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PREFACE

The material in this volume spans a period of roughly twenty years and reflects my
continuing interest in the aesthetics of the environment.

A number of the chapters of the volume have been previously published as essays
in books or journals. Except for slight changes required to make corrections,
eliminate redundancies, or indicate connections, these essays are reprinted much as
they initially appeared. I have elected this alternative both because it best maintains
the integrity and quality of the individual pieces and because I think that even in
their original form, the essays come together to constitute a unified line of thought.
The introductory chapters for the two parts of the volume, Chapters 1 and 8,
present overviews and help to further unify the material. Moreover, the notes for
these two chapters provide extensive cross-referencing among the remaining
chapters and position them within the current literature in the field. In addition to
Chapters 1 and 8, two other chapters, Chapters 2 and 14, have not previously
appeared in print.

Allen Carlson
Edmonton, Canada, 1998
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INTRODUCTION

Aesthetics and the environment

What is “environmental aesthetics”?

Aesthetics is the area of philosophy that concerns our appreciation of things as they
affect our senses, and especially as they affect them in a pleasing way. As such it
frequently focuses primarily on the fine arts, the products of which are traditionally
designed to please our senses. However, much of our aesthetic appreciation is not
confined to art, but directed toward the world at large. We appreciate not only art,
but also nature—broad horizons, fiery sunsets, and towering mountains. Moreover,
our appreciation reaches beyond pristine nature to our more mundane
surroundings: the solitude of a neighborhood park on a rainy evening, the chaos of a
bustling morning marketplace, the view from the road. Thus, there is a need for an
aesthetics of the environment, for in such cases our aesthetic appreciation
encompasses our surroundings: our environment. The environment may be more or
less natural, large or small, mundane or exotic, but in each such case it is an
environment that we appreciate. Such appreciation is the subject matter of
environmental aesthetics.

The nature of environmental aesthetics

The fact that the focus of aesthetic appreciation is an environment signals several
important dimensions of such appreciation which in turn determine the nature of
environmental aesthetics. The first of these dimensions follows from the very fact
that the object of appreciation, the “aesthetic object,” is our environment, our
surroundings. Thus, we as appreciators are immersed within the object of our
appreciation. This fact has a number of ramifications: not only are we in what we
appreciate but what we appreciate is also that from which we appreciate. If we
move, we move within the object of our appreciation and thereby change our
relationship to it and at the same time change the object itself. Moreover, since it is
our surroundings, the object of appreciation impinges upon all our senses. As we
occupy it or move through it, we see, hear, feel, smell, and perhaps even taste it. In
short, the experience of the environmental object of appreciation from which
aesthetic appreciation must be fashioned is initially intimate, total, and engulfing.
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These dimensions of our experience are intensified by the unruly and chaotic
nature of the object of appreciation itself. It is not the more or less discrete, stable,
and self-contained object of traditional art, but rather an environment.
Consequently, not only does it change as we move within it, it changes of its own
accord. Environments are constantly in motion, in both the short and long term. If
we remain motionless, the wind yet brushes our face and the clouds yet pass before
our eyes. And with time changes continue without limit: night falls, days pass,
seasons come and go. Moreover, environments not only move through time, they
extend through space, and again without limit. There are no boundaries for our
environment; as we move, it moves with us and changes, but does not end. Indeed,
it continues unending in every direction. In other words, the environmental object
of appreciation is not “framed” as are traditional works of art, neither in time as are
dramatical works or musical compositions nor in space as are paintings or
sculptures.

These differences between environments and traditional artistic objects relate to a
deeper difference between the two. Works of art are the products of artists. The
artist is quintessentially a designer, creating a work by embodying a design in an
object. Thus, works of art are tied to their designers both causally and conceptually:
what a work is and what it means follows from its designer and its design. However,
environments typically are not the products of designers and typically have no
design. Rather they come about “naturally,” they change, grow, and develop by
means of natural processes. Or they come about by means of human agency, but
even then only rarely are they the result of a designer embodying a design. In short,
the paradigm of the environmental object of appreciation is unruly in yet another
way: neither its nature nor its meaning are determined by a designer and a design.

The upshot is that in our aesthetic appreciation of the world at large we are
confronted by, if not intimately and totally engulfed in, something that forces itself
upon all our senses, is constantly in motion, is limited neither in time nor in space,
and is constrained concerning neither its nature nor its meaning. We are immersed
in a potential object of appreciation and our task is to achieve aesthetic appreciation
of that object. Moreover, the appreciation must be fashioned anew, with neither the
aid of frames, the guidance of designs, nor the direction of designers. Thus, in our
aesthetic appreciation of the world at large we must begin with the most basic
questions, those of exactly what to aesthetically appreciate and how to appreciate it.
These questions set the agenda for environmental aesthetics; the field essentially
concerns the issue of what resources, if any, are available for answering them.

The two basic orientations in environmental aesthetics

The questions of what and how to aesthetically appreciate in an environment
generate a number of different approaches, but at the most fundamental level two
main points of view can be identified. The first may be characterized as subjectivist
or perhaps as skeptical. In essence, it holds that since in the appreciation of
environments we seemingly lack the resources normally involved in aesthetic



appreciation, these questions cannot be properly answered. In other words, since we
lack resources such as frames, designs, and designers as well as the guidance they
provide, then we must embrace either subjectivism or skepticism: either there is no
appropriate or correct aesthetic appreciation of environments or such appreciation
as there is, is not real aesthetic appreciation. Concerning the world at large, as
opposed to works of art, the closest we come to appropriate aesthetic appreciation is
simply to open ourselves to being immersed, respond as we will, and enjoy what we
can. And the question of whether or not the resultant experience is appropriate in
some sense, or even aesthetic in any sense, is not of any importance.

A second basic point of view may be characterized as objectivist. In essence, it
argues that, in addressing the what and how questions, there are in fact two
resources to draw upon: the appreciator and the object of appreciation. Thus, roles
that are played in the appreciation of traditional art objects by designer and design
must be played in the aesthetic appreciation of an environment by either or both of
these two resources. In such appreciation the role of designer is typically taken up by
the appreciator and that of design by the object. In other words, in our aesthetic
appreciation of the world at large we as appreciators typically play the role of artist
and let the world provide us with something like a design. Thus, when confronted
by an environment, we select the senses relevant to its appreciation and set the
frames that limit it in time and space. Moreover, as designer plays off against design,
so too in selecting and setting we play off against the nature of the environment we
confront. In this way the environment by its own nature provides the analogue of a
design—we might say it provides its own design. Thus, it offers the necessary
guidance in light of which we, by our selecting and setting, can appropriately
answer the questions of what and how to appreciate. We thereby fashion our
initially engulfing if not overwhelming experience of an environment into appropriate
and genuine aesthetic appreciation.

In disputes between subjectivist or skeptical positions and more objectivist ones,
the burden of proof typically falls on the latter. To make its case, the objectivist
account must be elaborated and supported by arguments and examples. The basic
idea of the objectivist point of view is that our appreciation is guided by the nature
of the object of appreciation. Thus, information about the object’s nature, about its
genesis, type, and properties, is necessary for appropriate aesthetic appreciation. For
example, in appreciating a natural environment such as an alpine meadow, it is
important to know, for instance, that it survives under constraints imposed by the
climate of high altitude. With such knowledge comes the understanding that
diminutive size in flora is an adaptation to such constraints. This knowledge and
understanding guides our framing of the environment so that, for example, we avoid
imposing inappropriately large frames, which may cause us simply to overlook
miniature wild flowers. In such a case we might neither appreciatively note their
remarkable adjustment to their situation nor attune our senses to their subtle
fragrance, texture, and hue. Similarly, in appreciating human-altered environments
such as those of modern agriculture, knowledge about, for example, the functional
utility of cultivating huge fields devoted to single crops is aesthetically relevant. Such



Xv

knowledge encourages us to enlarge and adjust our frames, our senses, and even our
attitudes. As a result we may more appreciatively accommodate the vast uniform
landscapes that are the inevitable result of such farming practices.

The scope of environmental aesthetics

Whether they endorse a subjectivist or an objectivist point of view, both basic
orientations in environmental aesthetics recognize the array of special problems that
confronts the field. Similarly, both recognize the expansive scope of the field itself.
The scope may be characterized in terms of three continuums.

On the first, the subject matter of environmental aesthetics stretches from
pristine nature to the very limits of the most traditional art forms, and by some
accounts even expands to include the latter. On this continuum the things treated
by environmental aesthetics range from wilderness areas, through rural landscapes
and countrysides, to cityscapes, neighborhoods, market places, shopping centers,
and beyond. Thus, within the genus of environmental aesthetics fall a number of
different species, such as the aesthetics of nature, landscape aesthetics, the aesthetics
of cityscapes and urban design, and perhaps the aesthetics of architecture, if not that
of art itself.

The second continuum in terms of which the scope of environmental aesthetics
may be characterized ranges over size. Many environments that are typical objects of
our aesthetic appreciation, especially those that surround and threaten to engulf us,
are very large: a dense old growth forest, a seemingly endless field of wheat, the
downtown of a big city. But environmental aesthetics also focuses on smaller and
more intimate environments, such as our backyard, our office, and our living room.
And perhaps the scope extends even to diminutive environments, such as we may
encounter when we turn over a rock or when traveling with a microscope into a
drop of pond water. Such tiny environments, although not physically surrounding,
are yet totally engaging.

The third continuum is closely related to the second. It ranges from the
extraordinary to the ordinary, from the exotic to the mundane. Just as
environmental aesthetics is not limited to the large, it is likewise not limited to the
spectacular. Ordinary scenery, commonplace sights, and our day-to-day experiences
are also proper objects of aesthetic appreciation. As such they not only fall under the
scope of environmental aesthetics, but also, in light of becoming objects of aesthetic
appreciation, hopefully become somewhat less ordinary.

In spite of the expansive scope of environmental aesthetics, a basic assumption of
the field is that every environment, natural, rural, or urban, large or small, ordinary
or extraordinary, offers much to see, to hear, to feel, much to aesthetically
appreciate. In short, the different environments of the world at large are as
aesthetically rich and rewarding as are works of art. Nonetheless, there are, as noted,
special issues in aesthetic appreciation posed by the very nature of environments, by
the fact that they are our surroundings, that they are unruly and chaotic objects of
appreciation, and that we are plunged into them without appreciative guidelines.



The chapters that follow embrace this basic assumption and recognize these special
issues. They address the issues from an objectivist point of view.



Part [

THE APPRECIATION OF NATURE






1
THE AESTHETICS OF NATURE

A brief historical overview

In the Western world there has been since antiquity a tradition of viewing art as the
mirror of nature. However, the idea of aesthetically appreciating nature itself is
sometimes traced to a less ancient origin: Petrarch’s novel passion for climbing
mountains simply to enjoy the prospect. Yet even if the aesthetic appreciation of
nature only dates from the dawn of the Renaissance, its development from that time
to the present has been uneven and episodic. Initially, nature’s appreciation as well
as its philosophical investigation were hamstrung by religion. The reigning religious
tradition could not but deem nature an unworthy object of aesthetic appreciation,
for it saw mountains as despised heaps of wreckage left by the flood, wilderness
regions as fearful places for punishment and repentance, and all of nature’s workings
as poor substitutes for the perfect harmony lost in humanity’s fall. It took the rise of
a secular science and equally secular art forms to free nature from such associations
and thereby open it for aesthetic appreciation. Thus, in the Western world the
evolution of aesthetic appreciation of nature has been intertwined with both the
objectification of nature achieved by science and the subjectification of it rendered
by art.

Although the scientific objectification of nature had earlier origins, the
connection between aesthetic appreciation of nature and scientific objectivity dates
from early in the eighteenth century. At that time, British aestheticians initiated a
tradition that gave theoretical expression to this connection. Empiricist thinkers,
such as Joseph Addison and Francis Hutcheson, took nature rather than art as the
ideal object of aesthetic experience and developed the notion of disinterestedness as
the mark of such experience. In the course of the century, this notion was elaborated
such as to exclude from aesthetic experience an ever-increasing range of associations
and conceptualizations. Thus, the objects of appreciation favored by this tradition,
British landscapes, were, by means of disinterested aesthetic appreciation, eventually
severed not only from religious associations, but from any appreciator’s personal,
moral, and economic interests. The upshot was a mode of aesthetic appreciation
that looked upon the natural world with an eye not unlike the distancing,
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objectifying eye of science. In this way, the tradition laid the groundwork for the
idea of the sublime. By means of the sublime even the most threatening of nature’s
manifestations, such as mountains and wilderness, could be distanced and
appreciated, rather than simply feared and despised.

However, the notion of disinterestedness not only laid the groundwork for the
sublime, it also cleared the ground for another, quite different idea, that of the
picturesque. This idea secured the connection between aesthetic appreciation of
nature and the subjective renderings of nature in art. The term “picturesque”
literally means “picture-like” and indicates a mode of appreciation by which the
natural world is divided into artistic scenes. Such scenes aim in subject matter or in
composition at ideals dictated by the arts, especially poetry and landscape painting.
Thus, while disinterestedness and the sublime stripped and objectified nature, the
picturesque dressed it in a new set of subjective and romantic images: a rugged cliff
with a ruined castle, a deep valley with an arched bridge, a barren outcropping with
a crofter’s cottage. Like disinterestedness and the sublime, the picturesque had its
roots in the theories of the eatly eighteenth century aestheticians, such as Addison,
who thought that what he called the “works of nature” were more appealing when
they resembled works of art. However, picturesque appreciation did not culminate
until later in the century when it was popularized primarily by William Gilpin and
Uvedale Price. At that time, it became the reigning aesthetic ideal of English tourists
who pursued picturesque scenery in the Lake District and the Scottish Highlands.
Indeed, the picturesque remains the mode of aesthetic appreciation associated with
the form of tourism that sees and appreciates the natural world primarily in light of
renderings of nature typical of travel brochures, calendar photos, and picture
postcards.

After the close of the eighteenth century, the picturesque lingered on as a popular
mode of aesthetic appreciation of nature. However, the philosophical study of the
aesthetics of nature, after the flowering of that century, went into steady decline.
Many of the main ideas, such as the idea of the sublime, the notion of
disinterestedness, and the theoretical centrality of nature rather than art, reached
their climax with Kant. In his third critique some of these ideas received such
exhaustive treatment that a kind of closure was seemingly achieved. Following Kant,
a new world order was initated by Hegel. In this world, art was a means to the
Absolute, and it rather than nature was destined to became the favored subject of
philosophical aesthetics.

However, even as the theoretical study of the aesthetics of nature declined, a new
view of nature was initiated that eventually gave rise to a different kind of aesthetic
appreciation. This mode of appreciation has its roots in the North American
tradition of nature writing, as exemplified by Henry David Thoreau. In the middle
of the nineteenth century, it was reinforced by the work of George Perkins Marsh
and his recognition that humanity is the major cause of the destruction of nature’s
beauty. It achieved its classic realization at the end of the century with American
naturalist John Muir. Muir saw all nature and especially wild nature as aesthetically
beautiful and found ugliness only where nature was subject to human intrusion.
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These ideas strongly influenced the North American wilderness preservation
movement and continue to shape the aesthetic appreciation of nature associated
with contemporary environmentalism. This kind of appreciation may be called
positive aesthetics.! In so far as positive aesthetic appreciation eschews humanity’s
marks on the natural landscape, it is somewhat the converse of picturesque
appreciation with its delight in signs of human presence. Thus, it has become the
rival of the picturesque as the popular mode of aesthetic appreciation of nature,
although contemporary nature appreciation frequently involves a somewhat uneasy
balance between the two different modes.

In spite of the developments in popular appreciation of nature in the nineteenth
and twentieth century, however, philosophical aesthetics, with few exceptions,
ignored nature throughout most of this period. In the nineteenth century Schelling
and a scattering of thinkers of the Romantic Movement considered the aesthetics of
nature to some extent, and in the first half of the twentieth century George
Santayana and John Dewey each discussed it. But, by and large, in so far as
aesthetics was pursued, it was completely dominated by an interest in art. Thus, by
the mid-twentieth century, within the analytic tradition, philosophical aesthetics
was virtually equated with philosophy of art. The major textbook in aesthetics at
this time was subtitled Problems in the Philosophy of Criticism and major aesthetics
anthologies bore titles such as Art and Philosophy and Philosophy Looks at the Arts.?
Moreover, when aesthetic appreciation of nature was mentioned, it was treated, by
comparison with that of art, as a messy, subjective business of little philosophical
significance. However, in the second half of the twentieth century this situation was
destined to change.

A brief overview of contemporary positions

Many of the issues in contemporary work on the aesthetics of nature are foreshadowed
in one article: Ronald W. Hepburn’s seminal “Contemporary Aesthetics and the
Neglect of Natural Beauty.”® After noting that by essentially reducing aesthetics to
the philosophy of art, analytic aesthetics virtually ignores the natural world,
Hepburn sets the agenda for the discussion of the late twentieth century. He argues
that aesthetic appreciation of art frequently provides misleading guidelines for our
appreciation of nature. Yet he observes that there is in the aesthetic appreciation of
nature, as in appreciation of art, a distinction between appreciation which is only
trivial and superficial and that which is serious and deep. He furthermore suggests
that with nature such serious appreciation may require different approaches that can
accommodate not only nature’s indeterminate and varying character, but also both
our multi-sensory experience and our diverse understanding of it.

The contemporary discussion of the aesthetics of nature thus stresses different
approaches to or models for the appreciation of nature: models intended to capture
the essence of appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature. Certain more traditional
models that are rather directly related to the aesthetic appreciation of the arts are
seemingly inadequate. Two such models may be called the object model and the
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landscape model. The former pushes nature in the direction of sculpture and the
latter treats it as similar to landscape painting. Thus, the object model focuses
aesthetic appreciation primarily on natural objects and dictates appreciation of such
objects rather as we might appreciate pieces of abstract sculpture, mentally or
physically extracting them from their contexts and dwelling on their formal
properties. On the other hand, the landscape model, following in the tradition of
the picturesque noted in the first section of this chapter, mandates appreciation of
nature as we might appreciate a landscape painting. This requires seeing it to some
extent as a two-dimensional scene and again dwelling largely on formal properties.
Neither of these models fully realize serious, appropriate appreciation of nature for
each distorts the true character of nature. The former rips natural objects from their
larger environments while the latter frames and flattens them into scenery.
Moreover, in focusing mainly on formal properties, both models neglect much of
our normal experience and understanding of nature.

Although the aesthetic appreciation of the arts does not directly provide adequate
models for the appreciation of nature, it yet suggests some of what is required in a
more adequate model. In serious, appropriate aesthetic appreciation of works of art,
it is essential that we appreciate works as what they in fact are and in light of
knowledge of their real natures. Thus, for instance, serious, appropriate aesthetic
appreciation of the Guernica (1937) requires that we appreciate it as a painting and
moreover as a cubist or neo-cubist painting, and therefore that we appreciate it in
light of our knowledge of paintings in general and of cubist paintings in particular.
This suggests a third model for the aesthetic appreciation of nature, the natural
environmental model. This model, which I develop throughout Part I of this
volume, recommends two things. First, that, as in our appreciation of works of art,
we must appreciate nature as what it in fact is, that s, as natural and as an environment.
Second, it recommends that we must appreciate nature in light of our knowledge of
what it is, that is, in light of knowledge provided by the natural sciences, especially
the environmental sciences such as geology, biology, and ecology. The natural
environmental model thus accommodates both the true character of nature and our
normal experience and understanding of it.>

Nonetheless, the natural environmental model may be thought not to
characterize our appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature completely accurately.
Although it does not, as the object and the landscape models, distort nature itself, it
may yet be thought to somewhat misrepresent our appreciation of nature. Its
empbhasis on scientific knowledge gives such appreciation a highly cognitive and
what may be judged an overly intellectual quality. In contrast to the cognitive
empbhasis of the natural environmental model, a fourth model, the engagement model,
stresses the contextual dimensions of nature and our multi-sensory experience of it.
Viewing the environment as a seamless unity of organisms, perceptions, and places,
the engagement model beckons us to immerse ourselves in our natural environment
in an attempt to obliterate traditional dichotomies such as subject and object, and
ultimately to reduce to as small a degree as possible the distance between ourselves
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and nature. In short, aesthetic experience is taken to involve a total immersion of
the appreciator in the object of appreciation.

The engagement model calls for the absorption of the appreciator into the
natural environment. Perhaps in doing so it goes too far. There are two main
difficulties. First, in attempting to eliminate any distance between ourselves and
nature, the engagement model may lose that by reason of which the resultant
experience is aesthetic. As noted in the first section of this chapter, within the
Western tradition the very notion of the aesthetic is conceptually ted to
disinterestedness and the idea of distance between the appreciator and the
appreciated, The second difficulty is that in attempting to obliterate dichotomies
such as that between subject and object, the engagement model may also lose the
possibility of distinguishing between trivial, superficial appreciation and that which
is serious and appropriate. This is because serious, appropriate appreciation revolves
around the object of appreciation and its real nature, while superficial appreciation
frequently involves only whatever the subject happens to bring to the experience. In
short, without the subject/object distinction, aesthetic appreciation of nature is in
danger of degenerating into little more than a subjective flight of fancy.

Another view that also seems to diverge from the natural environmental model is
the arousal model. This model challenges the central place the natural
environmental model grants to scientific knowledge in aesthetic appreciation of
nature. The arousal model holds that we may appreciate nature simply by opening
ourselves to it and thus being emotionally aroused by it. The view contends that this
less intellectual, more visceral experience of nature is a way of legitimately
appreciating nature without involving any knowledge gained from science. Unlike
the engagement model, this model does not call for a total immersion in nature, but
only for an emotional relationship with it based on our common, everyday
knowledge and experience of it. Consequently, in contrast to the engagement
model, the arousal model does not lose the right to call its experience of nature
aesthetic. Nor does it undercut the distinction between trivial and serious
appreciation of nature, even though the appreciation it stresses may be more the
former than the latter. However, the contrast between the arousal model and the
natural environmental model is less clear. If we recognize our scientific knowledge
of the natural world as only a finer-grained and theoretically richer version of our
common, everyday knowledge of it, and not as something essentially different in
kind, then the difference between the arousal model and the natural environmental
model is mainly one of emphasis. Both models track the appreciation of nature,
although the arousal model focuses on the more common, less cognitively rich, and
perhaps less serious end of the continuum.”

A more fundamental challenge to the natural environmental model comes from
what may be called the mystery model of nature appreciation. This view holds that
the natural environmental model, in requiring that we must have knowledge of
what we appreciate, has no place for the way in which nature is alien, aloof, distant,
and unknowable. It contends that the only appropriate experience of nature is a
sense of mystery involving a state of appreciative incomprehension, a sense of not
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belonging to and of being separate from nature. However, the mystery model faces
major difficulties. With only mystery and aloofness, there seems to be no grounding
for appreciation of any kind, let alone aesthetic appreciation. The mystery and
aloofness of nature is a gulf, an emptiness, between us and nature; it is that by which
we are separate from nature. Thus, mystery itself cannot constitute a means by
which we can attain any appreciation of nature whatsoever. In short, insofar as
nature is unknowable, it is also beyond aesthetic appreciation. However, even
though mystery and aloofness cannot support appreciation, they can support
worship. Thus, perhaps the mystery model should be characterized not as an
aesthetic of nature, but rather as a religious approach to nature. If this is the case,
then rather than revealing a dimension of our appropriate aesthetic appreciation of
nature, the mystery model leaves the realm of the aesthetic altogether.?

If the mystery model of nature appreciation moves such appreciation outside the
realm of the aesthetic, it does so unintentionally. However, the possibility that our
appreciation of nature is not aesthetic is expressly embraced as the central tenet of
the nonaesthetic model of nature appreciation. This view constitutes a radical
alternative to all other models in explicitly claiming that nature appreciation is not a
species of aesthetic appreciation. It holds that aesthetic appreciation is
paradigmatically appreciation of works of art and is minimally appreciation of
artifacts, of that which is human-made. Thus, in this view the appreciation of
nature itself cannot be aesthetic appreciation of any kind whatsoever.” However,
such a view is deeply problematic. The view finds some support in the tendency in
analytic aesthetics noted in the first section of this chapter, that is, the tendency to
reduce all of aesthetics to philosophy of art. Yet the view remains essendially
counterintuitive. Many of our fundamental paradigms of aesthetic appreciation are
instances of appreciation of nature, such as our appreciation of the radiance of a
glowing sunset, the grace of a bird in flight, or the simple beauty of a flower.
Moreover, the Western tradition in aesthetics, not to mention other traditions, such
as the Japanese, is committed to a doctrine that explicitly excludes the nonaesthetic
model of nature appreciation: the doctrine that, as one writer puts it, anything that
can be viewed can be viewed aesthetically.!”

There is nonetheless a grain of truth contained in the nonaesthetic model of
nature appreciation that is worth preserving. The nonaesthetic model makes a virtue
of what the mystery model encounters unintentionally: the fact that the more
removed, the more separate, something is from humankind and its artifactualization,
the more problematic is its aesthetic appreciation. The limiting case, inadvertently
illuminated by the mystery model, is the complete impossibility of aesthetically
appreciating the totally unknowable. The insight contained in the nonaesthetic
model is thus that some degree of artifactualization is necessary for aesthetic
appreciation. However, what this model fails to recognize is that our human
conceptualization and understanding of nature is itself a minimal form of
artifactualization. And although minimal, it is yet adequate to underwrite aesthetic
appreciation. To aesthetically appreciate the natural world, we do not need to
actually make it, as we make works of art; nor do we need to conceptualize it in
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artistic categories, as is done by the object and landscape models. When we cast the
conceptual net of common-sense and scientific understanding over nature we do
enough to it to make possible its aesthetic appreciation. This fact lends support to
some other models, such as the natural environment model, for it suggests that
granting a special place in nature appreciation to at least our common-sense and
scientific knowledge of nature may be a necessary condition for providing an
adequate account of serious, appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature.

However, the realization that human conceptualization and understanding is a
form of artifactualization adequate for underwriting genuine aesthetic appreciation
of nature opens the door to further possibilities. The conceptual net of common-sense
and scientific understanding is not the only one we cast over nature. There are also
numerous other nets woven by human culture in its many forms—nets woven not
only by art, but also by literature, folklore, religion, and myth. This realization
suggests the possibility of what may be called a postmodern model of nature
appreciation. Such a view would compare nature to a text, contending that in
reading a text we appropriately appreciate not just the meaning its author intended,
but any of various meanings that it may have acquired or that we may find in it.
And, moreover, none of these possible meanings has priority; no reading of a text is
privileged. Thus, on such a postmodern model, whatever cultural significance
nature may have acquired and that we may find in it, the rich and varied deposits
from our ar, literature, folklore, religion, and myth, would all be accepted as proper
dimensions of our aesthetic appreciation of nature. And of such dimensions none
would be given priority; no particular appreciation would be privileged as more
serious or more appropriate than any other.!!

The possibility of a postmodern model of nature appreciation focuses attention
on the many layers of human deposit that overlay pure nature. These layers range
from the thin film of common sense, through the rich stratum of science, to the
abundant accumulations of culture. In our encounters with nature we confront this
diversity and a postmodern model would eagerly welcome it all. In sharp contrast,
some other models, such as the engagement model and the mystery model, strive
toward attempting to appreciate pure, unadulterated nature, to look on nature bare,
as Euclid looked on beauty. But the nonaesthetic model demonstrates that to go too
far in this direction is to go beyond the realm of the aesthetic, making any aesthetic
appreciation of nature impossible. Nonetheless, contained in the purist’s inclination
is the antidote for the potential excesses of a postmodern model. To achieve a
balanced understanding of the situation, we must keep in mind that, as with
appreciation of art, serious appreciation of nature means appreciating it as what it in
fact is; and yet at the same time we must recognize that this also means appreciating
nature as what it is for us. This idea limits yet enriches what is involved in
appropriate aesthetic appreciation. Contra a postmodern model, it is not the case
that just any fanciful reverie we happen to bring to nature will do as well as anything
else; and contra the purist, nature is what it is for us, is what we have made of it. To
miss or deny this latter fact is to miss or deny much of the richness that serious,
appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature has to offer.
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The idea that nature is what it is for us, is what we have made of it, widens the
scope of appropriate aesthetic appreciation, but it also constrains any view such as a
postmodern model. In part this is because neither nature nor we are one unitary
thing. It follows that not all of humankind’s cultural deposit is aesthetically
significant either to all parts of nature or for all of humankind. For any particular
part of nature and for any particular appreciator, some of the cultural overlay is
relevant, is indeed necessary for serious appreciation, while much of it is not, is
indeed little better than fanciful daydreams. In light of this, perhaps what might be
called a pluralist model of nature appreciation should supplant a postmodern
model. A pluralist model would accept the diversity and the richness of the cultural
overlay in which a postmodern model delights. However, such a model would also
recognise, first, that for any particular part of nature only a small part of that
cultural overlay is really relevant to serious, appropriate appreciation, and, second,
that for any particular appreciator only a small part of the overlay can truly be
claimed as his or her own. A pluralist model would endorse diversity, but yet would
hold that in appropriate aesthetic appreciation, not all nature either can or should
be all things to all human beings.!2

Although a pluralist model would thus restrict the role of our cultural overlay in
appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature, any such restriction need not apply
equally to all layers of the human deposit. Perhaps the more basic layers, those of
common sense and science, are dimensions of appropriate appreciation of all of
nature by any of its appreciators. Thus, even in light of the possibility of a pluralist
model, models such as the arousal model and the natural environmental model
maintain a special place as general guides to appropriate aesthetic appreciation of
nature. This is because these models concentrate on the most fundamental layers of
the human overlay, those constituting the very foundations of our experience and
understanding of nature. However, there may be other layers relevant to our
appreciation of nature that are equally universal, although they may constitute the
spires rather than the foundations of the human deposit. Such layers are the focus of
the metaphysical imagination model of nature appreciation. According to this view,
our imagination interprets nature as revealing metaphysical insights: insights about
the whole of experience, about the meaning of life, about the human condition,
about humankind’s place in the cosmos. Thus, this model includes in appropriate
aesthetic appreciation of nature those abstract meditations and speculations about
the true nature of reality that our encounters with nature frequently engender in
us.?

The metaphysical imagination model invites us to entertain in our aesthetic
appreciation of nature deep meditations and possibly wild speculations, but again the
question of what is and what is not relevant arises. Which of such meditations and
speculations are only trivial and fanciful and which are serious and sustainable? In
essence, the question is again that of what does and what does not actually focus on
and reveal nature as it in fact is. However, in the context of the metaphysical
imagination model, this question arises as a general and profound question about
the real nature of the natural world. Thus, the metaphysical imagination model
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indicates a new agenda for the aesthetics of nature, for it suggests that in order to
ultimately adjudicate among the different models of aesthetic appreciation of
nature, we must first resolve more fundamental metaphysical issues about the true
character of nature and about our proper place in its grand design.'*

The new agenda for the aesthetics of nature indicated by the metaphysical
imagination model points to the need to address fundamental issues about the
nature of the natural world and our place in it. Thus, this agenda suggests that
primary consideration should be given to those models of aesthetic appreciation of
nature that most directly deal with such issues. As noted in the first section of this
chapter, within the Western world the development of the aesthetic appreciation of
nature has been closely intertwined with the growth of the natural sciences. And, of
course, within the Western world, it is science that is taken to most successfully
address fundamental issues about the true character of the natural world and
humanity’s place in it. Consequently, the new agenda points to the centrality of that
model which ties appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature most closely to

scientific knowledge: the natural environmental model.!®

The natural environmental model: some further ramifications

In addition to directly speaking to the new agenda for the aesthetics of nature, the
natural environmental model has a number of other ramifications worth noting.
Some of these concern what is called applied aesthetics, in particular popular
appreciation of nature as practiced not only by tourists but by each of us in our
daily pursuits. As noted in the first section of this chapter, such appreciation
frequently involves a somewhat uneasy balance between two different modes: on the
one hand, that flowing from the tradition of the picturesque and currently
embodied in artistic and cultural models, such as the landscape model, and, on the
other, the positive aesthetics mode growing from the tradition of thinkers such as
Thoreau and Marsh and fully realized in John Muir. The balance between the two
modes of appreciation is to some degree tipped in favor of the latter by the natural
environmental model in that this model provides theoretical underpinnings for
positive aesthetics. When nature is aesthetically appreciated in virtue of the natural
and environmental sciences, positive aesthetic appreciation is singularly appropriate,
for, on the one hand, pristine nature—nature in its natural state—is an aesthetic
ideal and, on the other, as science increasingly finds, or at least appears to find,
unity, order, and harmony in nature, nature itself, when appreciated in light of such
knowledge, appears more fully beautiful.'®

Other ramifications of the natural environmental model are more directly
environmental and ethical. Many of the other models for the aesthetic appreciation
of nature are frequently condemned as totally anthropocentric, as not only anti-
natural but also arrogantly disdainful of environments that do not conform to
artistic and cultural ideals and preconceptions. The root source of these
environmental and ethical concerns is that such models, as noted in the second
section of this chapter, do not always encourage appreciation of nature for what it is
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and for the qualities it has. However, since the natural environmental model bases
aesthetic appreciation on a scientific view of nature, it thereby endows aesthetic
appreciation of nature with a degree of objectivity that helps to dispel
environmental and moral criticisms, such as the charge of anthropocentrism.
Moreover, the possibility of an objective basis for aesthetic appreciation of nature
also holds out promise of more direct practical relevance in a world increasingly
engaged in environmental assessment.!” Individuals making such assessments,
although typically not worried about anthropocentrism, are yet frequently reluctant
to acknowledge the relevance and importance of aesthetic considerations, regarding
them simply as at worst completely subjective whims or at best only relativistic,
transient, and soft-headed cultural ideals. Recognizing that aesthetic appreciation of
nature has scientific underpinnings helps to meet such doubts.

Another consequence concerns the discipline of aesthetics itself. The natural
environmental model, in rejecting artistic and other related models of nature
appreciation in favour of a dependence on common sense/scientific knowledge,
provides a blueprint for aesthetic appreciation in general. This model suggests that
in aesthetic appreciation of anything, be it people or pets, farmyards or
neighborhoods, shoes or shopping malls, appreciation must be centered on and
driven by the real nature of the object of appreciation itself.'® In all such cases, what
is appropriate is not an imposition of artistic or other inappropriate ideals, but
rather dependence on and guidance by means of knowledge, scientific or otherwise,
that is relevant given the nature of the thing in question.!” This turn away from
irrelevant preconceptions and toward the real nature of objects of appreciation
points the way to a general aesthetics that expands the traditional conception of the
discipline, which, as noted in the first section of this chapter, has been for much of
this century narrowly equated with the philosophy of art. The upshot is a more
universal aesthetics. This is the field of study, now generally termed environmental
aesthetics, that is delineated in the general introduction to this volume. Its relevance
to the natural world is investigated in Part I of the volume; its application beyond
the realm of nature is pursued in Part II.

Lastly, in initiating a more universal and object-centered environmental
aesthetics, the natural environmental model aids in the alignment of aesthetics with
other areas of philosophy, such as ethics, epistemology, and philosophy of mind, in
which there is increasingly a rejection of archaic, inappropriate models and a new-
found dependence on knowledge relevant to the particular phenomena in question.
For example, the natural environmental model, in its rejection of appreciative
models condemned as anthropocentric, parallels environmental ethics in the latter’s
rejection of anthropocentric models for the moral assessment of the natural world
and the replacement of such models with paradigms drawn from the environmental
and natural sciences. The general challenge is that we confront a natural world that
allows great liberty concerning the ways and means of approaching it, and that we
must therefore find the right models in order to treat it appropriately. The aesthetic
dimension of this challenge is the primary focus of the remaining chapters of the
first part of this volume.
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volume, Chapter 13).
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2
UNDERSTANDING AND AESTHETIC
EXPERIENCE

Aesthetic experience on the Mississippi

In Life on the Mississippi Mark Twain remarks:

The face of the water, in time, became a wonderful book—a book
that was a dead language to the uneducated passenger, but which told
its mind to me without reserve, delivering its most cherished secrets as
clearly as if it uttered them with a voice... In truth, the passenger who
could not read this book saw nothing but all manner of pretty pictures
in it, painted by the sun and shaded by the clouds, whereas to the
trained eye these were not pictures at all, but the grimmest and most
dead-earnest of reading matter.

Now when I had mastered the language of this water... I had made a
valuable acquisition. But I had lost something, too. I had lost
something which could never be restored to me while I lived. All the
grace, the beauty, the poetry had gone out of the majestic river! I still
kept in mind a certain wonderful sunset which I witnessed when
steamboating was new to me. A broad expanse of the river was turned
to blood; in the middle distance the red hue brightened into gold,
through which a solitary log came floating, black and conspicuous; in
one place a long, slanting mark lay sparkling upon the water; in another
the surface was broken by boiling, tumbling rings, that were as many-
tinted as an opal; where the ruddy flush was faintest, was a smooth spot
that was covered with graceful circles and radiating lines, ever so
delicately traced; the shore on our left was densely wooded, and the
somber shadow that fell from this forest was broken in one place by a
long, ruffled trail that shone like silver; and high above the forest wall a
clean-stemmed dead tree waved a single leafy bough that glowed like a
flame in the unobstructed splendor that was flowing from the sun.
There were graceful curves, reflected images, woody heights, soft
distances; and over the whole scene, far and near, the dissolving lights
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drifted steadily, enriching it, every passing moment, with new marvels
of coloring.

I stood like one bewitched. I drank it in, in a speechless rapture...
But as I have said, a day came when...if that sunset scene had been
repeated, I should have looked upon it without rapture, and should
have commented upon it, inwardly, after this fashion: The sun means
that we are going to have wind to-morrow; the floating log means that
the river is rising, small thanks to it; that slanting mark on the water
refers to a bluff reef which is going to kill somebody’s steamboat one of
these nights, if it keeps on stretching out like that; those tumbling
“boils” show a dissolving bar and a changing channel there; the lines
and circles in the slick water over yonder are a warning that that
troublesome place is shoaling up dangerously; that silver streak in the
shadow of the forest is the “break” from a new snag, and he has located
himself in the very best place he could have found to fish for
steamboats; that tall dead tree, with a single living branch, is not going
to last long, and then how is a body ever going to get through this blind
place at night without the friendly old landmark?

No, the romance and the beauty were all gone from the river.!

In this passage, Twain describes two different experiences of the river. The first,
when steamboating was new to him and he saw the river as would an “uneducated
passenger,” is an experience of “all manner of pretty pictures, painted by the sun and
shaded by the clouds.” The second, when he had “mastered the language of this
water” and he looked upon the river with a “trained eye,” is an experience in which
the pretty pictures are replaced by an understanding of the meaning of the river. Twain
suggests that the two experiences are mutually exclusive, or at least that each makes
the other difficult, if not impossible. On the one hand, the uneducated passenger
sees “nothing but” pretty pictures because he or she cannot read the language of the
river. On the other, Twain, once he had learned to understand this language, had
“lost something which could never be restored”—“All the grace, the beauty, the
poetry had gone out of the majestic river!”

The first experience Twain describes, that of the grace, the beauty, and the poetry of
the river, is of the kind that is typically called aesthetic experience. The second is of
the kind that may be characterized as cognitive; it involves an understanding of
meanings achieved in virtue of knowledge gained through education or training.
Thus, a significant question posed by Twain’s remarks is the question of whether or
not aesthetic experience and cognitive experience are in conflict in the way in which
he seemingly suggests that they are. Is it the case that, without knowledge and
understanding of that which we experience, we, like the uneducated passenger, may
experience it aesthetically? And, more important, is it the case that once we have
acquired such knowledge and understanding the possibility of aesthetic experience is
in some way destroyed—and that we, like Twain, have then “lost something which
could never be restored”?
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To address these issues, we need to examine more carefully Twain’s conception of
the nature of aesthetic experience. Twain says that without knowing the language of
the river, the uneducated passenger sees nothing but pretty pictures. However, his
account of his own aesthetic experience of the river before he had acquired this
knowledge of the river’s language reveals an experience more cultivated than simply
seeing pretty pictures. It is an experience of overpowering beauty which “bewitches”
him, reducing him to a “speechless rapture.” Moreover, his description of the scene
that evokes this rapture is primarily in terms of two kinds of things. First, he describes
“marvels of coloring” such as “the river...turned to blood,...the red hue brightened
into gold,” “rings...as many-tinted as an opal,” a “trail that shone like silver,” and a
“bough that glowed like a flame in the unobstructed splendor that was flowing from
the sun.” Second, he describes what may be called marvels of form, such as “a long,
slanting mark...sparkling upon the water,” “the surface broken by boiling, tumbling
rings,” and “a smooth spot...covered with graceful circles and radiating lines, ever so
delicately traced.” In short, Twain’s conception of aesthetic experience is that of an
intense emotional state evoked by the appreciation of striking combinations of
colors, lines, and shapes. Twain’s experience is both more refined and in a sense
sparser than that of seeing pretty pictures.

Formalism and aesthetic experience

If this is a correct characterization of Twain’s conception of aesthetic experience, we
may now inquire as to why, given this conception, he seemingly holds that an
aesthetic experience of a thing is in conflict with knowledge yielding an
understanding of its meaning. However, such an inquiry is hampered by the fact
that other than a few scattered remarks such as those quoted here, Twain does not have
much to say about aesthetic matters. Consequently, perhaps this inquiry can be
most fruitfully pursued by considering Twain’s views in light of a familiar theory of
art—a theory to which his views are remarkably similar. The theory is what is
known as the formalist theory of art; it is associated with the so-called “art for art’s
sake movement” which was fashionable around the turn of the century. The theory
receives its best-known treatment in the writings of two British art critics, Clive Bell
and Roger Fry.Bell’s development of the theory is especially helpful in attempting to
understand Twain’s point of view.

In the tradition of classic philosophy of art, Bell develops the formalist theory as a
theory providing a definition of art in terms of an essential quality, a quality, as he
puts it, “common and peculiar to all members” of the class of works of art.? This
essential quality he calls “significant form” and characterizes as aesthetically moving
“relations and combinations of lines and colors.”® Moreover, he holds that such
moving combinations of lines and colors evoke in “anyone capable of feeling it” a
particular kind of emotion which he terms the “aesthetic emotion.”® Thus, Bell’s
account of aesthetic experience is essentially like that of Twain in that the
experience is constituted by a heightened emotional state evoked by the formal
aspects of objects. Just as Twain speaks of his experience of being moved to
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“speechless rapture” by the forms and colors of the river, Bell speaks of his “thrilling
raptures,” saying of himself that “in those moments I lose myself in that infinitely
sublime state of mind to which pure visual form transports me.”> And although Bell
takes the experience of art to be the paradigm of this kind of formalist aesthetic
experience, he also, like Twain, conceives of the aesthetic appreciation of nature in
similar terms. He claims that to achieve “a thrill indistinguishable from that which
art gives” an appreciator must see the landscape not “as fields and cottages” but
rather contrive “to see it as a pure formal combination of lines and colours.”®

Bell’s account of the aesthetic experience suggests at least one way of
understanding why Twain might believe that aesthetic experience is in conflict with
knowledge yielding an understanding of meaning. Bell sharply distinguishes that
which is essential to art, the significant form of a work, from its content. Moreover,
he holds that while significant form evokes aesthetic emotion, content evokes only
what he calls the emotions of life, our common emotional states unrelated to
aesthetic emotion. As he puts it: “...he who contemplates a work of art inhabits a
world with an intense and peculiar significance of its own; that significance is
unrelated to the significance of life. In this world the emotions of life find no
place.”” However, for Bell the content of a work of art is its representational content
which, in evoking the emotions of life, can detract from the intense, peculiar, and
unrelated aesthetic emotion. Therefore, the content of a work is both irrelevant to
and potentially destructive of aesthetic appreciation. In a well-known passage Bell
declares: “The representative element in a work of art may or may not be harmful;
always it is irrelevant.”® And since the representational content of a work is, in one
sense, the meaning of the work, the aesthetic appreciation of a work is thereby
necessarily severed from any understanding of that meaning and the knowledge
required to achieve such understanding. The upshot is that, in Bell’s words, “to
appreciate a work of art we need bring with us nothing from life, no knowledge of
its ideas and affairs, no familiarity with its emotions. Art transports us from the
world of man’s activity to a world of aesthetic exaltation. For a moment we are shut
off from human interests; our anticipations and memories are arrested; we are lifted
above the stream of life.”

Thus, in formalism we have a theory of art which provides the following account
of the conflict Twain finds between aesthetic experience and understanding:
aesthetic experience involves only the appreciation of form and excludes any
attention to content; the former requires no knowledge yielding understanding of
meaning and, although the latter does require such knowledge, since it is excluded
from aesthetic appreciation, whatever knowledge is needed to understand the
meaning of content is at best irrelevant and at worse harmful to aesthetic
appreciation. On this position aesthetic appreciation is a sparse, pure experience
stripped of any associations with representational content and of any meanings it
embodies. However, in order to maintain this narrow conception of aesthetic
experience and to thereby account for Twain’s conflict, this position requires that
the distinction it draws between form and content be sharp, unequivocal, and
impermeable. Only if the distinction is such, does it effectively rule out knowledge
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yielding understanding of meaning and put such understanding in essential
opposition to pure aesthetic appreciation. Thus, it is necessary to examine this
distinction more closely in order to determine whether or not it is viable and strong
enough to account for Twain’s conflict.

To investigate the form/content distinction, let us consider an example tha, in spite
of its representational content, is yet highly formal and should therefore put the
distinction in its best light. Consider a work such as Aubrey Beardsley’s The Peacock
Skirt (1894), one of his well-known illustrations for Oscar Wilde’s Salome. The
work is a line drawing in back and white and depicts two individuals facing one
another, one of whom is wearing a large, flowing skirt resembling a peacock’s spread
tail feathers. If we briefly describe each of the form and the content of this work on
three different levels—that of the basic elements, the relationships among these
elements, and the more general overall quality of the work—then The Peacock Skirt
yields a form/content distinction something along the following lines. On the
content side of the ledger we have representational content primarily consisting of:
first, representations of two human beings, one of the human beings wearing a skirt
resembling a peacock’s tail; second, the two human beings represented as facing one
another and talking, perhaps whispering, to one another; and, third, a general
quality of refinement and elegance, but perhaps with a suggestion of something
sinister or even evil. On the form side of the ledger we have primarily the following:
first, as basic elements, two major shapes, one larger and rather pear-shaped and a
second roughly rectangular, the former essentially in outline and the latter with alined
pattern throughout, and each consisting of black-and-white color and numerous
lines; second, as relationships of these elements, the former shape is dominant and
to the left of the composition and the latter recessive and to the right, while the
white color is the background color with the black largely concentrated at the
bottom of the composition and to a lesser extent at the top and along the right side;
third, as general quality, a composition that is sparse, yet graceful, unified, and
balanced.

Given this form/content distinction, the formalist theory holds that the aesthetic
appreciation of The Peacock Skirt consists of only that which is on the form side of
our ledger and that that which is on the content side is irrelevant and perhaps even
harmful to such appreciation. The aesthetic experience of The Peacock Skirt is
limited to the appreciation of the two major shapes together with the lines and
colors that comprise them, the intricate relationships among these shapes, lines, and
colors, and the grace, unity, and balance to which these elements and relationships
give rise. But, we must ask, is such pure aesthetic appreciation possible and is the
notion of such appreciation even intelligible? Part of the problem is that this kind of
appreciation seems at least psychologically very difficult, if not impossible. Exactly
how are we to manage such appreciation? Psychologically speaking, how do we draw
this sharp, unequivocal, and impermeable form/content distinction? How can we
even see the shape of a human being without also seeing that it represents a human
being and thereby understanding its meaning. Such appreciating of form without
content can be facilitated by manoeuvres such as the following: turning the work
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[llustration 1 Peacock Skirt, by Aubrey Beardsley (1894).

upside down, moving far enough away from it such that its representations blur into
abstract forms, squinting one’s eyes so as to similarly blur the images, taking off
one’s glasses, if one wears glasses, or even just getting very tired or drunk. But is
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there not something wrong with a position that requires that we put either the work
or ourselves in some kind of altered state in order to achieve aesthetic appreciation?
Seemingly, the notion of aesthetic experience embodied in such a position is
bordering on unintelligibility and incoherence. However, if confronted with such
worries, Bell and Twain could simply, as they say, bite the bullet, holding that no
one ever said that aesthetic appreciation was easy and, moreover, that the very
difficulty of appreciating form without content even supports their own position,
for it makes clear exactly how content can be harmful and how the understanding
of meanings can destroy the possibility of aesthetic experience.

However, there are other difficulties with the formalist form/content distinction
that are less easily put aside. Look again at The Peacock Skirt and consider its formal
qualities such as its unified and balanced composition. Now imagine attempting to
aesthetically appreciate it as the formalist theory of art requires, removing your
glasses or squinting your eyes if necessary. However, to the extent that you achieve
formalist aesthetic appreciation of the work, the work itself will appear less unified
and balanced. Seemingly the unity evaporates in part because, as formalist aesthetic
appreciation is achieved, the white center of the larger shape becomes a part of the
background rather than a figure, and this sets free both the black patches at the top
of the work and the large concentration of black at the bottom. This in turn
undercuts the balance of the work by unstabilizing the relationships between the
two major shapes and between the different areas of black, making the whole
composition bottom-heavy. However, as long as aesthetic appreciation includes
understanding of content, the unity and the balance of the composition are
maintained, seemingly because the very fact that two human beings are represented
stabilizes the two major shapes and moreover gives a powerful focal point in the
human faces at the top of the work, which focal point is sufficient to balance the
heavy black peacock skirt at the bottom. In a similar way, in Christian works of art
balance is sometimes achieved between many large shapes and one small cross
shape, not by means of formal elements and relationships, but rather by means of the
meanings that the shapes possess. In short, in works such as The Peacock Skirt the
overall formal quality of the work of art is dependent not only on formal elements
and relationships but on content elements and relationships as well. Apparently the
formalist’s putatively sharp, unequivocal, and impermeable distinction between form
and content has some cracks.

Moreover, it is not only the overall formal quality of a work that frequently
depends on content. As our consideration of The Peacock Skirt suggests, without
appreciation of representational content, the larger pear-like shape begins to
disintegrate. However, the situation is in fact more serious than this. Without
appreciation of the two major shapes of the work as representations of two human
beings, seemingly there are no grounds for even saying that the work has two major
shapes, rather than four or five or seven or seven hundred shapes. Imagine counting
the shapes in The Peacock Skirt or in any representational work of art without
reference to its content. This is like attempting to count the things in your study—
without having a means of identifying what constitutes a thing. It seems that the
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very identity of the formal elements of a work of art such as The Peacock Skirt
depends essentially upon the content of the work. The former cannot even be
identified, let alone aesthetically appreciated, without reference to the latter. Thus,
the formalist’s sharp, unequivocal, and impermeable distinction between form and
content is shown to be not simply cracked, but thoroughly porous, if it exists at all.
In short, the form/content distinction simply cannot be successfully maintained in
the way in which the formalist theory of art actempts to draw it; and the lean, formalist
conception of absolutely pure aesthetic experience that depends upon this
distinction is indeed exposed as incoherent.

Where does all this leave our attempt to understand Twain’s observations
concerning his two experiences of the river and his suggestion that there is a conflict
between them? We have found that the formalist way of drawing the form/content
distinction leads to incoherence. Therefore, the attempt, by means of this
distinction, to exclude all knowledge facilitating the understanding of meaning from
aesthetic experience is shown to be ungrounded. Even with the narrow formalist
conception of aesthetic experience, which Bell and Twain share, no necessary
conflict between aesthetic experience and understanding is established. In fact, the
contrary seems to be the case: a certain level and kind of knowledge facilitating the
understanding of meaning is apparently necessary in order to make any kind of
aesthetic appreciation possible—even sparse formalist aesthetic appreciation. But in
light of these findings we must ask: if Twain’s narrow conception of aesthetic
experience does not after all provide the resources for an account of the conflict he
finds between aesthetic experience and understanding, then what, if anything, will?

Disinterestedness and aesthetic experience

To find the answer to this question, perhaps we need to consider the other
dimension of Twain’s observations, that is, the second of the two experiences he
describes—not his aesthetic experience of the river, but the experience he had after
he had “mastered the language of this water” and looked upon it with a “trained
eye”—the experience in which moving combinations of colors, lines, and shapes are
replaced by understanding of the meaning of the river. Concerning this second kind
of experience