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Berleant on Sensuality in Art 

Jiri Kylian’s ballet Petite Mort 



Ø In this class we will consider how the moral outlook    
of Western culture has impacted theories of the arts. 

 

    Arnold Berleant will explain how mind-body dualism and 
    moral suspicion of bodily pleasure each have led theorists        
    to deny that sensuality can be part of aesthetic experience. 

 
 

 

He notes that “commonly, the arts have been tolerated                                      
as a means of enhancing those beliefs & values…which                                
have dominated intellectual activity and which                                                 
were regarded as embodying unquestionable truth.” 

•  For most of human history, the arts have been                                             
subservient to the needs of the church, state, etc.  
–  (Think about Plato’s view that epic poetry                                                         

must educate the guardian class of the Republic) 
 

•  These days “the arts have largely emancipated                                            
themselves from subservience” to institutions; 
Ø  however, “concepts under which much aesthetic discussion is conducted   

betray the extent to which aesthetic theory still remains bound to biases” 
stemming from the institutional serviceability of artworks. 

di Pietro, Sano. (15th century)  
Madonna & Child with Saints. 



Berleant will focus on “the distinction between the sensuous & the sensual 
employed in characterizations of aesthetic experience & the objects which evoke it.” 
 

–  “…which has become so deeply engrained in our thinking about the arts        
that it has acquired the position of a largely unquestioned postulate                  
in modern aesthetic theory: 

 

•  “ The sensuous is commonly regarded as connoting the pleasurable attraction          
of the sensations of sight, hearing, and the other senses.  

•  The sensual, on the other hand, refers to that experience of the senses                 
which is confined to bodily pleasures as contrasted with intellectual satisfaction, 
where appeal is to the "grosser" bodily sensations, particularly the sexual.  

»  Discrimination between these notions is                           
commonly encountered in aesthetic theory… 
•  the sensuous being reluctantly admitted into the                

province of aesthetic experience and the sensual rejected. 
 

 
 

Ø  He intends “to reveal how the restraining hand of the moral censor,               
gloved in metaphysical doctrine, is still a powerful force in aesthetic theory,         
…which exhibits itself in this commonly observed distinction.” 



Berleant encourages us to consider more closely                     
“the role of the senses in aesthetic experience.  
•  This is a topic which is usually given but passing attention                                            

in most treatments of the questions of aesthetics. 

The classic opinion that                                                                                   
the aesthetic senses are the visual & the aural [hearing]  
•  is dutifully echoed as a truth whose obviousness renders 

justification superfluous, after which attention is turned to 
seemingly more pressing matters. 

–  Yet this proposition is worth serious examination,  

•  since it bears on “the roles of the sensuous & the sensual 
in aesthetic perception,” 

»  i.e., the view that the sensuous can be aesthetic, 
»  but the sensual cannot. 



“The belief that sight and hearing are the aesthetic senses occurs in Greek philosophy, 
•  receiving the endorsement of Plato, Aristotle, and their later followers             

including Plotinus and Aquinas.  

This is no isolated judgment, however.  
 

•  Following the rational  bent of the dominant tradition of Greek thought,  
–  sight & hearing were regarded as the higher senses because they were        

held to be the senses most closely related to the operations of reason.  

»  This belief complements the classical attitude which considers          
theoretical activity distinct from & superior to practical doing,  

»  and concurs with the Platonic metaphysic which relegates                        
the material, the physical, to an inferior status,  

•  a belief which was reinforced during the centuries that 
Christian influence was dominant in aesthetic theory.” 



According to the classical, rationalistic hierarchy of the senses, 
 

•  “Since the organs of sight and hearing are distance receptors,  
–  detachment from direct contact with the physical may be retained,  

•  …the other senses call attention to the body,  
–  so destroying the isolation of the contemplative mind.  

•  Indeed, this division between the distance receptors & the contact senses 
corresponds to the distinction between the sensuous & the sensual.  

–  The sensuous is admissible only when made safe                                     
by being perceived through the senses of sight and hearing,  

–  while the senses of taste, smell, and especially touch,                             
are ineradicably suggestive of the sensual.  

»  In modern times, this view has obtained considerable    
prominence in aesthetics through the notions of                                    
psychical distance & disinterestedness.  

•  …the enjoyment of some kinds of beauty has usually been 
regarded as possible only through the intervention of distance: 

Ø Only when the sensual has been depersonalized,       
removed from proximity, spiritualized, does it render itself 
aesthetically acceptable (video: bit.ly/1LMjgVW) 

da Vinci, Leonardo.  
(1490) Madonna Litta. 



“In such a way, aesthetic theory has become subservient to the tenets of                         
a metaphysical position [i.e., mind-body dualism] whose truth may well be questioned. 
 
 

•  [And] In addition to the a priori rejection of                                                                                   
the possibility of aesthetic perception as involving the other senses,  
–  experience is distorted by categorizing it on the basis of                                        

the sense through which it is obtained.  

»  This is encountered in discussions in aesthetics which               
isolate the senses and associate them with specific art media.  

»  And since there are no major art forms                       
corresponding to the senses of touch, taste, and smell,  

»  they are excluded from any role in aesthetic perception. 

•  Both views commit an identical error.  
•  We are misled by thinking that since the various senses 

have their seats in specific bodily organs & areas, 
•  their signals are distinguishable on such grounds             

in actual perceptual situations.” 

Ø Berleant will argue that it is wrong to suppose       
that any artworks or art forms really appeal to a 
single sense. 



“The ability to discriminate among the data              
of the various sense receptors  
•  results from selective experience & reflection  
•  and is not a spontaneous recognition.  

–  On the contrary, it is most usual for several 
or all of the senses to be involved in 
ordinary perception… 

In like manner,  
•  characterizing art media on the basis of the 

sense through which they are perceived,  
–  as in describing music as an aural art and 

painting as a visual one,  
•  leads to gross distortion                                      

of aesthetic experience                                         
by making its major media                         
conform to the several senses.” 



Activities involving [the contact] senses have frequently been                              
excluded as possible occasions for aesthetic experience  
•  because of their failure to meet the criteria of aesthetic acceptability              

imposed by the "higher" senses.  

–  One of the more illustrative examples of this occurs in Plato’s Hippias Major.  

•  In proposing pleasure as a definition of the beautiful, Socrates restricts 
aesthetic pleasure to that received through the senses of sight & hearing. 

–  Although it cannot be denied that pleasure is to be found                      
in taste, love, and the like, these things may be termed               
pleasant…but hardly beautiful.  

»  ‘... [E]verybody would laugh at us if we should say that          
eating is not pleasant but is beautiful,  

»  and that a pleasant odor is not pleasant but is beautiful;  
»  and as to the act of sexual love, we should all, no doubt, contend 

that it is most pleasant, but that one must, if he perform it, do it   
so that no one else shall see, because it is most repulsive to see.’ 

•  This is scarcely a surprising conclusion,  
•  since the major sensory channel through which                   

love is experienced is not the visual but the tactile,  
•  not the distance but the contact receptors.” 

O’Keeffe, Georgia.  
(1924) Red Canna. 



“Indeed, there is a powerful aesthetic appeal which touch, smell, & taste possess, 
 

 

»  an appeal which resides almost entirely in                                                          
their immediate & direct sensuous attraction  
•  and not in their potentialities for meaning                                                               

and for structural organization. 

»  Perhaps this sensuous immediacy limits us from developing            
art forms & techniques dependent largely on these senses               
that are on a par with those appealing to sight & hearing         
which do possess these potentialities,” 

•  E.g., maybe that’s why perfume-making, cooking, 
fashion, etc. have not been recognized as artforms          
to the same extent as painting, music, etc. 

»  “…but such perceptual experience retains, nevertheless,                   
a strong aesthetic quality as sensuously perceived,  
•  which often plays a part in aesthetic perception         

occurring mainly through the other senses. 



“If we admit the continuity of man with nature,                            
the constant transaction between the human organism             
and his natural surroundings,  
 

•  we are led to the conclusion that  

–  separation between man and nature,  
–  discrimination between the sensory data                        

of the various receptors, 
–  between active involvement & passive contemplation,  
–  between the material &the spiritual                                 

and their opposing values, and the like, 

•  are products of a highly developed analysis  
–  which, in turn, is a consequence of                   

traditional metaphysical commitments                      
which are not beyond challenge. 

Direct aesthetic experience, on the other hand,                          
is largely undifferentiated,  
 

•  and discussion of it must be made on its own terms,  
•  & not as a consequence of non-aesthetic convictions.” 



Although metaphysical opinions play a large part in                                                       
the rejection of the sensual from aesthetic employment,  
Ø  moral beliefs closely related to them are probably the major reason for this practice.  

–  To the imposition of distance is conjoined the rejection of the contact                 
or lower senses, especially touch, as vehicles of aesthetic enjoyment. 

»  Because touch and the other contact senses are so closely 
associated with physical pleasure, particularly erotic pleasure,     

»  their role in aesthetic experience is proscribed.  
 

•  This argument is not altogether convincing, however,  as soon as we recognize that  
–  art media involving the visual & auditory senses have also been regarded   

capable of erotic influence & consequently requiring moral controls.  

•  From the time of Plato to the present, music, literature, and the other arts 
have been regarded with unabated suspicion on precisely these grounds. 

»  …theater, dance, sculpture, & music are acknowledged to have         
a strong tendency to decrease distance  
•  and hence would seem to justify the moralist's concern.” 

•  videos: George Balanchine’s Agon, 15:56-21:16                  
bit.ly/1N2wvnf; excerpt from Romeo & Juliet: bit.ly/1Xws7qT) 



“It is not the contention of the moral critic of art that we are denying,                        
but its aesthetic relevance.”  

Ø  (Hence, Berleant is making an autonomist point that moral concerns             
need not be taken as aesthetic detriments) 

“There is an erotic appeal present in certain forms of artistic expression              
which is integral to the work  
•  and cannot be expunged without impairing, if not destroying, its aesthetic merit.  

–  This is especially true of art employing the human figure, particularly the nude. 
 

»  Yet the presence of powerful sensual appeal is hardly surprising,  
•  for probably no object is infused with such emotional 

meaning as the human body, and this is transferred with no 
effort to representations of and allusions to it.  

»  This does much to explain the perennial attraction                                            
the human form possesses for the artist, 
•  for, from neolithic cave painting to the art of the present, 

objects and matters of human interest have occupied        
the creative artist,  

•  and nothing has obsessed him more than the      
unquenchable appeal of the human figure.” 

•  video: Jiri Kylian’s ballet Petite Mort: bit.ly/1QMZPnw 



Every day you play with the 
light of the universe. 
Subtle visitor, you arrive            
in the flower and the water. 
You are more than this        
white head that I hold tightly 
as a cluster of fruit, every day, 
between my hands. 
 
You are like nobody                
since I love you. 
Let me spread you out      
among yellow garlands. 
Who writes your name in  
letters of smoke among            
the stars of the south? 
Oh let me remember you as 
you were before you existed. 
 
Suddenly the wind howls and 
bangs at my shut window. 
The sky is a net crammed    
with shadowy fish. 
Here all the winds let go  
sooner or later, all of them. 
The rain takes off her clothes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

The birds go by, fleeing. 
The wind. The wind. 
I can contend only against     
the power of men. 
The storm whirls dark leaves 
and turns loose all the boats 
that were moored last night     
to the sky. 
  
You are here. Oh, you do not 
run away. 
You will answer me                  
to the last cry. 
Cling to me as though           
you were frightened. 
Even so, at one time a strange 
shadow ran through your eyes. 
  
Now, now too, little one,      
you bring me honeysuckle, 
and even your breasts          
smell of it. 
While the sad wind goes 
slaughtering butterflies 
I love you, and my happiness 
bites the plum of your mouth. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How you must have suffered 
getting accustomed to me, 
my savage, solitary soul,         
my name that sends them all 
running. 
So many times we have seen 
the morning star burn, kissing 
our eyes, 
and over our heads the gray 
light unwind in turning fans. 
   
My words rained over you, 
stroking you. 
A long time I have loved         
the sunned mother-of-pearl of    
your body. 
I go so far as to think that       
you own the universe. 
I will bring you happy flowers 
from the mountains, bluebells, 
dark hazels, and rustic baskets 
of kisses. 
 
I want 
to do with you what spring 
does with the cherry trees. 

Neruda, Pablo. (1924) Poem XIV: Every Day You Play. 



“Is there not a beauty in the free and graceful movement of the body,                              
a beauty which is perhaps bound up with its form?  
 

•  Such an appeal exists in the chance observations of daily life  
•  in addition to the art forms such as the dance & pantomime                               

which take bodily movement for their materials.  

–  Here, as in architecture & design, lies the basis for challenging                        
the religiously repeated exclusion of objects & activities                                     
of mainly practical significance from aesthetic enjoyment. 
•  [John] Dewey's query is highly appropriate: 



“What then, can we conclude about the significance for aesthetics   
of the distinction between the sensuous & the sensual? 
 

•  Largely that it is not a tenable one.  
–  The differentiation resembles those other dichotomies that   

have had the intent of safeguarding the interests,                     
the cherished domain of an institution or a tradition.  

•  The traditional view in this instance sees aesthetic pleasure 
not as physical pleasure but completely dissociated from it,  
–  and while the role of the senses must be 

acknowledged, it is a role enacted on a spiritualized 
plane, disembodied, "de-physicalized," as it were. 

•  Yet by admitting the sensuous in the form of art to 
acceptable enjoyment,  
–  the time-honored mind-body dualism of which this 

distinction is the aesthetic manifestation destroys itself. 

»  For the sensual enters with the sensuous,           
and in a vast area of aesthetic creation & 
experience the sensual becomes a major              
if not predominant feature of its sensuous appeal. 

»  Indeed, the two are often indistinguishable.” 

Jiri Kylian’s ballet Bella Figura 



If we regard the sensual as continuous with the aesthetic,  
•  numerous problems in aesthetic theory move closer to clarification & resolution, 

–  issues such as the significance of the nude in art, psychological theorizing  
about the relation of the artist to sexuality, and especially the place of             
the tactile & other contact senses in aesthetic experience… 

•  …by thus acknowledging the physical more openly                                                 
and involving it more squarely in aesthetic experience,  
–  it becomes possible to explain differences of response to the same aesthetic 

stimuli through differences in physical states of receptivity & sensitivity. 

What this interpretation suggests, then, is that             
•  aesthetic experience at its fullest & richest is experience by the whole man;  

–  the entire person is now involved in the aesthetic event.  

•  And instead of making aesthetic experience                                                                 
a "spiritual" communion of "kindred souls," effete and insubstantial,  
–  we have indicated how it may be revitalized by being brought into the world     

of natural events, universal in its inclusiveness – experience perhaps            
more fundamental, vital, & intrinsically significant than any other.” 


