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Do you know any means of suppressing what arises from the things you see?1 
Paul Valéry 
  
Beauty, in all its forms, was a central topic in literature and philosophy until the end of the 
eighteenth century. Ugliness, by contrast, was seldom written about, or only incidentally and 
indirectly. The puzzling thing about ugliness, as Aristotle had already noted, was that even 
the banal or ugly can be rendered interesting or beautiful through artful depiction. There is 
‘beautiful’ and ‘beautiful-ugly’; but the artfully-ugly is not the same as ugly art... When it 
came to the philosophy of art, this insight fostered an appreciation of beauty’s magical and, 
above all, deceptive power. Comparatively little thought, however, was devoted to a precise 
formulation of what ‘ugliness’ might signify. The theories of the sublime, the picturesque 
and the fantastic, which originated in the eighteenth century, generally follow the same 
trajectory: they analyse how something initially perceived (or sensed) as possessing a 
‘negative’ aesthetic value can nevertheless, quite unexpectedly, be experienced as ‘positive’. 
‘Greatness’ and everything that is menacing and dangerous, with the power to annihilate 
our very existence, seems to send a pleasant shiver down our spines. The serpentine, 
irregular, rough or weathered, incomplete, immature or anecdotal might also – contrary to 
all classical standards of beauty – be regarded as charming. And the forced, whimsical and 
bizarre can prove strangely entertaining... The (theoretical) interest in ugliness first emerged 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century, mainly amongst the German ‘idealist’ thinkers 
and literati, and reached an early pinnacle in The Aesthetics of Ugliness (1853) by Karl 
Rosenkranz.2 But these authors also looked more deeply, in a Hegelian sense, into the way in 
which ugliness – understood as the opposite or negation of the various forms of beauty – 
can be aestheticized and somehow ‘idealised’ through artistic representation. Moreover, 
they assessed how variants of ugliness can be integrated into a broader and more complex 

notion of beauty: ‘Art must show us ugliness in the full compass of its mischief, but it must 
do this nevertheless with the ideality with which it handles the beautiful…3 
 
The great Enlightenment thinkers have analysed the concept of beauty from the perspective 
of aesthetic judgement, the latter of which considered to be statement about an object’s 
inherent nature (or not). At the heart of all discussions lay the question of whether ‘beauty’ 

                                                            
1 Paul Valéry, Oeuvres, I (ed. Pléiade), Paris, Gallimard, 1957, p. 328 translated from the 
French: ‘Sais-tu quelque moyen de réprimer ce qui surgit de la vue des choses?’ 
2 Karl Rosenkranz, Ästhetik des Hässlichen, Stuttgart, Reclam, 2007. For the German 
language development of the theory of ugliness I have used Werner Jung, Schöner Schein der 
Hässlichkeit oder Hässlichkeit des schönen Scheins. Ästhetik und Geschichtsphilosophie im 19. 
Jahrhundert, Frankfurt am Main, Athenäum, 1987. 
3 Karl  Rosenkranz, op. cit., p. 47 translated from the German: ‘[Die Kunst] muss uns das 
Hässliche in der ganzen Schärfe seines Unwesens vorführen, aber sie muss dies dennoch mit 

derjenigen Idealität tun, mit der sie auch das Schöne behandelt.’ 



was intrinsic – either because of an object’s appearance, and/or method of manufacture, 
and/or how well form follows function – or was a matter of taste. Either the 
Bestimmungsgrund (ground of determination) of aesthetic judgment lies in the object itself, 
or in the subject. Despite the infinite range of indeterminate positions that can exist 
between the extremes of ‘objectivist’ and ‘subjectivist’ aesthetics, the debate is 
unresolvable. Yet the question is based on the premise that an aesthetic experience is 
‘natural’. It is assumed that the aesthetic gaze is perpetually and universally accessible to 
everyone, and that ‘aesthetic judgment’ is simply a special form of general human 
experience and cognition. Undoudtedly the appearance of things – for example, form, 
patterns, colour and luminosity – influences everything that we perceive and experience, 
feel and do. We are all responsive to shapes and can recognise rhythms and colour 
combinations ... The awareness of form can, however, be discounted in many practices and 
modes of experience. It has no independent existence, per se, as ‘the aesthetic 
experience’. The aesthetic gaze, on the contrary, implies the appreciation of ‘pure visuality’, 
whereby the aspect of an object is somewhat disconnected from its function, value and 
meaning. The aesthetic experience presupposes an object’s appearance is isolated and given 
independent consideration. This bears an extraordinary, sophisticated and profoundly 
artificial relationship to reality. Accepting and cultivating this aesthetic relation to the world  
is far from evident. A society/culture must permit and tolerate this abstraction: focusing 
exclusively on appearances while disregarding an object’s value and function is often socially 
inappropriate and can, on occasion, be downright disrespectful or outrageous. An 
aesthetically-abstracting attitude can offend multiple kinds of political, moral or religious 
‘engagement with the subject matter’. Isolating and appreciating appearances regardless of 
their moral value or usefulness is, therefore, a cultural issue. And even when aesthetic 
detachment is developed as a possibility within a culture, it inevitably remains a question of 
individual attainment. It is also a social or ‘class’ issue. The concrete manner through which 
this disinterested gaze is made available and accessible – the codes and settings that people 
use, in various historical contexts, to look with a disinterested and dispassionate eye – 
varies. But this does not mean that the logic and conditions of the aesthetic gaze and 
experience cannot be discussed as such, in general terms.   
 
The aesthetic gaze or approach is related to, and supported by, the specific manner in which 
an object presents itself: the circumstances pertaining to its perceptual presence. The senses 
of smell, taste and touch have to be circumvented by physical distance, altitude or obstacles, 
and that the perception and attention channelled towards ‘pure visuality’ or sound. An 
object shall often be coded as a ‘spectacle’ or a ‘performance’, thus as something enacted or 
played, which implies that it is somehow ‘not real’ or belongs to an alternative reality. The 
whole apparatus of showing and exhibiting focuses the onlookers attention, and both frames 
and isolates an object, and detaches it from the world. This has the effect of neutralising the 
practical interest and involvement that is automatically engendered by physical 
proximity. The means of ‘showing’ or ‘exhibiting’ might simply range from pointing at 
something to christening it as ‘art’. The codification can be communicated and physical 
distance imposed by a wide range of devices, including shop windows, plinths, dishes, 
frames or windows, glass plates and viewpoints; or, in the theatre, by the proscenium that 
separates the audience from the ‘unreal’ space of the performance. The most effective 
means of establishing aesthetic distance – so that we are confronted with pure visuality and, 
at the same time, with a form of ‘unreality’ – is, and probably always will be, the image: 



representation by similitude. Both performances and images readily lend themselves to 
aesthetic appreciation. Anyone who has internalised the aesthetic approach will find 
themselves capable of looking at almost anything as it was a performance or picture – just as 
one can listen to ambient noise as to a kind of music. The distance that allows one to see 
something ‘aesthetically’ might even exclusively be a question of attitude and perspective, 
therefore, which makes it unique to the eye of the beholder. And, taken to a logical 
conclusion, one might, in principle, assess everything from an ‘aesthetic’ perspective. But it 
seems, in fact, that this requires too many ‘technical’ conditions, and also that we tend to 
concur that it is wrong or inappropriate to treat everything as an aesthetic object. 
  
‘This is beautiful’ and ‘that is ugly’ are not opposites, and nor are they the two extremes of a 
continuum. To say that something is ‘not beautiful’ does not automatically mean it is ugly, 
and to pronounce something as ‘not ugly’ does not equate to it being beautiful. To declare 
something ‘beautiful’ or ‘ugly’ is to deploy one of two distinct forms of aesthetic 
appreciation, each one of which similarly privileges and isolates an object, thereby setting it 
at an aesthetic distance. It becomes an opposite, therefore, of all that is normal. Or, in other 
words, it differs from the myriad of aesthetically-neutral objects that sink without a trace in 
the quagmire of unobtrusiveness. All that is ‘not-ugly’ and ‘not-beautiful’ can thus be 
categorised as ‘ordinary’. The aesthetic appreciation – whether positive or negative – is a 
form of individualisation: both appraisals accord the object a status that transcends the 
ordinary or normal.4 The beautiful and the ugly are both outstanding, therefore, albeit in 
vastly divergent ways and on disparate grounds. Experiencing beauty and confronting 
ugliness are two completely distinct things, with very different issues at stake. 
 
The aesthetic experience is orientated towards immediate impressions and presupposes that 
the act of contemplation detaches the appearance from the object, and hence the latter’s 
existence and agency in the world vis-à-vis its origin, meaning, value, function, purpose... 
Experiencing a spring day or a landscape, melody or physique as ‘beautiful’, and expressing 
this perception, implies that one is impressed by the mere appearance or (visual) 
inexhaustibility of what is seen or heard, devoid of vested interests or intention to profit, 
and without any comparative assessment against established criteria (such as the idea of 
perfection or a moral consideration). I would argue, however, that this ‘disinterested 
pleasure’, as Kant terms it, is structurally associated with another element. This is our 
surprise that beauty does, in fact, exist: ‘A thing of beauty is incredible – and exists.’5 
Crucially, beauty is always ‘new’ and exceptional, and therefore unexpected. It takes us by 
surprise, and this because of its incomprehensibility and deviation from our expectations of 
‘normality’. Consequently, a thing of beauty always seems improbable. The Kantian 
‘subjective universality’ that characterises aesthetic judgement thus expresses the claim that 
something is, in fact, genuinely beautiful i.e. that it goes beyond individual preferences or 
taste. An experience of beauty is akin to a broadening of reality. And because the 
manifestation of beauty presents a paradox – being both implausible and yet irrefutable – 
the implication is that a new reality outshines the one we already know. The experience of 
beauty, therefore, entails far more than a simple delight in the appearance of something: it 

                                                            
4 Karl Rosenkranz, op. cit., p. 190 ff. 
5 Paul Valéry, Cahiers, II (ed. Pléiade), Paris, Gallimard, 1974, p. 962 translated from the 

French: ‘La belle chose est incroyable – et est.’ 



always involves a discovery. Beauty functions as an ‘ontological threshold’: there is more 
than there is. But this discovery is made through a coincidental, fortunate encounter: one 
needed to be present and attentive at that specific time and place for the beauty to be seen 
or heard. The certainty that beauty ‘has happened’ is only given through a subjective, 
personal and unique experience. It privileges both a moment and an individual. Beauty is 
thus existentially anchored and can mark someone’s life. The so-called ‘judgment of beauty’ 
therefore, does not articulate a verifiable opinion on a ‘state of affairs’. It does not aim at a 
scientific description of reality, which relates to the objective properties of objects. It belongs 

to a language-game of a completely different order. And it does not join a consensus. To judge 
something as beautiful is to bear witness: it is the statement of a universal truth as revealed 
to one person via a unique experience. 
  
Classical aesthetics posited ugliness as a negative principle and examined whether its 
negativity might ‘dissolve’ within something beautiful (and thus lend beauty a specific 
‘colouring’ and complexity) – and if so, by what means. Twentieth-century philosophical 
reflections on themes such as the ‘formless’ and the ‘abject’, concomitant with 
developments in modern and contemporary art, have contributed to the insight that 
ugliness cannot only be defined in negative terms, or merely reduced to an absence of 
beauty. Ugliness is a thing unto itself, it has an independent status. 
 

Beauty triumphs over the ordinary and augments what exists. The ‘Wohlgefallen’ aesthetic 

pleasure is coupled with the affirmation of this surprising enrichment of reality. Ugliness, in 
contrast, is not ‘new’. It does not amaze or surprise; it does not come on top of what exists 
but, instead, cleaves into the ‘normal world’, and is immediately recognised. Ugliness is a 
revenant: it is permeated by a resistance or force that precedes the familiar world and 
normality. Enlightenment aesthetics assume that ugliness and experiencing  – like the notion 
of beauty – was somehow ‘natural’, a primary mode of being (for objects) and of 
experiencing (for humans). Everything that exists was believed to be either beautiful or ugly 
to a greater or lesser extent, and thus perceived as such, with the many sorts of ugliness, like 
the kinds of beauty, individually connected to specific feelings and emotions. Attempts were 
made to identify and classify these many shades of ugliness and to correlate them with the 
emotional responses they engendered. The ‘experience of ugliness’, though, is very specific 
and quite distinct from, even unrelated to, that of beauty. It is not the ugliness as such that 
elicits rejection or causes disgust. Aesthetic appreciation – the ability to apprehend 
something as ugly and judge it likewise – presupposes already the processing and mastery of 
primary emotions and reactions that precede the aesthetic. ‘Ugliness’ is the aesthetic 
(already controlled) mode of appearance for everything that erupts ‘from below’ and disrupt 
the ordinary or normal, life-sustaining environment. Ugliness signifies the threatening 
emergence of the monstrous and a risk of contamination by the formless. 
 
Normality is threatened, disturbed or ruptured in two radically different ways: by the 

monstrous or terrifying – Rosenkranz uses the word ‘Abform’ deformity and by the 

formless or disgusting – which he calls ‘Ungestalt’ formlessness. (Rosenkranz 2007, p. 12)6 
(One can, admittedly, easily conjure up disgusting monsters. But the monstrous, as such, is 
not disgusting, and the formless is not, as such, terrible.) 

                                                            
6 Karl Rosenkranz, op. cit., p. 12. 



 
The monstrous is a deviation from nature, the fruit of ‘an efficient cause that claims 
omnipotence, a will that strives to compete with nature, and a tortured and dominant 
matter’, the monstrous is ‘uncanny’.7 It proves the frailty of the form and the uncertainty of 
order. The monstrous is the uncontrolled, disorganised and deformed, it engenders and 
encourages caprices and excess. It marks the advent of chaos. Or, as Lucretius described it, 
monsters are primordial remnants that lurk beneath the wafer-thin crust of what we call 
‘nature’ and of the man-made order and ‘normality’. The ultimate example of monstrosity is 
clearly deformed humanity (Rosenkranz calls it ‘the ugliest ugly’8). Deformity announces 
danger, destruction and ruin. It is spreads panic, paralyses or petrifies, and causes all in its 
path to flee. The triad of monstrous, grey Graiae – the triplet sisters of the fearsome 
Gorgons Medusa, Skylla and Echidna – are Horror (Enyo) Terror (Deino) and Destruction 
(Persis).9 
  
Formlessness, on the other hand, is vague, viscous and glutinous, weak, decayed, diseased 
and rotten, with the most pungent variant being bodily secretions (the ‘abject’). Georges 

Bataille’s squashed spider or worm. At its core is ‘Verwesen’ putrefaction, or organic decay: 

not dying or dead, but ‘das Entwerden des schon Toten’ the decomposition of the already 

dead. The human body reverts to waste or ‘remains’. Teeming, nameless, soulless life: ‘we 
are more disgusted and repulsed by the appearance of life in what is already itself dead.’ 
(Rosenkranz 2007, p. 294)10 A lack of form radiates negativity; an encounter with the 
formless is contagious, sticky and contaminating: it attacks the Gestalt and identity,11 it 
provokes revulsion and disgust, makes one recoil and retch; it must be kept at bay, and all 

                                                            
7 Gilbert Lascault, Le monstre dans l’art occidental. Un problème esthétique, Paris, 

Klincksieck, 2004, pp. 21, 24-25 translated from the French: ‘un écart par rapport à la 
nature’; ‘une cause efficiente qui se veut tout puissante, d’une volonté qui veut rivaliser avec 

la nature et d’une matière torturée et dominée’; ‘inquiétante étrangeté.’ 
8 Karl Rosenkranz, op. cit., p. 12 translated from the German: ‘das hässlichste hässliche.’ 
9 For the literature on the monstrous see, in addition to Lascault (with extensive 
bibliography), David Leeming, Medusa in the Mirror of Time, London, Reaktion Books, 2013, 
and Jean Clair, Medusa. Contribution à une Anthropologie des arts du visuel, Paris, Gallimard, 
1989. 
10 Karl Rosenkranz, op. cit., p. 294 translated from the German: ‘Der Schein des Lebens im an 

sich Toten ist das unendlich Widrige im Ekelhaften’. 
11 The writings of Georges Bataille were essential to the introduction of the formless (and 
disgusting) as a theme in art and art theory. He, in turn, drew upon anthropological studies 
of primitive religions and rituals, especially on the subject of ‘purity’ (Mary Douglas, Emile 
Durkheim, Mircea Eliade, Roger Caillois). The most important overview and first 
conceptualisaiton of the artistic use of ‘formless’, before it became concentrated upon the 
physical and abject, is the exhibition catalogue L’informe. Mode d’emploi, curated by Yve-
Alain Bois & Rosalind Krauss (Centre Pompidou, Paris, 1996): Formless. A Users Guide, New 
York, Zone Books, 1997. The couple of pages that Rosenkranz deicated to the subject are 

certainly grundlegend fundamental: see op. cit., about ‘Das Ekelhafte’ the disgusting, pp. 
293-303. A recent survey: Winfried Menninghaus, Ekel: Theorie und Geschichte einer starken 
Empfindung, Frankfurt am Main, Suhrkamp, 2011. 



contact immediately neutralized and repaired by purification, cleansing, (ritual) laughter, or 
vomiting. 
 
A direct confrontation with the monstrous or contact with the formless invokes archaic and 
automatic responses that precede every possible form of aestheticization or ‘experience of 
ugliness’: the actual confrontation with a heinous creature, or with pus for example, does 
not inspire an aesthetic appreciation, not even a ‘judgment of ugliness’. Rather, they 
provoke primary reactions and operations that neutralise the imminent threat. All societies 
develop a ‘culture’ to deal with these things. Religions, particularly, offer many solutions, 
including myths and a whole host of ceremonies and magical practices, from exorcisms, 
ritual insults and cursing, to sacrifices, purification and simply ‘laughing it off’. It took 
centuries of arduous effort to wrest theatrical and visual forms of representation from their 
original religious contexts and, furthermore, to sufficiently divest them of their magical 
aspects. In so doing, performances and images could gradually be put to ‘artistic’ use – not 
only as a way of playing with meaning (probably the first and ultimate type of artistic ‘work’), 
but also as a method of isolating the appearance of things and offer them to aesthetic 
appreciation.  
 
The difficult and profoundly artificial base operation of aestheticization does not primarily 
include, contrary to expectation, the finding of beauty in ugliness. What it does imply is that 
what is monstrous and  disgusting can successfully be kept at arm’s length and simply be 
looked at, whereupon it becomes innocuous, or merely ‘ugly’ i.e. practically harmless, and 
perhaps even ridiculous. The sight of what is effectively monstrous or disgusting therefore 
becomes, in the worst case, merely ‘unpleasant’ – a feeling lingering with the covered-up 
origin of the ‘ugly appearance’.  Rosenkranz noted that a painting of the Raising of Lazarus is 
powerless to convey the human stench of death: the viewer ‘is only forced to think of the 
superficial beginning of decay’.12 Elsewhere, he refers to the fresco of the Triumph of Death 
in the Campo Santo of Pisa, a detail of which depicts a noble hunting party pinching their 
noses as they ride past a corpse in an open grave: ‘we see this well enough, but we do not 
smell it’.13 Indeed, to find something ‘hideously ugly’ already presupposes the aesthetic 
distance that has already terminated the primary automatic reactions. The detachment 
implied by an ‘experience of ugliness’, therefore, is much more complicated, ambiguous and 
tainted than an ‘encounter with beauty’. It conceals a greater involvement and deeper 
significance than is associated with the latter, whereby the existential involvement follows 
after disinterested contemplation and is related to the existential meaning of a life-
enchancing moment and an unexpected discovery. 
 
It is possible, just as with beauty, that the isolation and contemplation of ‘ugliness’ occurs 
exclusively via the eye of the beholder. Yet, because the experience of ugliness does not 
commence with aesthetic disinterest but with a primary, pre-aesthetic address, this is much 
more problematic. A specific ‘disposition’ or focus of the attention rarely suffices. One 
cannot not smell for example. Special resources and specific contexts, such as the arts, seem 

                                                            
12 Karl Rosenkranz, op. cit., p. 297 translated from the German: ‘doch eben nur an einen 

oberflächlichen Beginn der Verwesung zu denken hat.’ 
13 Karl Rosenkranz, op. cit., p. 295, my emphasis translated from the German: ‘Wir sehen 

dies wohl, aber wir riechen es nicht.’ 



necessary to the successful neutralisation and reduction of the impending monstrosity or 
invading formlessness. Once transformed into a mere ‘image’ or appearance – reduced to 
pure visuality and ‘unreality’ – it can be ‘aesthetically appreciated’ and be deemed (merely) 
‘ugly’. The effective medium par excellence is undoubtedly ‘representation’, or the 
image/likeness. The paralysing, lethal or contagious potency of the monstrous and disgusting 
can probably never be completely neutralised, but an image can tone it down, just enough 
for it to be ‘looked at’. Its powers can be captured and imprisoned when ‘reflected’ in a 
picture or performance. This is the ‘medusa strategy’. 
 
Rationalist and ahistorical aesthetic theories mistakenly interpret the emotions involved in 
disliking an unpleasant picture as a response (or reaction) to the ugliness itself. The 
aesthetically-distant relationship with the ‘ugly’ always cloaks a specific stance towards the 
monstrous and/or disgusting. Our dealings with ugliness – the ‘aesthetic’ rejection – are 
always existentially loaded, motivated by other concerns, and somewhat archaic. ‘The 
intricate, the contradictory, the amphibious, and therefore even the unnatural, the criminal, 
the strange, even the mad’ is always interesting.14 It can even fascinate: something of the 
ancient and well-known shines through, but must remain suppressed and concealed. A hint 
of obscenity hangs over the ugly. (And the reverse might also be true. Rosenkranz was 
probably right to say that everything phallic, though venerated by religion, is ugly when 
viewed aesthetically and so cannot be idealised/aestheticised: ‘All phallic gods are ugly’.)15 It 
is not a question, therefore, of whether something ugly can still be regarded as 
‘beautiful’. ‘Ugliness’, as such, is the result of the ‘aestheticization’ of the monstrous or the 
disgusting. But it can lend a frisson to works of art when added in small doses. The different 
and more primal level at which this engagement occurs is the very reason that its (carefully 
controlled) (re-)appearance in art can be far more gripping and intense than the presence of 
beauty. The ever-ambiguous satisfaction that one feels at the sight of (a successful artistic 
representation of) ugliness – such as, for example, in one of the variations of the ‘sublime’, 
or as an ingredient of the picturesque or the fantastic  – is not derived from the pleasantness 
of its ‘pure appearance’, but from the realisation that a risky enterprise has succeeded. It is 
not the appearance, as such, that we admire, but the triumph of the depiction: we are 
amazed that the hideous-monstrous and/or disgusting – which we would never dare 
confront – has been tamed through visualisation and can now be viewed with 
‘detachment’. Artworks can, it would seem, keep the monster in check and produce 
complex, equivocal experiences in which unease at the recognition of a dangerous enemy is 
mingled with gratitude at its imprisonment, as well as a sense of elation. It is the satisfaction 
that comes with “surveying a dead monster” Joseph Addison writes about  in The Pleasures 
of the Imagination in The Spectator in 1712: “But how comes it to pass, that we should take 
delight in being terrified or dejected by a Description, when we find so much Uneasiness in 
the Fear of Grief wich we receive from any other Occasion? If we consider, therefore, the 
Nature of this Pleasure, we shall find that it does not arise so properly from the Description 
of what is terrible, as from the Reflexion we make on ourselves at the time of reading it. 

                                                            
14 Karl Rosenkranz, op. cit., p. 104 translated from the German: ‘[d]as Verwickelte, das 
Widerspruchvolle, das Amphibolische und daher selbst das Unnatürliche, das 

Verbrecherische, das Seltsame, ja Wahnsinnige.’ 
15 Karl Rosenkranz, op. cit., p. 223 translated from the German: ‘Alle phallischen Götter sind 

Häßlich.’ 



When we look on such hideous Objects, we are not a little pleased to think we are in no 
danger of them. We consider them at the same time as Dreadful and Harmless; so that the 
more frightful Appearance they make, the greater is the Pleasure we recveive from the 
Sense of our own safety. In short, we look upon the Terrors of a Description, with the same 
Curiosity and Satisfaction that we survey a dead Monster.” 16 The same is true, for Addison, 
“when we read of Torments, Wounds, Deaths, and the like dismal Accidents”. “Such 
Representations teach us to set a just Value upon our own Condition, and make us prize our 
good Fortune, which exempts us from the like Calamities. This is, however, such a kind of 
Pleasure as we are not capable of receiving, when we see a Person actually lying under the 
Tortures that we meet with in e Description; because in this case, the Object presses too 
close upon our Senses, and bears so hard upon us, that it does not give us Time or Leisure to 
reflect on our selves.”17 
 
Paul Valéry describes how the ‘aesthetic’ dispositive can neutralise both the monstrous and 
the disgusting, and thereby make ‘ugliness’ significant, in his 
Inspirations méditerranéennes.18 Two ‘impressions’ made a decisive, profound and lasting 
impact on his ‘sensibilité’. These are not related to the beautiful, but to the successful way in 
which by quasi-artistic strategies he could stand the terrible and, even, the disgusting. 
  
The first is a consummate and classic example of the sublime view and the power of the 
romantic ‘landscape gaze’.19  When describing a panoramic view of the harbour and sea 
from the courtyard of his former school, Valéry wrote: ‘for me there is no spectacle to 
compare with what can be seen from a terrace or a balcony pleasantly situated above a 
harbour’.20 The view combined the ‘uniform simplicity of the sea’ with ‘closer by, the lives 
and industry of humans, those who traffic, build, manoeuvre.’21 On one side: the sea, the 
eternal, natural, unchangeable primordial source, ‘a nature eternally primitive, untouched, 
unchangeable by man’. On the other: the coastline, where the sea and the earth collide and 
the passage of Time is revealed, ‘the erratic work of time, continually reshaping the 
shore…’22 And on the shoreline, the trifling works of men that are accorded such 
significance:  ‘the reciprocal work of man – the accumulation of constructions with their 
geometric forms, straight lines, planes and arcs – contrasting with the disorder and accidents 

                                                            
16 Joseph Addison, The Pleasure of Imagination, in The Spectator, nr. 418, 1712, Vol VI, 10e ed., London, 1729, 
p.89. (italics are mine) 
17 Joseph Addison, o.c., p. 90. 
18 Paul Valéry, ‘Inspirations méditerranéennes’, in: Essais quasi politiques, Œuvres I (ed. 
Pléiade), Paris, Gallimard, 1957, pp. 1084-1098. 
19 For an interesting series of essays on the sublime landscape see the catalogue Le Paysage 
et la question de sublime, Musée de Valence, 1997. 
20 Paul Valéry, ‘Inspirations méditerranéennes’, in: Essais quasi politiques, Œuvres I, p. 1084 

translated from the French: ‘ce que l’on voit d’une terrasse ou d’un balcon bien placé au-

dessus d’un port.’ 
21 Paul Valéry, ‘Inspirations méditerranéennes’, in: Essais quasi politiques, Œuvres I, p. 1085 

translated from the French: ‘la simplicité générale de la mer’ and ‘la vie et l’industrie 

humaines, qui trafiquent, construisent, manœuvrent tout auprès.’ 
22 Paul Valéry, ‘Inspirations méditerranéennes’, in: Essais quasi politiques, Œuvres I, p. 1085 

translated from the French: ‘une nature éternellement primitive, intacte, inaltérable par 

l’homme…’ and ‘l’œuvre irrégulier du temps qui façonne indéfiniment le ravage.’ 



of natural forms’.23 The blind, irregular effects, the dangerous natural ‘disorder’ that cannot 
be conquered or regulated, are contained and encapsulated within an image of the world, 
they are placed alongside and amongst the perfect man-made chaos. In a parallel passage in 
a different text, Regards sur la mer, Valéry placed greater emphasis on the inhuman and 
monstrous aspect of the sea and the time of Nature, and the genuine disparity in which man 
has to accomodate his insignificant existence: ‘for is this not the exact frontier at which the 
eternally wild, brute physical nature, the unfailing primitive, the ever-virginal, meet face to 
face the works of the hands of man, the earth arranged, symmetries ordained,  solids drawn 
up in ranks,  energies directed and opposed, and the whole apparatus of an effort of which 
the evident principle is finality, economy, the appropriate, foresight, hope.’24 The coast is 
where Nature confronts ‘the contrary will of edification, voluntary labour, and the 
rebelliousness’ of man.25 The truth is, though,  that ‘these peaceful depths’ can stir at any 
moment, whereupon the sea ‘suddenly crashes upon the monstrous pedestals of emerging 
lands, assails, crushes, devastates the populated continents, ruins cultures, buildings, and all 
of life.’26 From the appropriate distance and height of the school courtyard, therefore, we 
are both cognisant of the danger and in thrall to its magnificence: ‘the gaze enfolds the 
human and inhuman at a sweep.’27 The impending monstrosity, the eternal and 
irreconcilable battle between nature’s indifference and animalism, which comprises the 
truth of human existence, is here aestheticized and ‘resolved’ into the ‘sublime’ – but only in 
an image, and only so long as it lasts. (When the horror of the monstrous is entirely 
neutralised and the threat no longer recognised, therefore, the sublime or downright ‘ugly’ 
becomes ridiculous: the monster is caricatured and/or becomes comical: a big friendly 
giant.) 
 
The category of the sublime has been used since the eighteenth century, from Addison, 
Hogarth and Burke to Kant and German idealism, to describe the successful artistic 

                                                            
23 Paul Valéry, ‘Inspirations méditerranéennes’, in: Essais quasi politiques, Œuvres I, p. 1085 

translated from the French: ‘l’œuvre réciproque des hommes, dont les constructions 
accumulées, les formes géométriques qu’ils emploient, la ligne droite, les plans ou les arcs 

s’opposent aux désordre et aux accidents des formes naturelles.’ 
24 Paul Valéry, ‘Regards sur la mer’, in: Pièces sur L’Art, Œuvres II (ed. Pléiade), Paris, 

Gallimard, 1960, p. 1340 translated from the French: ‘N’est-ce point ici la frontière même où 
se rencontrent éternellement sauvage, la nature physique brute, la présence toujours 
primitive et la réalité toute vierge, avec l’œuvre des mains de l’homme, avec la terre 
modifiée, les symétries imposés, les solides rangés et dressés, l’énergie déplacée et 
contrariée, et tout l’appareil d’un effort dont la loi évidente est finalité, économie, 

appropriation, prévision, espérance.’ 
25 Paul Valéry, ‘Inspirations méditerranéennes’, in: Essais quasi politiques, Œuvres I, p. 1085 

translated from the French: ‘la volonté contraire d’édification, le travail volontaire, et 

comme rebelle.’ 
26 Paul Valéry, ‘Regards sur la mer’, in: Pièces sur L’Art, Œuvres II (ed. Pléiade),  , p. 1136 

translated from the French: ‘se heurte tout à coup au socle monstrueux des terres émergées, 
assaille, écrase, dévaste les plates-formes populeuses, ruine les cultures, les demeures et 

toute vie.’ 
27 Paul Valéry, ‘Inspirations méditerranéennes’, in: Essais quasi politiques, Œuvres I, p. 1085 

translated from the French: ‘L’œil ainsi embrasse à la fois l’humain et l’inhumain.’ 



aestheticization of the monstrous-terrible, or the inhuman-unnatural. It was only much later, 
mainly in the field of late twentieth-century French philosophy, that the category was also 
linked to the formless-disgusting. The sight of mountains from an aeroplane window, the 
raging sea crashing against the rocks, or the vast vault of the Pantheon that floats in the air 
for a thousand years: these all cause an involuntary shudder born out of a real but distant 
threat of annihilation. But does this really equate to the ‘safe’ contemplation (for example, 
in an art gallery or museum context) of the ‘Mother-cow and Child-calf (divided)’, or the 
disappearance and dissolution of form?  
  
Valéry did not litteraly describe his second impression as sublime, but called it a ‘hideous 
beauty’ (‘d’une affreuse beauté’). In the beginning of his lecture, he even apologised for any 
offence his story might cause. Once, as a young boy, he took a swim in the harbour. On the 
day in question, the local fishermen had landed huge catches of tuna fish. Before diving from 
the jetty, Valéry gazed into the water: ‘Looking down all at once, I saw only a few feet away, 
in the marvellously still and transparent water, a hideous and resplendent chaos that made 
me shudder. Things of nauseating red, masses of a delicate pink, or of a deep and sinister 
purple, lay there…’28 What Valéry saw, just before jumping, were the red, pink and purple 
guts that the fishermen, as was customary, had thrown back into the sea: ‘I recognised with 
horror the dreadful heap of viscera and entrails, I could neither flee nor endure what I saw, 
for the disgust caused by the charnel house struggled in me against my sense of the real and 
exceptional beauty of that confusion.’29 Valéry subsequently gives an elaborate, colourful 
description of that ‘disorder’. He provides a masterful summary of the ambiguous and 
paradoxical nature of the experience, in which he was ‘torn between repugnance and 
interest, between flight and analysis.’ And he correctly pinpoints the locus of the conflict in 
the difference between the primary, total, gut reaction (by l’âme, or the soul) and the 
aestheticizing detachment (by l’œil, or the eye): ‘the eye admired what the soul abhorred.’30 
  
Valéry’s description captures the difference between the sublime (in which the monstrous is 
recognisable and the danger still felt and alive) and the ‘disgusting’ that (in the above 
spectacle, at least) is completely overcome and unexpectedly gives way to a vision of 

hideous beauty affreuse beauté,  even real beauty d’une beauté réelle. What might be 
‘repulsive’ certainly can, with artistic means, also be aestheticized and linked to the sublime 
as,  for example, in the divided Cow-and-Calf, or in the many kinds of performed 

Orgientheater Theatre of Orgies. With this sublime, however, the threat of the repulsive is 

                                                            
28 Paul Valéry, ‘Inspirations méditerranéennes’, in: Essais quasi politiques, Œuvres I, p. 1088 

translated from the French: ‘Tout à coup, abaissant le regard, j’aperçus à quelques pas de 
moi, sous l’eau merveilleusement plane et transparente, un horrible et splendide chaos qui 
me fit frémir. Des choses d’une rougeur écœurante, des masses d’un rose délicat ou d’une 

pourpre profonde et sinistre, gisaient là...’ 
29 Paul Valéry, ‘Inspirations méditerranéennes’, in: Essais quasi politiques, Œuvres I, p. 1089 

translated from the French: ‘Je reconnus avec horreur l’affreux amas des viscères et des 
entrailles […]. Je ne pouvais ni fuir ni supporter ce que je voyais, car le dégoût que ce charnier 

me causait le disputait en moi à la sensation de beauté réelle et singulière de ce désordre.’ 
30 Paul Valéry, ‘Inspirations méditerranéennes’, in: Essais quasi politiques, Œuvres I , p. 1089 

translated from the French: ‘divisé entre la répugnance et l’intérêt, entre la fuite et l’analysis 

… L’œil aimait ce que l’âme abhorrait.’ 



limited but not transformed. By contrast, the disgusting view of Valéry’s second impression 
is aestheticized by literally disabling the senses of touch, taste and smell – through which the 
‘impure contact’ is either made impossible or perfectly harmless – thus reducing the 
disgusting-formless tuna entrails to an almost abstract spectacle of free and random shapes 
and colours that, can be seen as beautiful – nut as sublime, unless, of course, along with 
Lyotard and other deconstructionist thinkers, that term is extended to encompass every 
philosophical collision with the ‘other’ or the ‘strange’. (When the unrest that emanates 
from the formless-disgusting is completely neutralised, but not transformed artistically into 
the ‘abstract-beautiful’, and the origin of the image remains recognisable, it transforms into 
the gross, vulgar and scabrous-comic.) 
 
The uniqueness of Valéry’s narrative lies in his discovery of the power of the aesthetic gaze 
before he even knew that such a thing as ‘art’ existed. Art produces an identical effect to 
what the harbour water did with the entrails. The blue sea acted as the transparent 
‘medium’ that eliminated the smell (and ‘taste’), the possibility of contamination, and in 
doing so, transformed the entrails into a purely visual beautiful spectacle: ‘art is comparable 
to that limpid and crystalline depth through which I saw those hideous things’. (Valéry 1957, 
p.1089)31 The disgusting belongs to the realm of the mouth, nose, stomach and fingers, not 
to the eyes or the mind.  “Nothing is disgusting to the sight...”, but we need art to catch a 
glimpse of what we dare not, or cannot, look in the eyes. 
 
 

                                                            
31 Paul Valéry, ‘Inspirations méditerranéennes’, in: Essais quasi politiques, Œuvres I, p. 1089 

translated from the French: ‘Mais l’art est comparable à cette limpide et cristalline 
épaisseur à travers laquelle je voyais ces choses atroces: il nous fait des regards qui peuvent 

tout considérer.’ 


