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There is a widely-held belief that beauty is outdated. That there is no beauty in art any more and 

that there is no longer any point in speaking of beauty. The avant-garde of the 20th century was 

particularly involved in complicating the notion of beauty. When Marcel Duchamp exhibited a 

urinal as if it were a work of art in 1917, he was of course being ironical about art as an institution. 

But in those days, art was identical to beautiful art. So, Duchamp was not merely calling for 

political action instead of works of art. He was rebelling against beautiful art which, in his day, was 

the same as the art of the academies. The difficulties presented by that art included its plethora of 

allegories and allusions to mythology, which seemed hollow, and its adherence to the classicistic 

notion that a work should be harmonious and well-proportioned to be considered beautiful. 

Duchamp and others like him wanted art to come closer to reality for which reason, they dismissed 

the work of art. Firstly, they rejected the harmonious, well-rounded, form of the work because they 

considered reality to be dissonant and fragmentary. And secondly, they did not just dismiss this 

aspect, but the work per se, because they thought that it distanced art from reality. 

However, the avant-gardists were not the first to complicate academic art and its classicistic 

notion of beauty. The Viennese Fin-de-siècle movement was a massive confrontation with the 

institution of academic art and, by the mid-1800’s, Charles Baudelaire was provoking the reading 

public with his modernistic poems, just as Gustave Courbet challenged the Salon with his realistic 

paintings. In fact, to find the roots of the 20th-century complication of beauty, we must go back as 

far as the early German Romantic period. On the other hand, the critical questioning of the 

Romantics did not mean that they rejected beauty as such. Thus, beauty was not passé for them, as 

it has come to be for others since then. In their own self-knowledge and in reality the Romantics 

only complicated one of several notions of what is beautiful, i.e., the classicistic notion of beauty. 

In other words, beauty underwent a metamorphosis in the Romantic period. Beauty was 

primarily defined in the classicistic way in the period from the Renaissance to the Romantic; it was 

considered to be dependent on harmonious proportionality. The Romantics, on the other hand, 

formulated a new, modern understanding of beauty. According to this new notion, works do not 



need to be harmoniously proportioned and constitute a well-rounded whole to be beautiful. On the 

contrary, dissonance and fragmentation is beautiful. Expressed more correctly: According to the 

Romantics, dissonance and fragmentation allude to a harmony and wholeness that is not in the 

work. And it is this that is the decisive factor for a Romantic. In other words, the confrontation with 

dissonance and fragmentation is not in itself the Romantic way of perceiving beauty. Instead, the 

Romantic perception of beauty consists of glimpses of the contours of an absent harmony and 

wholeness within the dissonant and fragmented work. A harmony and wholeness that is still 

present, yet only vaguely perceptible. 

The Romantic complication of the classicistic notion of beauty became the foundation of the 

modernist notion of beauty, i.e., the notion that there is form to be found in fragmentation and, thus, 

beauty to be found in the so-called "ugly" (since it is the same as the fragmented). However, this 

modernist beauty and the art in which it manifests itself are not just new. They also have their roots 

in tradition, not least in medieval art and the medieval philosophy of beauty. 

The medieval period distinguished between divine and worldly beauty. The essence of divine 

beauty was spiritual and was only accessible to the intellect. Worldly beauty, however, was sensual 

and was a visible sign of divine beauty. All in all, beauty was symbolic and needed to be interpreted 

in order to reveal its true meaning. As far as art was concerned, this meant that it should not be 

realistic. It should not depict random phenomena but should, on the contrary, reflect the world's 

divine laws, thereby giving expression to the wisdom and greatness of the world. This meant that 

the artist was free to spiritualize, idealize and distort the sensual world. It was also permissible to 

generalize and to make the world's forms schematic, just as allegorisation and fiction were not in 

conflict with the period's criteria for truth. 

Thus, the fact that medieval art was mimetic did not mean that it was mimetic in the same way 

as the art of Antiquity or of the Renaissance. The mimetic aspect of medieval art did not consist of 

depicting sensual reality or of slavishly reproducing spiritual reality, but of commenting on the 

former in order to approach the latter. However, we can also say something similar of the art of 

today, even if it is more usual to understand it as anti-mimetic. For instance, Wassily Kandinsky 

was not of the opinion that the purpose of art is to depict our surrounding sensual reality. It should, 

instead, reveal a higher spiritual reality, and it can best do that by devoting itself to the immanent 

spirituality of form. While Kandinsky indicated the spiritual essence of the forms of art, he also 

insisted that there are traces of super-sensuality in the sensual world. Thus, he attempted to recreate 

the antiphon between spirit and matter, which the universe sang during the Middle Ages. 



Kandinsky's understanding of art was, in other words, not merely an expression of a 

confrontation of the positivist realism of the 19th century, but also with the disenchantment of art, 

which had started as early as the Reformation. The reformers deprived the pictorial image of its 

magic and of its ability to awaken true cognition of God, because they understood such images to be 

neither alive nor true. Although Martin Luther certainly did not support the iconoclasts, he 

considered images to be dead and indifferent, while John Calvin made absolute the incognisability 

of God, thus totally rupturing the bond between sensation and thought. Spirit and matter, the 

worldly and the eternal, sensuality and super-sensuality, were completely separated from each other 

and any connection between them was forbidden. The visible world was purged of all spirituality, 

the invisible world was stripped of all sensuality and the artist was relegated to imitating a 

thoroughly disenchanted world of material objects. 

During the Middle Ages, the desire to depict the invisible engendered a formal language 

which, due to its symbolic nature, demanded interpretation. A parallel situation emerged as modern 

art rediscovered spirituality: it became abstract. Medieval and modern art are also united in not 

observing the classicistic demand that a work should form a harmonious whole. On the contrary, 

they focus on the individual elements of the image and the individual beauty of each element. This 

interest in the particular is associated with the fact that the construction of neither medieval nor 

modern art is based on a central perspective but are, instead, hallmarked by pan-perspectivism. In 

other words, they do not simply contain a single focal point, but rather multiple, co-existing, 

perspectives. Instead of perspectival space and depth they are distinguished by flat frontality and 

contain many broken lines and shifting visual angles. 

This kinship between medieval and modern art is not just something that emerges through 

interpretation. Several modern artists have explicitly acknowledged their affiliation to the medieval 

period, and allusions to this period can be found, so to speak, right at the surface of the works of 

others. Gustav Klimt's images can, for instance, be considered as modern icons of a kind. In them, 

we find light-reflecting surfaces of gold and silver juxtaposed with surfaces of oil-painting, as was 

the case in the painting of icons in the Middle Ages. Moreover, his images are not merely stamped 

with a flat two-dimensionality, which breaks with the tradition of central perspective. Some of them 

are also adorned with three-dimensional ornaments of mosaic, majolica, metal or semi-precious 

stones. Thus, these images do not only anticipate modern collage art, they lend renewed currency to 

the mystically-charged delight in matter of the medieval period. 



The modern rejection of the traditional, imitative form of mimesis paves the way for an 

entirely new interest in material things, which leads in turn to a magic of objects that is also 

reminiscent of the Middle Ages. When Duchamp brought everyday objects into a museum and 

exhibited them as works of art, he lampooned not only the institution of art and its beautiful works, 

but also positivist realism's faith in facts. By his alienation of everyday reality he re-established the 

possibility of experiencing spirituality in utterly commonplace objects. Industrially-manufactured 

everyday utensils became transmuted into profane relics by his scrutiny. 

Where the holiness of a sacred medieval relic derived from its symbolic references to the saint 

of whom it was purportedly a fragment, the divinity of the profane relic derives from the artist who 

discovered it. This is because objects only become profane relics through the agency of the artist, 

who lends them artistic value, i.e., when he draws them into that magical aura of mystery which, in 

the Middle Ages, was associated with the artifacts of worship and which was subsequently 

transferred to the autonomous work of art. Even though an avant-gardist creates no works, his 

products are by the same token also a result of his creative imagination. Thus, despite the attempts 

of the avant-gardists to involve the observer, their rejection of the notion of the work does not, in 

other words, eliminate the artist. On the contrary, relinquishment of the work can establish a 

veritable cult around the artist, considered as the inspired bearer of creative imagination. However, 

it can also result, for instance, in surrealism's imaginative exploration of the absurdity that is linked 

to astonishing constellations of objects. 

What, however, has absurdity to do with beauty? And what, indeed, is beauty, if it does not 

consist of harmonious proportionality? In ancient Greece, the word "beauty" (Gr. kalos) was the 

designation of a work's primary formal quality: its harmoniously proportioned form. That is why the 

sculptures of classical antiquity were described as beautiful, while the classical theory of art (e.g., 

Aristotle's poetics) defined beauty as being conditional on harmonious proportionality and, thus, 

also as something concerned with form. When compared to this notion of beauty (which lives on in 

the classicistic notion of beauty), there is of course nothing beautiful about surrealist absurdity. If 

beauty is identical to well-formed (to be understood as harmoniously proportioned), then surrealist 

art is probably closer to the sublime. 

The point is, however, that the ancient Greeks were already aware that beauty was different 

from, and more than, an art-theory designation for that which is well-proportioned. The Greeks 

formulated not only a theory of art, but also a metaphysics of beauty, and the metaphysical notion 

of beauty (Gr. to kalon) was far broader than was the notion defined in their theory of art. The 



reason for this was that it denoted all that has inherent value, i.e., all things, the value of which 

cannot be measured as quantifiable utility, and which seem, therefore, to be a "surplus" in a 

primarily practically- and pragmatically-oriented world. The absurd qualities of a surrealist 

constellation of objects can, therefore, very well be considered as to be beautiful. This is possible 

because this absurdity seems to be charged with meaning and because the word "beautiful" implies 

no aspect of harmonious proportionality but, rather, of something super-sensual about that which is 

sensual. 

However, it is politically incorrect to call such things beautiful today; to be politically correct, 

they must be called "sublime." But this is not because contemporary art does not effectuate the 

experience referred to by the ancient Greeks' metaphysical notion of beauty, i.e., the cognition that 

here is something that has inherent value. Instead, the reason is that we have long identified the 

beautiful with the harmonious and well-rounded attributes of classicistic art, i.e., with what we 

reject. There is little harmony in contemporary art for which reason, the politically correct say that 

the notion of beauty is outmoded. But the source of this condemnation is to be found in their own 

impoverished view, i.e., that they operate with an emasculated notion of beauty. A notion divested 

of that in which beauty's potency resided in Antiquity, i.e., in its allusion to the "surplus" in this 

world. 

If we take seriously the fact that the idea-history of beauty did not begin with the Renaissance 

but is, instead, far older, we must also conclude that beauty is far more than harmonious unity. The 

experience of beauty fundamentally consists of something else, i.e., of cognizing a super-sensual 

quality within something sensual. Such cognition of beauty is not just restricted to encounters with 

harmonious and well-rounded works. Romantic, modern and avant-garde art can also promote the 

cognition of beauty. But such art is not beautiful because it satisfies the classical criteria for beauty, 

for it strives, instead, not to do so. It is beautiful, however, because its sensual manifestation in the 

world is not unambiguous. There is something at once immediate and intangible about it, the effect 

of which is to give the impression that it transcends itself. 

It is this transcendence that is also called "the aesthetic more". This "more" - i.e., beauty - has 

been lauded since Antiquity, because it elevates us and places our everyday experience in 

perspective. However, beauty has not been understood in the same way down through the different 

epochs of history. Some have, for instance, made beauty dependent on harmonious proportionality, 

whereas others have called the beautiful the sublime, the interesting or the ugly. Thus, beauty has 

undergone a metamorphosis, not just in the Romantic period, but also on several occasions in 



history. Or, more correctly, the experience of beauty has probably always been the same, but its 

interpretation has changed over the course of time. It is this repeated transformation of our 

understanding of beauty that has given rise to the classicistic and romantico-modern notions of 

beauty. And this transformation constitutes a metamorphosis, which does not confirm the 

widespread notion that beauty is obsolete today. 

But if beauty still lives, why do so many people claim that it is dead? That there is no longer 

any beauty in art and that it is no longer meaningful to speak of beauty. It is because they focus on 

the classicistic notion of beauty and on the academic version of beautiful art, i.e., on everything 

from which the Romantics, modernists and the avant-gardists dissociated themselves. And because 

they forget that the so-called "ugly," "interesting" or "sublime", for which the classicistic concept of 

beauty was rejected, are not opposites of the beautiful. "Ugly," "interesting" and "sublime" are, 

instead, designations of a modern form of beauty, i.e., of the latest consequence of the 

metamorphosis of beauty, of this chain of transformations in our understanding of our experience of 

beauty. 

Translated by Jason King and published in the exhibition catalogue skönhetens metamorfoser?, 

Dunkers Kulturhus, Helsingborg 2002.  The exhibition was inspired by Dorthe Jørgensen’s book 

Skønhedens metamorfose – De æstetiske idéers historie, Odense Universitetsforlag 2001, (The 

Metamorphosis of Beauty – History of Aesthetic Ideas, Odense University Press 2001), in the light 

of which she wrote this essay.  


