beau·ty  


NOUN: 
pl. beau·ties 
1. The quality that gives pleasure to the mind or senses and is associated with such properties as harmony of form or color, excellence of artistry, truthfulness, and originality. 

2. One that is beautiful, especially a beautiful woman. 

3. A quality or feature that is most effective, gratifying, or telling: The beauty of the venture is that we stand to lose nothing. 
4. An outstanding or conspicuous example: "Hammett's gun went off. The shot was a beauty, just slightly behind the eyes" (Lillian Hellman). 


ETYMOLOGY: 
Middle English beaute, from Old French biaute, from Vulgar Latin *bellit[image: image1.png]


s, from Latin bellus, pretty; see deu- 2 in Indo-European roots
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All of the following quotes are taken from Herbert Dieckman “Theories of Beauty to the Mid-Nineteenth Century” Dictionary of the History of Ideas : Studies of Selected Pivotal Ideas, edited by Philip P. Wiener (Charles Scribner's Sons, New York, 1973-74).  This books is totally available online at  http://etext.virginia.edu/cgi-local/DHI/dhicontrib.cgi?id=dv1-cont#  accessed Jan. 27, 2009
In English the term beauty goes back to the French beauté, which in turn is derived from a conjectured vulgar Latin bellitatem, formed after the adjective bellus, which neither originally nor properly designnated something beautiful; pulcher and formosus had
this function. Bellus was a diminutive of bonus (good) and was used first for women and children, then ironically for men. Its affectionate overtones are said to explain why bellus (and not pulcher) was adopted in the Romance languages, where it survived either alone
or jointly with formosus. The German schön carries in its oldest forms the meaning of bright, brilliant, and also striking, impressive.

Homer, who is often… uses the adjective kalos. He applies it to men, women, garments, weapons, cattle, and dogs and seems to refer to a pleasing, sensuous characteristic; occasionally he takes kalos in the general sense of good, proper, designating a high achievement or the full realization of a potential. It is doubtful whether Homer means personified beauty when he uses the noun kallos.

For Plato the individual forms of beauty partake in Absolute Beauty which transcends them. Beauty as Idea is a Being by itself, beyond the limitations of space and time, and
independent of relativities; it reveals the Ideal and the Universal. It also has the metaphysical property of reconciling the finite with the infinite, and it manifests
itself in proportion and symmetry, in the harmony of the parts in relation to the whole, and in measure. The individual, single judgment stating that something is beautiful ultimately refers to an underlying, general quality of beauty. If it does not, it only expresses the fact that something pleases us. The notion of symmetry and due proportions moreover links beauty with the Good, and inasmuch as beauty reveals Being, it is related to Truth. This link can also be defined by saying that Truth guarantees Beauty or gives Being to Beauty. Beauty's relationship to Being is expressed in terms of light and of making it appear, making it visible. Beauty is light in that it manifests Being. Measure,
proportion, light are not understood to be simply inherent characteristics, but are meant to have an effect upon the soul and the mind. The soul before entering into life contemplates
Being; the soul cannot behold Truth or the Good, but it can behold Beauty, and it remembers the vision when it sees individual beauty in this life. In this conception
of remembrance is the root of the Platonic idea of ascent from sensuous beauty (beauty appearing in color, sound, and form) to inward and intellectual beauty, and thence to the ultimate vision. There remains, however, the question whether beauty has, so to speak, a substance of its own, or whether it only makes qualities appear, qualities which are also those of Truth and the Good. Plato did not answer this question clearly. It is, however, certain that he does not refer to art in his metaphysics of beauty. Some of the ideas set forth here can be found also in the writings of the Pythagoreans and pre-Socratics,
in Hesiod, Polykleitos, and Xenophon. 

Although Aristotle did not establish a theory of beauty and although he neither deduced the principles of the arts from the idea of the beautiful, nor tried to determine the idea of the beautiful as a fundamental problem of art, he made a major contribution to this
issue: he separated the beautiful from the good and linked on principle the beautiful with the creation of works of art. The component elements of beauty are, according to him, order, symmetry, and definiteness. In his Poetics Aristotle also uses formal relationships
as a foundation of beauty; the mimesis of action in a story must represent an integrated whole, i.e., there must be the multiple, the parts or incidents, and the unity, a connection so close “that the transposal or withdrawal of any one of them will disjoin and dislo-
cate the whole” (Ch. 7). Beauty is thus defined in terms similar to those of Plato; at the same time these terms are used in a way which is opposed to Plato, for a work of art is no longer twice removed from the truth of things, but is the image of a reality which fulfills
nature's unachieved possibilities or intentions. The world of appearance which the artist creates is no longer judged by the standards of the truth of Being (with regard to which it is inferior) but is judged by the standards of the perfection of form. A conclusion not drawn by Aristotle, but implicit in his ideas, is that the artist who follows the norms
of beauty (order, symmetry, and definiteness) and observes the formal relationships will create a form of beauty which corresponds to objective criteria; however, these are not metaphysical.

Plotinus dealt with the ideal of beauty, not only as a problem of metaphysics (as Plato did), but also as a fundamental problem of art (which Plato did not). His combination of the two perspectives considerably influenced the interpretation of Plato's ideas in the subsequent centuries. The starting point of Plotinus' theory of beauty is the dualism of mind and matter, or form and matter. Matter is metaphysically described as a principle of
privation; matter is undetermined, indefinite; it is non-Being. This negative definition is made, however, with regard to Being, i.e., it implies that matter is the want of form, order, determination. When the mind penetrates matter, it imposes form upon it, i.e., order, number, proportion, quantity, quality. With regard to our topic, it is particularly significant that Plotinus called the determining principle, which he conceives as a forming force, beauty, and that he called matter, which is amorphous, ugly. (The
connotations of beauty and light, respectively matter and darkness, are equally important.) In this way Plotinus introduced a dialectics of beauty and ugliness and
conceived of beauty as creativity and a plastic force. The notions of harmony, order, measure, and proportion establish the link between the beautiful and the good. Inasmuch as the objects which we perceive participate in form, they are beautiful, and their beauty
is an image of the ideal form. This notion of participation is important in Plotinus; he emphasizes at times that beauty does not consist in symmetry, proportion, and the relationship of the part to the whole, for if it did, beauty could be identified with it and would be sensuous. Beauty is, however, an idea which, being one, creates unity; by their participation in the idea, things are beautiful. With regard to the arts this means that the artist's mind must ascend toward the vision of the beautiful, where he finds the model for his creation. This vision, however, is not the highest degree of which the soul is capable. The highest degree is reached in the intuition of the intelligible, an intuition through which the image of the intelligible is formed and created within the soul itself.

For Saint Augustine God as the absolute beauty is the principle and source of all that is beautiful in this world. All that exists does so through form, measure, and number; God has ordered all according to inalterable proportions. Unity, order, and proportion are the
elements of beauty. Saint Augustine conceives of God not only as unity, but also as multiple in His infinite virtues. With regard to beauty this means that the unity of beauty admits variety, a variety subjected to divine measure. Saint Augustine follows Plato in adopting the dialectical method of ascent; he differs, however, in the conception of the stages; the mind rises from the sensuous appearance of beauty, an appearance to which
Saint Augustine gives full significance, to the contemplation of the soul; from there to measure and proportion, to the idea, and ultimately to God. Of great significance is the context in which these ideas are developed. In De Trinitate the idea of beauty is con-
nected with the Word. É. Gilson gives a concise account of the pattern of ideas:

Thus it is in the Word that we find the root of unity and being; moreover we can find in it the root of the beautiful. When an image equals that of which it is the image, it brings about a perfect correspondence, symmetry, equality, and resemblance. There is no difference between the model
and its image, hence no discrepancy, no inequality; the copy corresponds in every particular to the original; hence its beauty and the name of form (species) by which we designate it. Now this original beauty based on resemblance is to be found again in all the partaking beauties. The more
the parts of a body resemble one another, the more beautiful the body. In general, it is order, harmony, proportion, i.e., unity produced by the resemblance which engenders beauty (Gilson, 1929).  In Augustine's De musica we find detailed discussions of meter, rhythm, intervals, and more generally, of numerical relationships which are the source of musical delight. Throughout many of his writings, Saint Augustine dwelt on the beauty in color and sound as well as on the fitness and loveliness of the spectacle of nature. The importance which he gave in his thought to the question of beauty is still further emphasized by the fact that he composed, as he informs us himself, a work entitled De apto et pulchro (“On Fit Proportion and the Beautiful”), a work which was lost. The pronounced religious character of Plotinus' ideas on beauty and Saint Augustine's renewal of Plato's thought, as well as his fusion of the Platonic tradition with Christian doctrine, played a decisive role in the continuity of the thought of classical antiquity in reflections on beauty.

