. Rodin talks a lot about 

utility and beauty. “Every really useful object, well adapted to its purpose, possesses 

beauty. Beauty is not distinct from utility, whatever the ignorant may think to the 

contrary” (Ciolkowska, 1912). Although it is apparent that Rodin defines utility and 

beauty as one, the source of beauty Rodin argues comes from nature. “It is not by reading 

manuals of esthetics, but by leaning on nature herself that the artist discovers and 

expresses beauty. Alas! We are not prepared to see and to feel… Constantly I hear: ‘What 

an ugly age! That woman is plain. That dog is horrible.’ It is neither the age nor the 

woman nor the dog which is ugly, but your eyes, which do not understand” (Caranfa, 

1999). Rodin challenges the individual to discover the beauty, which is around them. 

Furthermore, Rodin continues to define the contrary of beauty.  

 

 

 

 



 24 

 

 

Figure 10: Le Penseur (The Thinker). Auguste Rodin. 1879-1889 (image provided by 
Digital Library Federation Academic Image Cooperative) 
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Figure 11: Prodigal Son. Auguste Rodin. 1888 (image provided by ARTstor Slide 
Gallery) 
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“The ugly in Nature is that which is false, artificial; that which seeks to be pretty or 

beautiful instead of expressive, which is affected or precious, which smiles without 

reason; everything that smirks without cause, that is lacking in soul and in truth, that 

makes a show of beauty or gracefulness, everything that lies” (Ciolkowska, 1912). The 

observations that Rodin makes are surprisingly applicable to modern society. The 

artificial mask that has been created by mass culture has gone against the natural and has 

morphed the definition of beauty into Rodin’s view of what is “ugly in Nature.” In one of 

Rodin’s most influential and powerful writings, he is explains his perception of beauty, 

while creating a call to action to those who live in an artificial reality, such as ours. Rodin 

writes: 

As for beauty- ‘Nature’ is always beautiful. Beauty is 
character and expression, and there is nothing in nature that 
has more character or beauty than the human body. The 
body is above all, the mirror of the soul, and from the soul 
comes its greatest beauty. The truth is, we have conceived a 
false and conventional idea of Beauty, based on the 
necessities of our habits, our manners, our civilization. A 
man in high hat and frock coat, his legs encased in trousers; 
a woman squeezed and deformed in an absurd and 
senseless costume- there are hideous enough, because they 
are far removed from nature. But the naked form, whatever 
its defects, can never be ugly, for everything in it is logical 
and harmonious, or rather, everything harmonizes by 
reason of its eternal fitness… We need not create beauty 
ourselves, as people formerly thought. To let nature express 
throughout our hands or our lips whatever she has to say is 
the only thing we need strive for. There is beauty in 
everything that is. We only need to be earnest and honest, 
and beauty will reflect itself. When the artists softens the 
grimace of pain, the shapelessness of age, the hideous of 
perversion, disguising, tempering it to please an ignorant 
public, then he is creating ugliness, because he fears the 
truth (Borgmeyer, 1915). 
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This beautiful writing defines beauty as being an inert characteristic of everything that 

exists, but again puts the emphasis on the individual to be in charge of striving to see the 

truth in objects, not the superficial and artificial masks that have been created.  

      The last artist we will analyze has been regarded as one of the most influential 

Italian Renaissance masterminds in the fields of painting, architecture, music, 

mathematics, engineering, anatomy, geology, and writing. Leonardo di ser Piero da 

Vinci, more commonly known as Leonardo da Vinci, epitomized the Renaissance 

humanist ideal. Leonardo’s extensive works include such paintings as Mona Lisa (Figure 

12), The Last Supper (Figure 13), and drawings such as Vitruvian Man (Figure 14). 

Throughout Leonardo da Vinci’s work there is a sense of calculated symmetry. His 

mathematical methodology can be seen within his notebooks and sketches. As many 

individuals regard Leonardo’s work as being beautiful, Leonardo da Vinci’s Thoughts on 

Art and Life is one of the richest sources of what he believed beauty to be. One must first 

understand that this was the time of the Italian Renaissance, which was grounded in the 

firm foundation of rationalism and reality (Baring & Einstein, 1906). Leonardo had 

searched for a scientific basis of art, and discovered it in the imitation of nature, which is 

based on rational experience (Baring & Einstein, 1906). Leonardo uses this scientific 

basis of art and nature to strive to express beauty and truth. Throughout Leonardo’s 

writings he references Platonic ideas of beauty and how beauty is a form to which we 

must strive to achieve. Leonardo puts an emphasis on the human body, specifically the 

eyes, as he believes that visual beauty trumps all other forms. Da Vinci says that the eyes 

are “the window of the soul through which all earthly beauty is revealed” (Baring & 

Einstein, 1906). The earthly beauty that Leonardo is talking about is separate from diving 
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beauty, much like Plato separates the beauty found in beautiful objects and the ultimate 

Form of beauty, which is pure and is the source of beauty.  
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Figure 12: Mona Lisa. Leonardo da Vinci. 1503-1506 (image provided by Erich 
Lessing Culture and Fine Arts Archives/ART RESOURCE, N.Y.) 
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Figure 13: The Last Supper. Leonardo da Vinci. 1495-1498 (image provided by 
Italian Ministry of Culture) 
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Figure 14: Study of a man according to Vitruvius (Vitruvian Man). Leonardo da Vinci. 
1485-1490 (image provided by Art Images for College Teaching) 
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Earthly beauty, according to Leonardo, is composed of certain qualities that make an 

object beautiful. He explains, “light, darkness, colour, body, shape, place, distance, 

propinquity, motion and rest, which are the ten ornaments of nature” all have an effect on 

the composition of earthly beauty (Baring & Einstein, 1906). Leonardo was specifically 

interested in both the shape and place, which leads to da Vinci’s study of proportions. In 

Vitruvian Man, da Vinci again blends his interests of art and science and is a study of the 

proportions of the male body. The human form is circumscribed by circle and square and 

notes on the differences in proportions are located above and below the figure. For 

instance, the bottom says “if you open your legs enough that your head is lowered by 

one-fourteenth of your height and raise your hands enough that your extended fingers 

tough the line of the top of your head, know that the centre of the extended limbs will be 

the navel, and the space between the legs will be an equilateral triangle” (da Vinci & 

Wray, 2005). 

 Ratios and proportions have always been important tools that many individuals 

have utilized to define beauty. For the past some 2,600 years some of the smartest minds 

in European philosophy, science, and arts have been interested in the golden ratio. The 

golden ratio, or Phi (φ) is a proportion that has been found in many different biological, 

geometric, arithmetic, and artistic contexts and has been considered the epitome of beauty 

(Konecni, 2005). In mathematics, two quantities result in the golden ratio if the ratio of 

the sum of the quantities to the larger quantity if equal to the ratio of the larger quantity to 

the smaller one (Figure 15) (Livio, 2003). The ratio ends up being roughly 1.6, which 

many scientists, philosophers, and artists believed was the equation to beauty.  
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Figure 15: Golden Ratio. 
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There is evidence that the use of the golden ratio is found throughout nature and in some 

examples of “successful” artworks. In fact, Adolf Zeising documented the golden ratio 

found in the arrangement of branches along the stems of plants, veins in leaves, skeletons 

in animals, nerves, chemical compounds, geometry of crystals, physics of light, sound 

and magnetism, and to human and artistic proportions- in essence he saw the operation of 

a proposed universal law (Padovan, 1999). In recent years the golden ratio has been seen 

to be associated with the clock cycle of brain waves, connected with the human genome, 

and is even present at the atomic scale in the magnetic resonance of spins in crystals 

(Coldea, et al., 2010; Perez, 2010; Roopun, et al., 2008; Weiss & Weiss, 2003; 

Yamagishi & Shimabukuro, 2008). Although there have been and are many individuals 

who advocate the use of the golden ratio in the equation of beauty, there are many 

skeptics. George Markowsky, a mathematician, and others have shown that there is so 

much variation within the forms that are claimed to contain the golden ratio that there is 

no statistical significance that this number has any validity to explain and define beautiful 

objects (Markowsky, 1992). This idea of a universal definition of beauty has been 

attempted for many years. The scientific community has presented a new theory called 

evolutionary aesthetics that could explain how we define beauty across the human race.  

 Evolutionary aesthetics is the theory that basic aesthetic preferences of human 

beings have evolved based on survival needs. Most would agree that humans judge and 

sort their environments into a few basic categories including those parts they like and 

those parts they do not like. These categorizations result in a developed aesthetic 

preference for those things and people one is exposed to. For example, human beings 

have evolved to like certain types of food and habitats, using naturally occurring 
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sensations such as smell and sound. Furthermore, there has been an aesthetic preference 

for sexual and social companions. These aesthetic preferences occur very early in life and 

studies have shown that three-month old children will gaze longer at attractive faces than 

at unattractive faces (Langlois, 1987). Studies like these indicate that beauty standards are 

not learned and there has to be some sort of innate beauty detector. This preference for 

attractive individuals can be followed throughout the life cycle. Attractive children 

receive less punishment and differential treatment occurs throughout all school levels 

(Baugh S, 1991). Attractive students receive higher grades and go on to having an easier 

time getting better jobs (Collins & Zebrowitz, 1995). Obviously, the majority of people 

believe that attractive individuals are better for some reason. Charles Darwin argued that 

the human aesthetic preference might be the result of evolution. Darwin writes:  

This sense has been declared to be peculiar to man. I refer 
here only to the pleasure given by certain colours, forms, 
and sounds, and which may fairly be called a sense of the 
beautiful; with cultivated men such sensations are, however, 
intimately associated with complex ideas and trains of 
thought.... Why certain bright colours should excite 
pleasure cannot, I presume, be explained, any more than 
why certain flavours and scents are agreeable, but habit has 
something to do with the result, for that which is at first 
unpleasant to our sense, ultimately becomes pleasant, and 
habits are inherited… The eye prefers symmetry or figures 
with some regular recurrence. Patterns of this kind are 
employed by even the lowest savages as ornaments; and 
they have been developed through sexual selection for the 
adornment of some male animals (Darwin, 1871). 
 

Darwin goes onto say that he believes there could not be a universal standard of beauty 

with the human body, as each race would create its own innate ideal standard beauty 

(Darwin, 1871). Furthermore, Darwin believes that males enjoy variety and “if all our 

women were to become as beautiful as the Venus de Medici, we should for a time be 
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charmed; but we should soon wish for variety; and as soon as we had obtained variety, 

we should wish to see certain characters a little exaggerated beyond the then existing 

common standard” (Darwin, 1871). Although this would make sense to Darwin and most 

readers that each race would have an ideal beauty and there could not be a universal 

definition of beauty, recent studies suggest different results. The generality of 

attractiveness within cultures is readily accepted. There have been multiple rating studies, 

which show that people of different ethnic background share common attractiveness 

standards (Iliffe, 1960). Furthermore, studies show that the constituents of beauty are 

neither arbitrary nor culture bound (Cunningham, 1995). Since Darwin’s discussion of 

beauty there has been an increasing naturalization in regard to scientific focus on 

aesthetics. Naturalization can be defined as the attempt to use both methodological and 

theoretical means of the natural sciences to explain a certain phenomena that have 

traditionally been the subject of studies in philosophy and the humanities. Specifically, 

the idea of a universal beauty has been of major interest in the scientific beauty, which 

brings us to the branch of aesthetics: Evolutionary Aesthetics. 

 Evolutionary Aesthetics is the theory that argues human beings have evolved their 

basic aesthetic preferences based on survival needs. It is postulated by evolutionary 

psychology that pleasures, pains, and emotion-including experiences including attraction, 

revulsion, love, respect, and awe all have a certain adaptive relevance (Dutton, 2009). 

The pleasure of eating certain foods, like sweet and fatty foods, is a Pleistocene 

adaptation for nutrition and survival as much as the pleasure of sex is an adaptation for 

procreation. An example of this evolutionary phenomenon would be how one of the most 

potentially dangerous and poisoned substances for human consumption is bacteria-laden 
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rotten mean, which would explain the smell of rancid meat is one of the most repellent of 

all smells in human beings (Dutton, 2009). These same evolutionary characteristics can 

be shown within appreciating aesthetics. Two examples of how one can see the 

prevalence of aesthetic evolution is the selection of landscapes and beautiful faces.  

 The three functional concepts including prospect, refuge, and hazard have guided 

modern approaches to the role of aesthetics in habitat selection (Appleton, 1980). Habitat 

selection has been used as a perspective for a number of studies on human aesthetic 

responses to landscape features (Kellert, McVay, & Wilson, 1995). Habitats that were 

occupied by humans during most of our evolutionary history forced groups of people to 

continually travel from place to place. These frequent moves through the landscape were 

very common and since the urbanization of civilization has only happened in the past 

couple generations, it is unlikely that it has had a significant influence on the 

evolutionary preferences of an individual (Kellert, et al., 1995). It is true that studies have 

shown that responses to environmental cues vary among such factors as a person’s age, 

social status, and physiological state. Nevertheless, indicators of food, water, shelter, and 

protection generally evoke positive responses, and contrarily, hazards typically evoke 

negative responses. A study by Orians and Heerwagen observes the human reactions to 

photographs of landscape habitiats. These experiments showed that there are patterns, 

which are stable across cultures (Barkow, Cosmides, & Tooby, 1995). Furthermore, data 

have shown that older children and adults show no preference for a particular landscape, 

yet younger children demonstrate a preference for open savannas, even when the children 

have never seen the landscapes in real life (Dutton, 2009). The theory to explain this 

phenomenon is that early humans evolved in African savannas and only recently have 
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migrated to other continents and ecosystems. Therefore, landscape features such as tree 

shapes that are characteristic of African savannas are expected to be especially attractive 

to humans today, specifically in the younger population that have not been as effected by 

their social and cultural interactions. Furthermore, tree shape has a large effect on 

whether an individual deems a landscape beautiful. Trees that grow in the African 

savannas have canopies that are broader than they are tall, low lying branches, and 

layered canopies. College students in Australia, Brazil, Canada, Israel, Japan, and the 

United States preferred trees with broad canopies over columnar trees (Robert Sommer, 

1996). Additionally, a study by Orians and Heerwagen identified specific visual cues in 

landscape paintings including water, large trees, changes in elevation, semi-open spaces, 

distant views to the horizon, and moderate degrees of complexity that appeal to a vast 

majority of people, across cultures, such as the painting by Jacob Philipp Hackert (Figure 

16). Orians and Heerwagen argue that our ancestors were able to survive by finding these 

features in their own environment to set up shelter and agriculture. Therefore the sight of 

them has been programmed in us to elicit a “positive” response. 
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Figure 16: View of the Gulf of Pozzuoli from the Solfatara. Philipp Hackert. 1803 
(image provided by The Cleveland Museum of Art Collection) 
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 Another interesting example of evolutionary aesthetics is regarding human 

being’s love of flowers. It is normal for an individual to bring flowers to a hospital, 

house-warming parties, weddings and funerals, and collectively we spend billions of 

dollars on them annually. Yet, there is no obvious reason that explains why many people 

deem flowers as being beautiful. Furthermore, it is not apparent, as flowers did not 

evolve their forms and colors to attract us since we do not act as natural pollinators, yet 

we find them very aesthetically attractive. Evolutionary Aesthetic theory gives us the 

perspective that suggests that flowers evoke a strong positive feeling because they have 

long been associated with food sources. As most flowers tend to precede fruits, flowering 

plants provide excellent cues to timing and locations of future resources (Roans, 1992).  

 Next, we will look at Evolutionary Aesthetics through the adaptation of preferring 

symmetric faces. There are many reasons why people tend to like beautiful faces. First, 

attractive faces, along with all things “beautiful,” activate the reward centers of the brain 

(Aharon, et al., 2001; Kringelbach, O‚ÄôDoherty, Rolls, & Andrews, 2003) they increase 

sexual behavior, and even promote the development of same-sex alliances (Berscheid & 

Walster, 1974; Feingold, 1991; Gardner Lindzey, 1998). As one can see a “beautiful” 

face can have a vast impact on the human mind and body, and it is no wonder that 

scientists have longed to uncover what makes a face beautiful. For a long time it was 

believed by social scientists that the standard of beauty were caused by arbitrary cultural 

conventions. However, two observations lead us to believe that our preferences for 

“beauty” in the human face could be found in biological, instead of cultural, roots. First, 

it has been seen that people in different cultures generally agree on which faces are 

attractive (Cunningham, 1995; Langlois, 1987; Perrett, May, & Yoshikawa, 1994). 
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Second, it has been shown that aesthetic preferences are found early in development 

before social and cultural standards of beauty are assimilated (Abdullah & Geldart, 1999; 

Langlois, 1987). The majority of these studies have shown that individuals choose 

attractive faces based on averageness and symmetry which are the two candidates for 

biologically based preferences.  

 Average faces are low in distinctive characteristics, which might be the opposite 

of what mainstream culture might consider beautiful with examples of being “unique,” 

“exotic,” and “distinct.” In fact, there have been many studies conducted that show 

average traits reflect developmental stability, or the ability to withstand stress during 

development, and may represent an individual’s ability to have a higher disease 

resistance (Gangestad & Buss, 1993; Mueller & Swaddle, 1997; Moller & Thornhill, 

1997; Thornhill & Gangestad, 1993). Studies using computer-generated averaged 

composition faces were found to be more attractive than the component faces, and as 

more faces were averaged, the rating of attractiveness increased (Langlois, 1987)(Figure 

17).  
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Average Face Composites 

 

Figure 17: Landmark points were used to create the average composites. Lines have 
been added to illustrate how points capture the layout of internal features and face 

outline, but only the points are used. Averaged composites of Caucasian and 
Chinese female (top) and male (bottom) faces. Each composite is created from 24 

faces (Rhodes, 2006). 
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 Research in the area of facial symmetry has been prolific in the past years, as the 

connection between symmetry and mate quality has been made. It has been shown that 

individuals across cultures tend to like more symmetric faces and deem them more 

attractive (Scheib, Gangestad, & Thornhill, 1999). Furthermore, it has been shown that 

symmetry can be linked to a better gene expression within an individual (Scheib, et al., 

1999). These aesthetic preferences for symmetry occur very early in life and studies have 

shown that three-month old children will gaze longer at symmetrical faces than at 

unsymmetrical faces (Langlois, 1987). The notion of symmetry being linked to beauty 

has been argued over many generations and refers back to the idea of the golden ratio. In 

recent years there have been scientists who wanted to further identify if symmetry really 

was the source of attraction within the human face. Scheib and colleagues have argued 

that the apparent appeal of symmetry is not driven by a perception of symmetry. The 

group found that individuals, who were shown hemifaces, rated the hemifaces similarly 

as when they were shown the entire face. They argue that the appeal of symmetry must 

therefore be mediated by the appeal of some other correlated trait because symmetry is 

not present in hemifaces (Scheib, et al., 1999). Although these claims could indicate an 

alternative theory of symmetry and attraction, the idea of symmetry being a characteristic 

of beautiful people is very apparent in the culture industry.  

 The culture industry has created its own definitions of beauty within Western 

culture, which have changed dramatically over the past two hundred years (Figure 18). 
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Figure 18: Evolution of the female model (Graphic by Ariel Turner) 
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Today an individual can easily see the image that is portrayed by mass media culture 

through the use of advertisements on television, magazines, and fashion runway models. 

Most runway models today meet the body mass index criteria for anorexia (Figueroa-

Jones, 2012). Only twenty years ago the fashion model weighed eight percent less than 

the average women. Today, the average model weighs twenty three percent less 

(Program, 2012). With alarming statistics such as the average age of a girl starting a diet 

dropping from the age of fourteen in 1970 to eight in 1990, there is an apparent problem 

with the image presented to individuals of Western culture (Program, 2012). In 1950 

measurements of mannequins closely resembled the average measurements of women 

and the average hip measurements of mannequins and women were thirty-four inches 

(Program, 2012). In 1990 the average hip measurements of women was thirty-seven 

inches as the average mannequins hip measured only 31 inches (Program, 2012). The use 

of manipulations of the beauty image within the fashion industry has had a remarkable 

effect on both men and women. The distortion of the human figure is very apparent in the 

media and it is very simple to utilize drastic tools in order to enhance different 

characteristics to make an individual look for attractive using such programs as Adobe 

Photoshop ©. There has been an obsession within to look a certain way and there are 

many new tools that people use to judge their appearance. For instance, individuals can 

use programs such as Anaface (www.anaface.com) to conduct a “Facial Beauty 

Analysis” that will score an individual’s face in reference to an algorithm based on the 

golden ratio. If one is on the go and doesn’t have a computer to upload one’s picture for 

analysis, it gets even easier with a new iPhone app called “The Ugly Meter.” You can 

take a photograph of yourself or your friend and the software analyzes the symmetry in 
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your face and compares it to the golden ratio. After taking an image of oneself, you are  

asked to verify the top of the head, chin, side of face, width of mouth, eye, and nose. 

After a couple fancy graphics there is a readout of your facial analysis. My Ugly Meter 

results were as follows: 

“Your rating is 75/100. In other words, you are average. 
Your head size has 8.72 percent variance from the perfect 
size ratio. This means your head is slightly long compared 
to the width. Your longer face is less attractive. Your Eyes 
are nearly the perfect distance apart. They are slightly too 
small for your head. They are 5 percent smaller than ideal. 
You have a slightly narrow mouth for your face. It is 13 
percent narrower than ideal. Your nose is slightly too 
narrow for your face. It is 12 percent narrower than ideal” 
(Ugly Meter).  
 

  As one can see, this kind of facial analysis software can give a mathematical analysis 

on whether you should be considered beautiful or ugly. Technology like this, and the 

push from society to use rating software such as this, has had detrimental effects on 

individuals within society. Four out of five women are dissatisfied with their body image 

and over half of normal weight white, adolescent girls consider themselves fat (Program, 

2012). Needless to say, images in magazines put an unrealistic image of what an 

individual should look like in order to be defined as beautiful (Figure 19)(Figure 20).  

 The definition of beauty has radically changed over the past couple thousand 

years and artists, philosophers, and scientists will continue to define and redefine ideas of 

beauty. Whether there will ever be a unanimous definition of beauty is up for debate, but 

in the meantime we can reflect on the ideas of beauty that have been presented to us, and 

it is up to the individual to keep the enduring commentary on beauty alive.   
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Figure 19: Example of Photoshop manipulations in Printed Ads, October 2009. The 
images are of the same model with different degrees of Photoshop manipulation. 

(Ralph Lauren) 
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Figure 20: Example of male model in major magazine (Gucci) 
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CHAPTER TWO: DEFINED QUOTESCAPE 

 Beauty is a complex and fascinating issue that can captivate the minds of those 

who are asked to give a definition. In order to further explore the perceptions of beauty 

found in contemporary society, specifically in the younger generation, I took an approach 

of utilizing social media networks to ask the question: What is beauty? After only a 

twenty-four hour period I realized that this very simple, yet complex question truly 

captivated the minds of many people and I concluded my survey with over one hundred 

responses.  

 As I saw people explain their definitions of beauty, I saw an open discussion and 

debate emerge that prompted more people to think critically about the subject. This 

created a cascade of people showing their support for certain definitions and I received 

responses for over a month after asking the question. In the same way that I saw the 

various definitions prompt reflection and contemplation in those who read the definitions, 

I wanted to provide readers of this thesis with the same experience. In John Berger’s 

Ways of Seeing images are presented to viewers in order to create a visual narrative, or 

“pictorial essay” that is meant to inspire questions and overall discussion (Berger, 2008). 

In the same way, I will present a “quote-scape” and pictorial essay that I have collected 

through surveys and interviews I have conducted, along with excerpts from famous 

thinkers. The names of those whose quotes are being displayed will not be shown, as it 

seemed to me that such information might distract from the points being made in 

throughout this chapter. In all cases, however, this information can be found in the 

Appendix. I ask the reader to read the quotes in the order they are presented and 
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appreciate those who have provided you with their understanding of what beauty is to 

them.  
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Beauty is a short-lived tyranny. 

 
 

Every beauty which is seen here by persons of perception resembles more than anything 
else that celestial source from which we all are come. 

 
 

The best part of beauty is that which no picture can express. 
 
 

Everything has beauty, but not everyone sees it. 
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'Beauty is truth, truth beauty.' 
 
 

Beauty awakens the soul to act. 
 
 

Beauty deprived of its proper foils and adjuncts ceases to be enjoyed as beauty, just as 
light deprived of all shadows ceases to be enjoyed as light. 

 
 

If you get simple beauty and naught else, you get about the best thing God invents. 
 
 

Beauty is everlasting and dust is for a time. 
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Beauty must appeal to the senses, must provide us with immediate enjoyment, must 
impress us or insinuate itself into us without any effort on our part. 

 
 

Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. 
 

Beauty is the gift from God. 

 
For beauty being the best of all we know 
sums up the unsearchable and secret aims 

of nature. 
 
 

Beauty is Nature's coin, must not be hoarded, 
But must be current, and the good thereof 

Consists in mutual and partaken bliss. 
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Beauty is something magical that can't be put into terms because it's different for every 
person. It's whatever makes that person happy, and it’s something they want to 

experience more because it's so wonderful. 
 
 
Beauty is discourse of appealing physiological characteristics that is culturally specific in 

what the individuals of that community see as attractive. 
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Beauty is Compassion. 

 
 

Beauty is whatever moves you toward any emotion. 
 
 

Beauty is virtue and goodness. 
 
 

Beauty is symmetry, predictability, and stability. 
 
 

Beauty conforms to your expectations about the future based on past experiences. To me, 
beautiful people and things forego accoutrements and other false expressions of self in 

favor of efficiently communicating their fundamental characteristics and functions. 
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Beauty is Truth, beyond life and Universe. Relentless Honesty. The kind no human can 

ever possess on its own. 
 
 

Beauty is something that we internally connect with. Be it a person, work of art or some 
other thing. 

 
 

Beauty is perceptual, limitless and unique. 
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Beauty is a characteristic that is both physical and emotional, that describes the aesthetic 
value of something or someone. The perception of beauty can be relative to the person 
perceiving it, but there are absolutes when it comes to beauty. For example, no one can 

deny the beauty of a sunset, the ocean, or looking into a human eye. Beauty is a gift from 
God. 
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Beauty is a series of features and characteristics that not only stimulate the senses but 
also captivate the mind; makes everything else disappear. 
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Beauty is something that touches you, for a reason that you can't exactly pinpoint, but 
despite the unknown reasons, upon finding it, you become filled with some kind of inner 

joy. 
 
Beauty is an inward confidence mixed with humility and kindness that shines through to 

the outside, making a difference to all those who may be encountered. 
 

Beauty is indefinable. It is one of those things that you can't pinpoint, but you know it 
when you see it. 

 
Beauty is that which brings pleasure to us by merely existing. In that sense it is 

subjective. If you can look at something and feel pure, unadulterated pleasure that such a 
thing exists in this world, that thing is beautiful. 

 
Beauty is what makes a person happy. It can be anything, a person, a place, an object, but 

beauty brings happiness and a smile to the individual. 
 

Beauty is based our recognition of subjective aesthetic preferences on a particular object, 
whether tangible or intangible. When an on object is perceived through any or all of the 

senses and our brain recognizes aesthetic patterns that have been socially constructed and 
embedded in our psyche since childhood to be pleasing, we recognize these as beautiful. 
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Beauty is a clear, starry night. 

 
Beauty is emotion. 

 

 
 

Beauty is something that someone finds perfect and they don't have an explanation for 
like their sublime. It's something that everyone wants and everyone has in their own way. 

 
Beauty is a characteristic that defines people's perceptions, causing feelings of 

satisfaction, pleasure and purpose. Beauty can be as simple as physical attraction and as 
complicated as an aesthetic sense of emotional well-being through indescribable and 

subjective reactions to nature and others. 
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Beauty is perfection in the eye of the beholder. 

 
Beauty is something raw and unrefined, the way God made it. Otherwise, it's just a man-

made production. 
 

Beauty is that which is aesthetically pleasing to the individual. It can only be truly 
understood in the subjective sense. 

 
Beauty is nature. 

 
Beauty is something that touches one's heart and opens one's mind; it can be represented 

in love or music or nature. 
 

Beauty is philosophically subjective, socially selective, and intrinsically procured. 

 

 
 
 

Beauty is something that interrupts your day-to-day autopilot, causing you to stop and 
appreciate it. In a person, beauty is confidence and self-respect. In nature, beauty is 

something that can temporarily give you a sense of inner-peace. 
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Beauty is something that we can admire whether it is looks, emotion, or personality trait. 

Beauty is just something that can leave you in awe. 
 
 
 

Beauty -at least in art- is the deep connection created between the artist and the viewer 
through a piece of art, an idea or music. 

 
 
 

Beauty is a reflection of truth. When speaking of physical beauty, it is aesthetically 
pleasing. What is considered beautiful changes with time and culture, but everything 

beautiful points to something greater, the source of that order and vibrancy that (at least 
partially) satisfies the eye. I tend to think of beauty in a Platonic sense, as participation in 

the greater Idea of Beauty, or, to take it to a Christian perspective, as participating 
in/reflecting the essence of God (in both physical and non-physical ways). When we see 

something beautiful, we see a small fraction of the greatness (and beauty) of God 
reflected in creation. 

 
 
 

Beauty is the only thing in the world that can stop time. 
 
 
 

Beauty is that moment when you can't catch a breath, when you are unable to utter even 
a sound. Beauty is that feeling in your heart equal to falling in love and just as 

unexplainable. 
 
 
 

Beauty is a form of genius -- is higher, indeed, than genius, as it needs no explanation. It 
is one of the great facts of the world, like sunlight, or spring-time, or the reflection in 

dark waters of that silver shell we call the moon. It cannot be questioned. It has its divine 
right of sovereignty. It makes princess of those who have it. 

 
 
 

A thing of beauty is a joy for ever: 
Its loveliness increases; it will never 

Pass into nothingness. 
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Beauty and the devil are the same thing. 
 
 
 

Beauty is character and expression, and there is nothing in nature that has more character 
or more beauty than the human body. The body is, above all, the mirror of the soul, and 

from the soul comes its greatest beauty. 
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Beauty is the bait which with delight allures man to enlarge his kind. 
 

The perception of beauty is a moral test. 
 

Personal beauty is a greater recommendation than any letter of reference. 
 

Beauty is unbearable, drives us to despair, offering us for a minute the glimpse of an 
eternity that we should like to stretch out over the whole of time. 

 
Beauty of whatever kind, in its supreme development, invariably excites the sensitive 

soul to tears. 
 

Beauty is how you feel inside, and it reflects in your eyes. It is not something physical. 
 

Beauty is not caused. It is. 
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CHAPTER THREE: MY PHOTOGRAPHIC JOURNEY 

 Throughout the last four years I have been trying to analyze the ideas behind 

beauty. In that time I have been able to document the changes within my own definition 

of beauty. As a photographer, I have the unique opportunity to freeze an instant in time 

by using light as my medium. The incidence of light hitting either a digital chip or analog 

film does a remarkable thing. The presence or absence of light, the intensity of light, and 

the wavelengths that are produced from light after bouncing off of an object all have an 

effect on the produced image. Throughout my research I spent a lot of time interviewing 

different people from many walks of life. From plastic surgeons, to famous artists, to 

blind individuals, I have been collecting their own ideas of beauty and have read many 

different writings about the subject. Through these writings and interviews I have learned 

a lot about perceptions of beauty and how much variation there really is within the field 

of aesthetics.  

 After I discussed the ideas of beauty, the plastic surgeon argued that beauty was 

not in the eye of the beholder. It is the ‘perception of beauty’ that is in the eye of the 

beholder. Each of us has a different perception of beauty. We have different tastes, likes 

and dislikes, and this affects the definition and perception of beauty, specifically with 

regards to the ‘modern woman.’ As a plastic surgeon, he viewed his job as a way to 

counsel people about this perception of beauty because so many misconceptions exist. 

These “misconceptions” that exist in culture are significant. In order to describe my 

philosophy of how media pushes certain ideas of beauty on individuals, I use Plato’s 

“Allegory of the Cave” found in The Republic (Figure 21). To illustrate my philosophy, I 

did a photographic series consisting of three photographs: Imagination, Aching and 
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Belief. Imagination represents an individual within society who is the prisoner within 

Plato’s allegory. Plato divided society into the three classes. Imagination is the lowest 

grade of cognitive activity (Figure 22). Someone in the state of imagination takes mere 

images and shadows as the most real things. There is a fire behind the individuals within 

society that is utilized by mass culture to project images on the wall in front of the 

prisoners. These shadows are projected aesthetics created by mass culture, which are 

presented as truth. Theodore Adorno, a modern philosopher, puts it best when he 

describes mass culture by saying, “In so far as the culture industry arouses a feeling of 

well-being that the world is precisely in that order suggested by the culture industry, the 

substitute gratification which is prepared for human beings cheats them out of the same 

happiness which it deceitfully projects… it impedes the development of autonomous, 

independent individuals who judge and decide consciously for themselves” (Adorno & 

Bernstein, 2001). It is the constant repetition of seeing the shadow in front of the 

individual that removes the autonomy of the individual. This creates a schematization of 

mass culture that has a dramatic effect on viewers by conditioning or encouraging them 

to understand their own experience unreflectively in a way suggested by media (i.e. as in 

television laugh tracks viewers are encouraged by media productions themselves to 

respond in certain ways to them). 

 It is important to note that the chains that hold a prisoner down are not permanent. 

In Plato’s allegory, there is a prisoner who breaks free from his chains and walks out of 

the cave to see the truths that are in the world. In the same way, it is up to the individual 

in society to recognize the source of these false truths projected on the wall by mass 

culture. In “Aching” you see the individual looking into the source of where the shadows 
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are coming from (Figure 23). Only when an individual removes himself or herself from 

the chains will he or she be able to fully function as a free-thinking, autonomous 

individual, which is found in “Belief” (Figure 24).  
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Figure 21: Plato’s Allegory of the Cave. (Adapted from www.wired.com) 
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Figure 22: Imagination. 2012 
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Figure 23: Aching. 2012 
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Figure 24: Belief. 2012 
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As a freshman I was one of the individuals who was chained within the cave. I based my 

photography on what I saw on television and in magazines. It was my goal to document 

what was beautiful to society. I started conducting photo shoots within my dorm room 

using desk lamps, table cloths, and what I would refer to as a “soccer mom camera” to try 

and replicate what I saw all around me (Figure 25). I wanted to show that although being 

a student with little to no professional equipment, I could produce aesthetically pleasing 

images for my peers and mass culture (Figure 26). I would look at a magazine and try and 

replicate the image with my own twist. I dwelled on capturing the individual in their best 

light and would manipulate images using program such as Photoshop in order to perfect 

the human form. Many blemishes, wrinkles, and imperfections were removed to produce 

what I thought at that time was a beautiful photograph. As the years progressed I 

continued to dwell on the idea of commercialized beauty, and acquired much more 

advanced equipment, which resulted in many more “beautiful” pictures (Figure 

27)(Figure 28)(Figure 29)(Figure 30). As I continued to document what I thought was 

beautiful I started to read and study writings of famous artists and philosophers who have 

created extensive studies on the ideas of beauty and aesthetics. I first was fascinated with 

the idea that nature being the source of beauty and I started to document beauty within 

nature (Figure 31)(Figure 32). Photographing nature allowed me to appreciate the 

grandeur and awe-inspiring characteristics of nature. Photographing nature also brought 

me back to the basics of photography. There was no special lighting equipment to make 

the subject attractive, just natural light. When I am looking at nature, I discovered 

imperfection, but imperfection is what makes the subject interesting. Whether it was a 
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scar on a lion’s face or simply a wrinkle signifying age, there was something special 

about imperfections and I could see my idea of beauty changing accordingly.  
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Figure 25: Setup. 2009 
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Figure 26: Contact Sheet. 2009-2010 
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Figure 27: Commercialism. 2011 
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Figure 28: Commercialism 2. 2011 
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Figure 29: Commercialism 3. 2011 
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Figure 30: Liz. 2011 
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Figure 31: Majestic. 2012 
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Figure 32: Flight. 2011 
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It was the writings of August Rodin that completely transformed by own views of beauty. 

In a letter written in 1888, Rodin states: 

 
As for beauty- ‘Nature’ is always beautiful. Beauty is 
character and expression, and there is nothing in nature that 
has more character or beauty than the human body. The 
body is above all, the mirror of the soul, and from the soul 
comes its greatest beauty. The truth is, we have conceived a 
false and conventional idea of Beauty, based on the 
necessities of our habits, our manners, our civilization. A 
man in high hat and frock coat, his legs encased in trousers; 
a woman squeezed and deformed in an absurd and 
senseless costume- these are hideous enough, because they 
are far removed from nature. But the naked form, whatever 
its defects, can never be ugly, for everything in it is logical 
and harmonious, or rather, everything harmonizes by 
reason of its eternal fitness… We need not create beauty 
ourselves, as people formerly thought. To let nature express 
throughout our hands or our lips whatever she has to say is 
the only thing we need strive for. There is beauty in 
everything that is. We only need to be earnest and honest, 
and beauty will reflect itself. When the artist softens the 
grimace of pain, the shapelessness of age, the hideous of 
perversion, disguising, tempering it to please an ignorant 
public, then he is creating ugliness, because he fears the 
truth” (Borgmeyer, 1915). 
 

The idea that beauty was found in perfection and did not need to be created had a 

tremendous impact on my philosophy of photography. I began to think of capturing the 

beauty that was already present, instead of creating an idealized beauty through 

technology. Vincent van Gogh states, “I do not want beauty to come from the material, 

but from within myself” (Van Gogh & Roskill, 1997). In the same way, my idea of it 

being necessary to create beauty through the means of technological manipulations is 

something that I have abandoned. Although it is sometimes necessary to use programs 

such as Photoshop in order to do basic edits, I would rather let beauty “reflect itself” in 
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my work. This idea of simplicity led me to a new photographic series that I focused on 

for the past year.I have branched away from the world of digital photography and have 

ventured into analog film. I have used a large-format 4x5 camera to document the natural 

beauty found in the human body. The human form is one of the most beautiful subjects as 

it symbolizes an individual. That individual has the ability to think and express his or her 

ideas and values in a way that cannot be seen anywhere else on earth. The human form is 

unique and creates tension between the viewers, as one can easily put oneself in the 

photograph. With my most recent work I try my best to capture the every nuance of the 

human form and want to present the human form in a simplistic way (Chapter 4: Human 

Forms).  

 My definition of beauty has drastically changed throughout the process of doing 

this project over the past four years. I started out with the belief that one must look a 

certain way to be beautiful. Whether it be symmetry, an ultimate Form, or nature that 

feeds beauty- I am not completely sure. I will argue that there is no one absolute 

definition of beauty and that the term beauty in regards to the appearances of a woman or 

man is not beauty, but attractiveness. There is a difference between the two words. 

Beauty is much more than whether someone has symmetry, it is more than definitions 

and boxes scientists try and put beauty into, and it is more than simply a theory. Beauty is 

something that affects us all throughout our lives. It inspires us and makes us smile 

without even realizing it. Beauty is what sends chills down our spine and gives us goose 

bumps as we listen to a powerful piece of music. Beauty is interwoven with our emotions, 

and as human beings, we all experience emotions, thus experience beauty. Beauty does 

not have to evoke happiness, as some of the strongest emotions beauty can reveal are 
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sadness. Whether it is an infant’s laughter, an awe-inspiring sunset, or a human body, 

there is a deep connection between all objects. I do believe that there is a universal beauty, 

and that universal is that all objects contain beauty. It is what connects us all to the world 

where we are surrounded. Where that source of beauty originates from is an entirely 

different issue and one that is much larger than any undergraduate thesis. Whatever one 

believes to be beauty, we can agree that beauty is something that is profoundly powerful 

and affects and continues to affect and influence all of us.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: HUMAN FORM 

 

Figure 33: Simplicity. 2012 
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Figure 34: Heartbeat. 2012 
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Figure 35: Beau. 2012 
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Figure 36: Natural Love. 2012 
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Figure 37: Hidden. 2012 
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Figure 38: Unguarded. 2012 
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Figure 39: Mother’s Love. 2012 
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Figure 40: Wave. 2012 
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Figure 41: Push. 2012 
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Figure 42: Reach. 2012 
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Figure 43: Folded. 2012 
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Figure 44: Point. 2012 
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Figure 45: Expanded. 2012 
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Figure 46: Hunched. 2012 
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Figure 47: Cory. 2012 
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Figure 48: Hunter. 2012 
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Figure 49: Rhythm. 2012 
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Figure 50: Matthew. 2012 
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Figure 51: Strength. 2012 
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Figure 52: Tension. 2012 
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Figure 53: Belle. 2012 
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Figure 54: Harmony. 2012 
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Figure 55: Emily. 2012 
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