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Introduction 

The 20th century was not kind to either beauty or aesthetic experience. One consequence of the 

two Great Wars was to contribute to the disillusionment of artists who saw the world become an 

absurd place; their response was to make art that mirrored this dystopian vulgarity. However, 

what started out merely as a reaction soon became a prevalent attitude among artists against 

beauty. As a result, the very possibility of beauty in works of art came to be viewed as trivial by 

some and unnecessary by others. Art now often revels in ugliness. Yet depriving art of its worthy 

aesthetic properties (beauty and sublimity), also invalidates the historical purpose of art, which 

was to provoke the higher aesthetic experiences. And since aesthetic experience is no longer 

thought to be the purpose of art, many have begun to think that its purpose is simply to afford an 

opportunity for interpretation, which opens the door to subjectivism and narcissism in both the 

artist and consumer (or beholder). 

 This slide to subjectivism did not go unchallenged. In Art and Faith, Maritain explains 

that art aspires to be beautiful and orderly, and consequently the pleasure received from art 

directs humanity toward heaven: “Art restores paradise in figure: not in life, not in man, but in 

the work produced.”  To explain, art restores paradise in figure insofar as it is capable of 1
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directing man to his transcendental end. Thus, art does not literally restore paradise, for if there is 

a paradise, it exists with or without art. But art can restore man’s awareness of paradise, make 

him cognizant of it by means of a figuration of the beauty and sublimity of paradise in this 

world. Though Maritain presents a noble picture of what the role of art in society could be, I 

wonder if this picture is still true, for the campaign against beauty as an essential ingredient for 

works of art has largely succeeded. Further, and as a consequence, attention to aesthetic 

experience, which is frequently associated with beauty, has diminished as well.  What has 2

replaced this goal of art to restore paradise in figure? Maritain suggests this void is filled by the 

narcissism of artists, writing, “Art has trouble defending itself against an impure angel that slaps 

it in the face, that wants to make use of everything for self-love.”  This focus on the self results 3

in the two distinct yet similar problems, which characterize recent philosophies of art mentioned 

above. Rather than attempting to encourage transcendence through beauty and sublimity, art too 

often relishes ugliness and banality; and rather than provoking an aesthetic experience, art simply 

encourages interpretation as a sophisticated form of puzzle-solving. 

 A culture’s view of the nature and purpose of art influences the kind of art that is 

produced. The current endorsement of ugliness and subjectivism has produced poisonous fruit. If 

Maritain’s belief that art restores paradise is to be realized in the present day, then we need to 

reform our understanding of the purpose of art. In this paper, I will take a step toward that 
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reformation by arguing that the primary purpose of art is to provide the possibility for an 

aesthetic experience, which is the enjoyment, for its own sake, of aesthetic objects—ones that 

possess beauty or sublimity. These two aesthetic properties are the most important because they 

provide the kind of pleasure that fulfills the human desire for transcendence. Moreover, it will be 

seen that there is an additional reason for emphasizing the aesthetic ideal of art, for religiously, it 

is connected to God in that beauty is an attribute and the sublime is a relation with or experience 

of the divine. And if paradise involves the presence of God the Creator in some sense, then the 

beautiful and sublime work of art, acting as a catalyst for aesthetic experiences, can only provide 

a reminder and foretaste of paradise. 

!
Aesthetic Theories of Art 

Many current theories of art are predicated on extensional adequacy—simply put, they see their 

goal as discerning which objects in the world count as works of art and which do not. Though 

discovering which objects count as art is somewhat important for any philosophy of art, it does 

nothing for explaining the more fundamental phenomena of art-making and art-appreciating. 

Why do people spend years of their lives devoted to creating and appreciating works of art? As 

artifacts, works of art must have a purpose for which they were made, even if they fail to fulfill 

that purpose. Otherwise, it seems that these actions are not only unintelligible but actually 

irrational. A theory of art, therefore, ought to speak to the intelligibility of making and 

appreciating art; this, in turn, can only be answered by discovering what purpose art is meant to 

serve. 
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 In the absence of a clear ontological explanation for art, recent theories concerning art’s 

purpose often point to interpretation; that is, art objects are those made to be interpreted. Against 

this, I advocate an aesthetic theory of art—that is, the nature of art is such that its primary 

purpose is to provide the capacity for aesthetic experiences.  I make this claim because aesthetic 4

experience has epistemic priority over any act of interpretation. This is evident in the fact that, 

regardless of any interpretation that arises while beholding art, there is something more 

happening. Beholding art is not a mere intellectual exercise. Works of art that are deficient in 

aesthetic properties are unlikely to keep a beholder’s attention, preventing any concern for the 

possible meaning of the artwork. To motivate the importance of aesthetic experience, Richard 

Shusterman offers an example of a cyborg and a human both viewing a work of art.  They are 5

both quite capable of interpreting the work, but the cyborg is not capable of feeling anything 

!4

 For further reading about this view, one could see Monroe Beardsley, “Redefining Art,” in 4

The Aesthetic Point of View: Selected Essays, edited by Michael J. Wreen and Donald M. 

Callen (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982), 298-315; and Nick Zangwill, “The Creative 

Theory of Art,” American Philosophical Quarterly, 32 (1995): 307-323. Counterexamples 

(like Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain) have been offered as attempts to show that not all art leads 

to an aesthetic experience, since these works lack the necessary aesthetic properties. For 

rebuttals to these counterexamples, see Nick Zangwill, “Are there Counterexamples to 

Aesthetic Theories of Art?” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism Vol. 60, No. 2 (Spring 

2002): 111-118.

 Shusterman, “The End of Aesthetic Experience,” 37.5



while beholding the work. The human, however, is able to derive pleasure from experiencing the 

work. The cyborg lacks something, namely the ability to feel, that seems inferior (and 

incomplete) to the human’s perception and experience of the work of art. Though I do not 

advocate expressive or sentimental theories of art, I do maintain that affectiveness, to some 

degree, is a necessary aspect of every aesthetic experience. Additionally, if the goal is simply to 

communicate a message, the actual making of art loses some of its value because the material 

work is a rather circuitous route for communication. Artists would spend less time fine-tuning 

their skills of material craftsmanship, except as it develops their abilities only as communicators. 

But both personal experience and the testimony of artists suggest that artists want their audiences 

to experience their works, not just interpret them (even if interpretation is important for their 

works). Lastly, artworks do not have to be interpreted to be appreciated. Many works do not have 

clear interpretations (especially for the untrained), but people can still appreciate these works. 

So, it appears that experience is more essential to works of art than interpretation. 

 If experience has precedence over interpretation, what is the nature or object of this 

experience? The experience, so I contend, is of the aesthetic properties of the works of art. These 

properties are what make the experience of art something to be sought. Aesthetic functionalism 

(defended by Monroe Beardsley and Nick Zangwill) offers an explanation for the purpose of art 

that allows for a great diversity of modes of art, while maintaining that all art has something 
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essential in common: art provides the possibility (or capacity) for aesthetic experience.  Stephen 6

Davies explains, “Aesthetic functionalism maintains that something is an artwork if it is intended 

to provide the person who contemplates it for its own sake with an aesthetic experience of a 

significant magnitude on the basis of an appreciation of its aesthetic features, provided the 

percipient is in an appropriate frame of mind.”  Though works of art might possess more than 7

one purpose, aesthetic functionalism claims that the nature of art is such that works of art provide 

the possibility of a uniquely aesthetic experience.  Even artists that claim to be expressing some 8

kind of meaning want the beholder to be moved by the aesthetic quality of the experience. Artists 

intend, through an aesthetic insight, that certain aesthetic properties will emerge from certain 
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non-aesthetic properties.  In other words, aesthetic considerations play an important role in the 9

development of artwork. By depicting war scenes, for instance, an artist might want the beholder 

to feel outrage or despair. But it would seem odd for artists to exert their creative energies just to 

make subpar work with banal social or political messages; rather, they want to create an 

experience for their audience through the excellence of the work itself. (Of course, the possibility 

of failure is always present.) The audience should feel and be overwhelmed by the horrors of 

war. And the aesthetic properties make this response possible. In other words, if a work of art is 

not aesthetically excellent, then people will be less likely to care about any message it might 

communicate. 

!
The Importance of Beauty and Sublimity 

I would argue that the essential characteristics of this aesthetic experience, that which most 

moves people, are beauty and sublimity. This is why returning beauty, sublimity, and aesthetic 

experience to their rightful place is the key to enabling art to restore our awareness of paradise. 

Part of the rebellion against the aesthetic properties (especially beauty) is the belief that a 

necessary rigidity is attached to them, a kind of formulaic approach seen in academic art, which 

diminishes artistic creativity. However, I would like to dispel that myth. Beauty is an analogical 
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concept;  it is not predicated of objects in exactly the same way. There is a gradation and 10

multiplicity in diverse instantiations of beauty that allows for both creativity and variety. Artists, 

then, fulfill their vocation as creative not in relishing the ugly and absurd, but by realizing the 

beauty that, in moving people, helps them transcend the problems of the world. As Emerson 

wrote, “We fly to beauty as an asylum from the terrors of finite nature.”  The analogical nature 11

of beauty is precisely that which allows for a plurality of ways to achieve this goal with differing 

levels of intensity.  

 Striving for beauty does not restrict the artist’s subjects, for it does not preclude the 

ignoble from being the subject of a work of art. For example, Eugene Delacroix paints Unmade 

Bed (Un Lit Defait, 1827), which is literally an image of his unmade bed. Yet he renders it in 

such a way that takes the bed out of the realm of the ordinary; it transcends its sordid character. 

This may not have been Delacroix’s best painting, but it cannot be said that it revels in the 

ordinary ugliness of an unmade bed. We can contrast this painting by Delacroix with an 

installation called My Bed by Tracey Emin.  This sculpture is simply an unmade bed that makes 12
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no attempt to transcend its banality; it simply is an ugly unmade bed, drawing people into an 

ugly part of life.  So, artists should make art that lives up to its purpose of provoking an aesthetic 

experience, which helps people transcend and look with hopeful eyes beyond the mundane 

experiences of this world toward paradise. But this can only be accomplished if we restore 

aesthetic properties to art, especially the two most important properties, beauty and sublimity.  

!
Beauty 

Aquinas famously claimed that “beautiful things are those which please when seen.”  This 13

might sound, at first glance, like a subjective theory about the nature of beauty; beauty is 

whatever happens to please each individual. However, upon a closer examination, it becomes 

evident that Aquinas maintained an objective view of beauty. I think a way that brings this 

objectivity out more clearly is the following revised version of his definition: beauty is 

something that is well-formed, the contemplation of which causes pleasure. The word ‘seen’ 

implies a kind of ‘contemplation’, which means that the object is not merely glanced at (or 

perceived in any other way) but thought about and focused on. Aquinas, following Plotinus and 

others, thinks that the senses of sight and hearing are especially equipped to perceive beauty, but 

this fact does not automatically prevent the other sense from perceiving beauty as well. Jacques 

Maritain explains,  14
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Beauty is essentially the object of intelligence, for what knows in the 

full meaning of the word is the mind, which alone is open to the 

infinity of being. The natural site of beauty is the intelligible world: 

thence it descends. But it falls in a way within the grasp of the 

senses, since the senses in the case of man serve the mind and can 

themselves rejoice in knowing: ‘the beautiful relates only to sight 

and hearing of all senses, because these two are maxime 

cognoscitivi. 

!
Even though the senses are involved in the apprehension of beauty; it is the mind that 

contemplates the beautiful. Matter that is so arranged as to produce from non-aesthetic, purely 

sensible properties (e.g. shapes, lines, etc.) aesthetic properties (e.g. beauty) is made intelligible, 

for that order can be contemplated as an object and so produces pleasure. 

 What counts as beautiful? Thomists assert four main conditions that make beauty 

possible:  actuality, proportion, radiance, and integrity (or wholeness). Actuality, the first one, is 15

a necessary precondition for the possibility of beauty; for being is the first in the intellect, 

!10

 Lists and explanations of these constituents of beauty can be found in the following works: (1) 15

Armand Maurer, About Beauty: A Thomistic Interpretation (Houston: Center for Thomistic 

Studies, 1983), 6-13; (2) Etienne Gilson, The Arts of the Beautiful (Dalkey Archive Press, 

2000), 28-32; (3) Jacques Maritain Art and Scholasticism, translated by J. F. Scanlan (New 

York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1930), 24-27.



everything presents itself to man in terms of being. Thus, something must exist in order to be 

beautiful. This is similar to Monroe Beardsley’s view that the necessary condition for an 

aesthetic experience is object-directedness; so, there must be an object for there to be beauty. 

Where actuality becomes more interesting, in this context, is found in the notion of form. For 

Aquinas, form is what gives being to something;  therefore, form is also the cause of 16

something’s beauty. To put it differently, as something attains to its proper form to that degree it 

is beautiful. Second, proportion is a constituent of beauty as the mind delights in harmony and 

order.  We need only to consider our natural repugnance to complete disorder and chaos to 17

discover the attractive nature of harmony and order; we tend toward things that are more orderly. 

Third, radiance (claritas) is connected to the notion of light or luminosity. Armand Maurer 

explains, “There is beauty in a sunset, in a dream or fantasy, a logical argument, an heroic deed, 

because each in its way ‘shines’ before us, lights up our senses, imagination or mind and thereby 

gives us pleasure.”  Fourth, wholeness refers to the idea that something achieves perfection in 18

being and action. In other words, something that is closer to perfection in being (or action) will, 

all things considered, be more beautiful than something that is less perfect or whole. Again 

Maurer explains, “Lacking any of the parts required for the perfection of its form, or failing in its 

perfect operation, it falls short of the wholeness due to it, and to that extent it is ugly.”  These 19
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conditions may not comprise an exhaustive list of every aspect of beauty, but they serve to 

illustrate the minimum elements regularly found in beautiful objects. 

 The concrete intelligibility communicates to objects by these properties clearly shows 

that beauty is not merely an emotional (or subjective) response to an object, as sometimes is 

believed because of common expressions like “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” But neither 

is beauty an intelligible necessity on the order of a mathematical theorem. Beauty is connected to 

cognition in that the mind knows the intelligible form of an object. And if beauty is grounded in 

the object’s form, then seeing the form actualized in matter is seeing the object’s beauty. 

Beardsley explains, “Cognition or knowing consists essentially in abstracting the form that 

makes a thing what it is, and so beauty (since it provides immediate contemplative pleasure) 

must be connected with the form of the object, that is, its formal cause.”  To borrow language 20

from Beardsley, beauty is connected with the perceptual object’s phenomenal objectivity; in 

other words, all of the above constituents of beauty are found in the object and not in one’s mind. 

But the mind of the beholder apprehends these qualities by perceiving the object’s beauty 

through an act of cognition. This cognition provides the foundation for an aesthetic experience; 

the mind delights in the apprehended form. It should be noted that the object must be present for 

the aesthetic experience, since this experience is based on particular objects, not universal 

concepts. To put it differently, the particular composition of this form with this matter is what 

causes delight. 
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!
Sublime 

Sublimity, the other essential aesthetic property, is different, for no finite thing can be both 

beautiful and sublime in the same sense. Those who have focused solely on beauty have 

advocated that aesthetic experience is something pleasurable, by which is implied only a positive 

experience. But I propose that aesthetic experiences could potentially involve ‘negative’ aspects 

(and emotions), like fear, anger, and despair. While a fuller treatment of the subject is wanting, I 

claim it is these negative emotions that would fall generally under the heading of the sublime. 

Prior to getting into the details of the sublime, I want to explain the relationship between the 

sublime and the beautiful. In nature, both the sublime and the beautiful can be present in 

different ways. For example, the Grand Canyon could be sublime when one tries to perceive the 

whole thing, for its vastness frustrates the mind’s appetency for intelligibility; however, as one 

hikes down into it, one sees particular landscapes, which might be beautiful due to their order, 

proportion, and clarity. Since I focus on art in this paper, I want to to clarify that works of art are 

not generally considered sublime because they lack the most common elements of the sublime as 

will be seen below. Yet I will discuss some works of art that could possess the sublime as a 

property. I think works of art can more frequently depict the sublime; and the success of these 

works depends on whether they are beautiful. Thus, many works of art depict the sublime but are 

actually beautiful works of art. 

 The modern concept of the sublime finds its development in several philosophers: Kant, 

Burke, and Schopenhauer. I will not present the differing views of the sublime from all of these 
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perspectives; rather, I will sketch a general understanding of the sublime and show how it acts as 

a negative pleasure for aesthetic experience. We must first note that despite its relation with 

negative emotions, the sublime is not an experience of displeasure, but is more accurately 

considered a mixed pleasure, involving both positive and negative feelings. One frequently 

confronts the massiveness of nature when experiencing the sublime—something too great to 

comprehend with the senses, like the seeming endlessness of the ocean. In this confrontation 

with nature, man might feel a kind of terror or awe at the power of nature, yet he might also feel 

a kind of joy that he is just out of harm’s reach. This experience makes the beholder feel his 

insignificance and finitude by comparison. It is the fact that man cannot comprehend or control 

these objects that produces this awe; and this is a recognition that there is something that 

transcends his powers to grasp the intelligibility of being. Emily Brady explains, “This 

establishes a strongly relational understanding of the sublime, which is further developed in 

Romantic thought, where the sublime reveals an interconnectedness with nature, the self as part 

of a larger whole.”  And, as both Kant and Schopenhauer claim, the overall experience of the 21

sublime should still be considered a kind of pleasure.  22
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 Though the sublime is most appropriately considered a property of nature,  the sublime 23

does have a relationship to works of art, but in works of art the sublime is more frequently 

present as subject matter and not as a property. So, why is the sublime important to talk about in 

this context, if it less likely to be a property of art? Prior to briefly answering that question, I 

think Paul Crowther’s definition of the Kantian sublime might be helpful: “the sublime is an item 

or set of items which, through the possession or suggestion of perceptually, imaginatively, or 

emotionally overwhelming properties, succeeds in rendering the scope of some human capacity 

vivid to the senses.”  Crowther clearly believes that there is a sense in which works of art can be 24

sublime insofar as they suggest these overwhelming properties, even if they do not actually 

possess them. There are at least two reasons for asserting this inclusion. First, some works of art 

can provide an experience of the sublime. Edmund Burke writes, “Whatever is fitted in any sort 

to excite the ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is 

conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the 

sublime; that is, it is productive of the strongest emotions which the mind is capable of 

feeling.”  Many works of art—paintings, literature, films—stir within people these strong 25

emotions, for example by depicting the mystery and horror associated with death. While reading 
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Les Misérables, one becomes attached to Fantine and Jean Valjean. When they die, the reader 

feels a sense of loss as he or she confronts death, even though it did not actually happen. But the 

theme of death is emotionally overwhelming and terrible. Not all death in literature will have this 

effect, but, in this particular instance, a clear hope for an afterlife beyond our powers of 

comprehension is suggested, which aids the sublimity. Thus, works of literature could provide an 

experience of the sublime as the characters confront the forces of nature.  

 The second reason for identifying the sublime in art lies in the fact that, as subject matter, 

the sublime can still provoke onlookers to contemplate the kinds of things that generally do 

evoke strong emotions (though they may not necessarily do so). Take, for example, the 

depictions of the massiveness of nature, which even if beautiful, draw the mind to contemplate 

its infinite vastness. So, even if they are not in themselves sublime; the beauty of these works can 

remind people of similar things that are sublime. 

 Some themes that recur in works of art (especially painting and literature) are not 

positive, but they depict the sublime, and evoke an appropriate response in those who perceive it. 

First are the obvious examples of the sublime in nature (often referred to by Kant), which have 

been illustrated by many artists, notably Caspar David Friedrich and painters of the Hudson 

River School like Albert Bierstadt, who paint scenes depicting nature’s power or vastness. For 

example, in Friedrich’s Monk on the Seashore (1808-1810), a monk is standing by the sea, but he 

is barely seen as the massiveness of the sea and sky envelope his small frame. On the other hand, 

many works of art have focused on death, which is a theme that terrifies many people with its 

mystery. Jacques-Louis David’s Death of Marat (1793), often described as the first modernist 
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work of art, depicts the death of French revolutionary leader Jean-Paul Marat after he had been 

murdered.  The viewer cannot escape a haunting confrontation with death. While this painting 26

certainly embodies the order and clarity associated with the pleasure of beauty, it nevertheless 

also stimulates an aesthetic experience of awe insofar as it depicts the sublime. Another common 

theme known to elicit strong emotion are depictions of war. A gripping example of this are the 

many disturbing images about war painted by Francisco Goya. Possibly his most famous 

example is The Shootings of May Third 1808 (1814), in which Goya depicts members of the 

Spanish resistance being shot at close range by soldiers of Napoleon’s army during the 

Peninsular War. It would be difficult to say that this painting is not disturbing. Yet it could elicit a 

negative pleasure as the sublime subject matter confronts its beholders.  

 There are other kinds of art we might consider: music, architecture, and land art. Music 

seems like it could be a candidate for sublime art inasmuch as its strong emotional resonance has 

been recognized throughout history. Although Crowther certainly seems to think music can be 

sublime, especially if it overwhelms our emotions, Brady argues that music, rather than being 

sublime, is instead what she terms profound: “[Profundity] refers to an artwork’s depth of 

meaning and its capacity to convey some kind of insight about the world or human condition.”  27

Music is certainly a powerful vehicle for emotion, but it is not really formless and without 

apparent structure, which presents a problem for it being a candidate of sublimity. But one might 
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argue that it, being a progression, cannot be fully comprehended at once; thus, this might be 

enough for it to count as sublime. Space does not permit us to become embroiled in this 

particular debate. Suffice it to say that even if music can only be profound, it can still at least 

depict the sublime or evoke comparable emotions. In other words, music is still important for 

reminding us of the sublime in the manner of paintings as discussed above. 

 A more likely realm for manufactured sublimity is architecture and possibly land art. One 

has only to reflect on the great cathedrals and towering skyscrapers to notice that these buildings 

force one to think beyond oneself. Cathedrals are specifically designed to cause people to think 

about the transcendent aspect of the divine. They cause one to look up. Though the sublime 

involves the presence of something great, the focus is different between the natural and 

artifactual sublime. The natural sublime causes someone to feel his finitude in the face of the 

power or massiveness of nature. On the other hand, the artifactual sublime of architecture causes 

someone to marvel at the abilities, though limited, of other human beings.  

 Moving on to land art, we can notice that much of it is really big, which enables it to 

possibly count as sublime; we need just think about Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970). 

Though this seems a possible candidate for the sublime, we might consider whether it is Spiral 

Jetty itself or the surrounding natural environment that make us think it sublime. The artist 

selected this natural space for his land art because he found it enthralling; the words he uses 

indicate that he found the place sublime, which is why he wanted to put his art there in the first 

place. Referring to the site before construction of Spiral Jetty, Smithson describes: “No ideas, no 

concepts, no systems, no structures, no abstractions could hold themselves together in the 
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actuality of that evidence.”  Though land art seems to be a possible candidate for the sublime, it 28

is far from obvious that it is the art that is sublime, rather than the environment in which the art 

was constructed. I conclude, then, that architecture remains the most likely candidate among 

artifacts that could possess the property of being sublime, though all forms of art could depict the 

sublime and remind people of the transcendent. 

!
How these Attributes relate to God, the presence of whom is Paradise 

Beauty and sublimity can compel even the atheist to experience a feeling of transcendence. Due 

to Maritain’s religious beliefs, I want to connect the aforementioned properties to God as the 

ultimate source of transcendence. In this paper, I am not trying to be technical about what exactly 

counts as paradise; I want to use paradise as a trope signifying simply the act or transcendent 

state of being in God’s presence. (Maritain refers to it as the Kingdom of God or the supernatural 

life.) It is this paradise that is foreshadowed, albeit through a darkened glass,  in every 29

experience of beauty and sublimity in both nature and art (or, in Maritain’s most general use of 

the term, Poetry).  30

 Following the basic strategy of Plato,  we could begin with sensible bodies as the origins 31

of our understanding of beauty. Plato writes, “one goes always upwards for the sake of this 
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Beauty, starting out from beautiful things and using them like rising stairs.”  But these sensible 32

things are fleeting. So, we then move on to the beauty of mind and beautiful customs. Finally, we 

ascend to Beauty itself. And here we get to the source of all the beauty of the world. As Plotinus 

proclaims, “We hold that all loveliness of this world comes by communion in Ideal-Form.”  In 33

other words, Plato and Plotinus imply that if we follow the lower beauties, we will eventually 

ascend to their source, like following a river leads to a larger body of water. 

 The Christian, however, understands this transcendent source of beauty to be God. But 

how could we know that God is beautiful and in what sense is God beautiful if we cannot 

experience him directly? When Aquinas discusses the constituents of beauty, it is not in a context 

specifically about beauty. He introduces them to describe how the Son relates to the Father in the 

Trinity. The Son exists in perfect harmony with the Father. Aside from the Incarnation, God is 

experienced only indirectly by finite creatures, so in what sense can people claim that God is 

beautiful. First, for those that accept the Bible as the revelation of God, one can see that the Bible 

describes God as beautiful.  But this still does not answer the question of what it even means for 34

God to be beautiful. God is beautiful in His Being in that the persons of the Trinity exist in 

perfect harmony. Differently put, God is the perfect example of unity without monotony and 
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diversity without chaos.  The four conditions of beauty are found in God perfectly and 35

absolutely, while in creatures they can be found only in part.  36

 The belief that God is beautiful is found commonly in both scripture and the writings of 

theologians, philosophers, and spiritual leaders. What is lacking, however, is discussion of 

whether or not God is, in some sense, sublime. This is somewhat surprising to me because it 

seems more natural to think of God as sublime than as beautiful, especially since the sublime 

relates to awe, terror, and confrontations with our finitude. Though the Bible never uses the word 

‘sublime’, the idea of the sublime is still present. For instance, the author of Hebrews (10:31) 

writes, “It is a terrifying thing to fall into the hands of the living God.” Recall that one of the 

aspects of sublimity is the presence of terror or awe at the immenseness of something, creating a 

feeling of insignificance. The incomprehensibility of God is further expressed in God’s words to 

Job (chs. 38 and 39) where He questions Job about his knowledge concerning the fundamental 

workings of the universe. One of the implications is that if Job cannot understand those things 

that he can sense, then how could he possibly understand God who transcends sensible 

experience? An object, according to Kant, that cannot be captured by the senses at once is 

sublime. Since God transcends sense experience altogether, and even the intellect cannot 

completely comprehend Him, He obviously transcends all human finitude. Therefore, God is 
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sublime; yet this must be understood analogously, since He created those finite sensible things of 

nature that are also experienced as sublime.  

 To demonstrate this analogy, we can appeal to the notion that an effect cannot be greater 

than its cause. Or, perhaps, it might be that the effect is always pre-contained in the cause.  37

When dogs mate, they produce other dogs and not alligators. In this natural context, these 

puppies might eventually become stronger than their parents, but they do not start out greater 

than their cause. If God is, in some sense, sublime, then it is not surprising that some things 

created by Him would also be sublime. But it also follows that the sublimity of things in nature 

would not surpass the sublimity of an Infinite Being.  The sublime is often associated with the 38

incomprehensible and formless, but this is not literally true. It is possible that a finite being could 

exist who is able to comprehend the Grand Canyon. However, it is not even possible for any 

finite being to fully comprehend an Infinite Being. The sense in which God is sublime is much 

greater than any instance of sublimity found in nature. 

 God, as intelligible in Himself, yet infinite, is not only beautiful but also sublime, but this 

latter characteristic still needs some clarification. As Beauty, God is the source of the 

transcendental beauty that follows from the joy of contemplating the intelligible orderliness of 

being. On the other hand, though our experience of God might be sublime, God is not sublime in 
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the sense of an attribute. We might claim that God is sublime, but this is not properly true. After 

all, God is beautiful whether or not there are creatures to comprehend this fact; thus, beauty is an 

attribute of God, part of the divine essence. On the contrary, the existence of creatures, 

specifically people, is required to experience God as sublime. It is in the confrontation with God 

(or even the idea of God) that humans can experience God as sublime. God is not sublime in 

Himself.  

 Thus, we might think of the sublime as a kind of relational attribute of God; it is through 

a person’s position as he relates to the divine that the sublime is experienced. Since we do not 

experience God directly through our senses, this experience seems to imply that the sublime, 

along with what some have claimed about Kant’s view, is contained in the human mind. Though 

Kant’s view at times appears to be very anthropocentric, we should take him at his word that the 

sublime is indeed an aesthetic category and interpret him according to this scheme.  But, in 39

terms of God, the sublime is different from how it appears in nature. We try to remain a safe 

distance from the powers of nature, but we cannot hide from God.  Yet aside from witnessing a 40

burning bush, experiencing God as sublime will result from contemplation, focusing one’s mind 
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on a particular object of thought. Since God is wholly other, the mysterium tremendum,  our 41

minds cannot focus on Him in the way we might focus on a physical object, but we can still 

contemplate our notions of God. And it is precisely our inability to comprehend the essence of 

God that enables us to experience God as sublime.  

!
Conclusion: How does this all fit together? 

My overarching goal has been to demonstrate how Maritain’s belief that ‘art restores paradise in 

figure’ could become true. Toward this end, I have made three claims. First, aesthetic experience 

is the most fundamental purpose of art. Second, aesthetic experience necessarily requires the 

presence of aesthetic properties, of which beauty and sublimity are the most important. Third, 

God is both beautiful (as an attribute) and sublime (as an experience or relation), which is 

understood in light of God having created the world. The end of man is paradise, which involves 

the presence of God. If paradise involves beholding God’s beauty and sublimity and God is the 

Creator of all sensible beauty and sublimity, then every experience of beauty or sublimity is an 

experience of God and a foreshadow of paradise. And these experiences enable humans to 

transcend the everyday routine, as well as the problems in the world, and look forward to 

paradise. Rather than taking the route of the Dadaists and other modern artists who removed 

beauty (and other aesthetic properties) because of the ugliness and absurdity they saw in the 

world, we should do the opposite. We should create and appreciate beautiful works of art to help 
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us overcome the ugliness, as light overcomes darkness.  And this idea also applies to those 42

without any belief in God because they could still temporarily transcend the circumstances of 

life. Thus, art can restore our awareness of paradise (in figure only) insofar as it provides for its 

beholders the capacity for an aesthetic experience by possessing (or depicting) the necessary 

aesthetic properties: the beautiful or the sublime.
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