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It is easy to say that nature is beautiful. From the swirling of sapphire seas to the intricacies 
evident in a beetle’s carapace, everyone can find something in nature that pleases their eye. Its 
beauty is clear, but can it be said that a reaction to nature is aesthetic? And if so, is that 
aesthetic reaction the same as one an art lover might have to a human work? One of the first 
philosophers to engage with nature as an object of aesthetic experience was Kant, who wrote 
in his Critique of Judgement that natural beauty was superior to that of human art. In this essay 
I do not engage with Kant directly, rather I consider two contrasting approaches to 
appreciating nature: Allen Carlson’s ‘environmental model,’ which focuses on scientific 
knowledge as a means to enhance aesthetic experience; and Noel Carroll’s ‘emotional 
responses model,’ which puts feelings at the heart of aesthetic experiences. In order to show 
that neither of these models is satisfactory I deploy a ‘style argument’ built upon Nelson 
Goodman’s aesthetic theory, as well as considering the problem of expression, and finally the 
sublime. I aim to convince the reader that as nature lacks a deliberate process of creation, that 
is to say the processes which govern the emergence of natural phenomena are wholly random 
and contingent, it cannot be understood in the same way as a piece of human art. I do not 
consider it that we cannot have an aesthetic reaction to nature at all, but it is not the same kind 
of reaction one might have to a work of intentional, human-created art. Nature does not have 
the same creation process as human art, the same emotional content within its history, and 
therefore cannot be considered aesthetic in the same manner. 

Firstly, Carlson. His model for aesthetic appreciation of nature comes from the possibility 
of having knowledge about a work of art, separate from the work in itself, which enables the 
viewer to have greater aesthetic appreciation of it.1 For instance, knowledge of Monet’s 
biography and oeuvre, as well as knowledge of impressionism in general, enables a greater 
understanding of a single painting of a Venetian sunset than the painting alone can grant us. 
We might consider that Monet never completed a painting in Venice, and that all thirty-seven 
canvases produced showing views of the ancient city were completed after the fact at his 
studio. This might colour our perception of the piece, maybe paying greater attention to flaws 
in his recreations of the sights of Venice. Thus, our prior knowledge affects the aesthetic 
experience caused by a painting. We might also call on our knowledge of Monet’s other work, 
his fame for painting beautiful impressions of water and monuments. Considering for a 
moment the way that Venice combines the two, the joy and desire Monet felt might become 
ours too, thus colouring our aesthetic experience once more. Carlson therefore appears 
correct in this assertion, if one does not subscribe to a ‘death of the author’ theory of artistic 
intention, but his next step is problematic. He claims that because historical knowledge is 
enough to improve our aesthetic understanding of works of art, so scientific knowledge can 
do the same for nature.2 This means that knowing, for instance, the functions and features that 
make a tree what it is, knowing about photosynthesis, chlorophyll, and the function of bark can 
all be included into an aesthetic experience to make it richer than it would have been without 
it. The same can be said for glaciation or erosion in the formation of valleys. He argues that this 
allows us to experience nature, rather than merely as a ‘blooming buzzing confusion’ of mere 

                                                        
1 Carlson, 2004 
2 Carlson, 2004 
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perceptual data, as something that is ‘determinate, harmonious, and meaningful’3 and 
therefore open to aesthetic appreciation, just like human art. 

This, arguably, is a false equivalence. There are at least two reasons to doubt Carlson’s 
conclusion, which require some work to get to. The starting point is Goodman’s statement that 
‘the discernment of style is an integral aspect of the understanding of works of art and the 
worlds they present’.4 So in order to understand a piece of artwork we must be able to identify 
marks of style in it. This would require prior knowledge of the stylistic tendencies of the artist. 
Thus, he makes a similar assumption to Carlson’s about how our knowledge of art history etc. 
can affect the experience of a work of art. The next question is ‘what is style?’. Goodman states 
that it is the combination of all those necessary features (in virtue of the creative process 
which shapes them) which allow us to place a work of art within its historical context or ‘those 
features of the symbolic function of the work that are characteristic of author, period, place, 
or school’.5 Symbol is key to Goodman’s aesthetic thought, and will become important when 
answering Carroll, but for now it is necessary to focus on my contention that style is necessarily 
human, which takes us a step beyond Goodman. Style can be seen as a signature of a particular 
artist in a way that their actual signature never could. It is easier and quicker to tell one is 
looking at a van Gogh through paying attention to the broad and deliberate brushstrokes than 
to look for a scribble in the corner. The features of a painting which can be said to be part of 
the style might be the brushstrokes, use of light, subject matter (or apparent lack of), or the 
presence of power lines. It is possible for the critic to argue that there might be style present 
in nature through the presence of patterns in the form of waves or fractals, tessellations or 
symmetry, which certainly seem stylish. These have been so influential that they are widely 
incorporated into human works of art. When these patterns are in nature, however, they are 
the product of vastly contingent factors, determined entirely by insensitive natural processes. 
As such, natural patterns differ from the deliberate (or perhaps unconscious) stylistic choices 
on the part of the author of a work of art, which are the product of her artistic feeling. The 
study of art, argues Goodman, is the study of these properties of style, which are all the result 
of human action, and the classification and interpretation of works based on the features 
present in them. Thus any aesthetic experience must include at least a loose understanding of 
style. 

Contra to Carlson’s argument, scientific understanding of nature differs from a historical 
and stylistic understanding of art in a way that renders them inequivalent. Rather than being a 
study of deliberate features of the products of intention and human toil, natural science 
focuses on aspects of the Universe which are for the most part beyond human control, random 
and wholly contingent. Knowledge of its processes only makes it more absurd to suggest that 
nature has a style, and thus is open to understanding in the same way we can understand a 
work of art. There is nothing in nature to suggest that it was a deliberate creation unless one 
appeals to a higher power, which is unlikely to be a move Carlson is keen to make. He writes 
that it is a matter of ‘relevant knowledge’6 which finds for us the foci of our aesthetic attention, 
but it is arguable that natural science has actually made nature less intelligible, and certainly 
less available as an object of aesthetics. It is uncontroversial to say that, until comparatively 
recently in human terms, the majority of people did believe in a creator. Before scientific 
advancements allowed us to see what the real processes of creation look like it must have been 
possible (if not necessary) to view nature as something benign, deliberate, and artistic, created 

                                                        
3 Carlson, 2004 p.163 
4 Goodman, 1978 p.40 
5 Goodman, 1978 p.35 
6 Carlson, 2004 p.164 
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with the intention of human mastery. It could have had style, imparted onto it by its creator. 7 
There could have been symbols left in the Serengeti for us to identify, or the lingering evidence 
of a deft hand in the clefts of a Norwegian fjord. Now, however, science has shown that all of 
nature is far too random, too contingent and uncaring to be considered in the same way as a 
deliberate human work of art. A series of (one or more) deliberate acts is integral to style and 
therefore integral to art. Nature lacks any of these properties, and therefore it cannot be 
appreciated in the same way, cannot produce the same aesthetic experience, as a human work 
of art.  

So if we consider intelligibility and historical understanding, it appears that nature cannot 
be appreciated in the same aesthetic terms as a human’s work. Noel Carroll offers another 
approach, with which he aims to show that nature can produce similar aesthetic experiences 
to man-made art. He does not see an understanding of science and natural history as the 
necessary component that causes aesthetic experiences of nature as Carlson does. Rather, he 
sees ‘being moved by nature’ as a legitimate way that one can have an aesthetic reaction. He 
asks us to picture ourselves ‘standing under a thundering waterfall and being excited by its 
grandeur; or standing barefooted amidst a silent arbour, softly carpeted with layers of 
decaying leaves, a sense of repose and hominess being aroused in us’.8 This is an appealing way 
to consider aesthetic experience, allowing it to be something less intellectual than either 
Carlson or Goodman, and therefore more accessible. It allows for a great number of 
experiences to be aesthetic, anything that causes a frisson, maybe, or some kind of numinosity. 
It seems an intuitive way to offer nature as an aesthetic experience equivalent to deliberate 
works of art. After all, it is easy to see that one might stand in front of a Constable, for instance, 
and experience a kind of pastoral nostalgia; or maybe a sense of awe and wonder when faced 
with a huge Pollock canvas. These same experiences may be had as a result of seeing real 
English farmland, or the awe felt standing under a waterfall. 

However, Carroll also fails to answer the style argument. Emotion conveyed by human art 
is again a matter of the style of the painting, it is most often a deliberate attempt by the artist 
to arouse something within their audience, or at least a secondary effect of the symbolism 
employed in creating art. In nature, though, any emotion is a response to something completely 
without deliberate cause. Focus on the symbolic nature of art can show exactly why aesthetic 
experience is not the same as experience of nature. Goodman understands symbols as things 
that refer to or represent. This can be either to concrete things or more abstract ideas, 
concepts, or emotions. Giovanelli writes that ‘[works of art] are all entities composed of 
symbols, which possess different functions and bear different relations with the worlds they 
refer to.’9 Fitting this into a style argument, we can say that the representation of a work of art 
is a key part of recognising an artist’s style. Expression is important. Through representing, 
works of art can express emotions. As representation and the symbols represented are part 
of style they should both be considered necessary for truly understanding the art, and having 
a true aesthetic experience. 

Both Carlson and Carroll suggest that nature can be expressive, but this can easily be 
considered an absurdity. Expression must be a human act, or at the least an animal act. We do 

                                                        
7 Were we willing to accept the possibility of a creator deity which personally produces ‘natural’ 

phenomena, it might still be the case that it could not be considered in the same way as human art. For 
instance, the stylistic choices made by a human artist emerge as a result of her experiences, education 
and mentality. It surely would not be possible for a universe-creating deity to have the same processes 
behind theirs. As such an understanding of human and deistic style must be fundamentally different. 

8 Carroll, 2004 p.168 
9 Giovanelli, 2010 
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it in order to convey our emotions to other people, and the artist does it in a more specialised 
way in order to convey some kind of feeling, or an idea, or even several of either, to her 
audience. Identifying the ideas of an artist is crucial to understanding their style, but the idea 
that nature can express and make us feel emotions in the same way? It must be false. Nature 
may be able to arouse emotion in Carroll, but that does not mean we should appreciate the 
experience in the same way as an emotional work of art. The emotions in art come from 
deliberate choices of symbolism on the part of the artist. In nature there is no creator who 
wants to impart anything to an audience, making no stylistic choices in order to fulfil his end. 
To reiterate: nature is not human and thus cannot produce the same aesthetic experiences as 
a human work of art. 

One might find this argument unconvincing. Emotional reactions, you might say, are the 
same as aesthetic reactions, and to suggest that anything more intellectual (e.g. an 
understanding of style) is required for a true aesthetic experience is snobbery. Carroll will 
never stop being excited by his waterfall; I might look out of the window of a plane and see the 
mighty Mississippi, and have to stop to catch my breath as I struggle to comprehend its size 
and magnificence. That these are aesthetic experiences may be true, but I maintain that if they 
are they must be a different kind to the type we might experience from a work of human art. 
We might call the experiences gained from nature sublime. Difficult to define, but given as ‘set 
or raised aloft, high up,’ the sublime method of aesthetic appreciation is for things which ‘instil 
a sense of awe,’ or whose ‘infinity are beyond words.’10 This is the way Carroll really has an 
aesthetic reaction to nature. It puts no anthropomorphising pressure on nature to express, as 
Carroll would have it do. We can simply be in awe of nature for being so ancient, so wonderful 
and terrifying. That is not to say that there are not works of art which do not illicit feelings of 
the sublime. Shaw himself views Barnett Newman’s works such as Onement VI as paradigmatic 
of the sublime. However, I would argue that this is different again. It is easy to identify a 
Newman; he has a very distinctive style. The marks he leaves on his huge mono-colour canvases 
are very deliberate, slowly peeling away tape to reveal what is left underneath. It is undeniably 
sublime, as anyone would say who has seen one for himself, however the human element, the 
deliberate process of creation separates it from nature. However, in the case of large-scale 
abstract expressionists like Newman it is arguable that there are ways in which human art can 
be appreciated in a similar way to nature, but not precisely the same. 

To summarise the arguments, style is a necessary quality of artworks, enabling experts to 
classify works according to place, time, school, and artist. It can be identified as the signature 
of a particular artist, a deliberate mark she makes which allows the viewer to identify her in 
the work. Features of style are those that are deliberate choices by the artist. These features 
are also those used in symbolism, which is the system the artist uses to convey any ideas or 
emotions he wants to instil in his audience. Style and symbol are both intentional choices by a 
human artist, and according to Goodman both integral to our understanding of a work of art. 
Their absence in nature means that it is impossible to appreciate the natural world in the same 
way as a human work of art simply because it necessarily lacks some crucial features. However 
that is not to say that it is impossible to have an aesthetic reaction to nature: merely that it 
differs from the way in which we can appreciate human art, in that it is sublimity rather than 
style that we look for in an aesthetic understanding and experience of the natural world. 

 

                                                        
10 Shaw 2006, p.1 
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