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Extended abstract

One of the most important issues aesthetic thinkers address is the
relationship between form and meaning in works of art. Initially, this subject
refers to the separation of the beauty of an artwork from the surrounding
world. However, through detailed investigations of the aesthetic aspects of
artworks, we encounter examples that demonstrate the connection between
visual elements and forms with deep conceptual meanings. Artistic beauty,
a fundamental concept in philosophy and aesthetics, has long been the
subject of attention by some thinkers. The two essential components of an
artwork, form and meaning, are inseparable parts that play a central role
in the aesthetic experience. Thomas Aquinas, a Christian philosopher and
theologian, was one of the first thinkers to become acquainted with beauty-
related processes through his study of the works of Albert the Great and
Dionysius, addressing this issue as a philosophical problem. In light of
Christian theology, Aquinas explored the concept of beauty in artand revived
the traditional concepts of medieval aesthetics. In Aquinas’ thought, artistic
beauty is connected with the form and appearance of the artwork (which
aligns with its inner nature or meaning) and with the content (manifested in
the appearance of the artwork). Eric Newton, a contemporary philosopher,
believes that artistic beauty manifests through the coherent and structured
relationship between form and meaning, and the hidden meaning in the
artwork is perceptible intuitively. The artist creates this structure through
the elements chosen in the creation of the artwork.

Considering the study’s subject’s significance, this paper is fundamental.
After gathering information from library sources, documents, and online
databases, the authors utilized a descriptive-analytical and comparative
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approach. The data analysis is qualitative, and the observations and theories
are described, focusing on analyzing and describing the role of form and
meaning in artistic beauty, emphasizing the views of the two thinkers,
Agquinas and Newton. In the field of aesthetics of art, studies have been
conducted by researchers, including:

Inanarticle by Shakibadel (2015), titled “Artistic Beauty and Representation
of Nature” in Being and Cognition Journal, the author states that Aquinas,
influenced by the views of his predecessors, has sporadically discussed beauty
and art, attempting to relate transcendental beauty to perceptible beauty.
He defines beauty and its components, addressing cognitive aesthetics and
exploring the relationship between beauty, cognitive perception, and the
connection between beauty, good, and being in the world of nature.

Also, Rabiei and Pazouki (2011), in their article “The Concept of Beauty
According to Thomas Aquinas,” state that beauty, according to Aquinas, is
something that pleases the eye. This notion of seeing has become the origin
of various epistemological discussions. The authors refer to another aspect
of Aquinas’ epistemology on beauty: his discussion of superior cognitive
faculties. Aquinas holds an objectivist view of beauty, asserting that divine
beauty is absolute and that the beauty of this world is a reflection of it.
Given the aforementioned research, scholars have only addressed the general
concept of artistic beauty in Aquinas’ views. However, no research has
been conducted on the relationship between form and meaning in artworks
from the perspectives of Thomas Aquinas and Eric Newton. Therefore,
the authors believe that studying the form and meaning of the artwork can
clarify the ambiguities of the role of form and meaning in the aesthetics of
artworks, considering the conditions of the time and its impact on audience
perception, focusing on the views of the two thinkers, Aquinas (medieval)
and Newton (contemporary). This research analyzes the fundamental
aspects of artistic beauty according to the two thinkers, focusing on form
and meaning. The research seeks to understand how form and meaning,
as two fundamental principles, function in the aesthetic understanding of
artworks. Therefore, this research examines the role of form and meaning
in art aesthetics, emphasizing Aquinas’ and Newton’s views. By reviewing
and analyzing the works of these two thinkers and related studies, the role
of form and meaning in artistic beauty and the influencing factors on the
beauty of an artwork are coherently analyzed.

Given the importance of form and meaning, which both philosophers
have addressed in their research, these concepts play a pivotal role in the
aesthetics of artworks according to them. We will proceed by comparing
the views of these two thinkers on form and meaning in artistic beauty, as
highlighted below:

1. As mentioned, Thomas Aquinas and Eric Newton have distinct
approaches to form and meaning in the beauty of artworks. Aquinas has



&S Rahpooye Hekmat-e Honar
(Biquarterly Journal of Wisdom and Art)
Vol. 3, No. 2 (5), Autumn 2024 & Winter 2025

not independently addressed the form and meaning of the artwork, and to
understand his views on beauty; one must examine his various works. On
the other hand, Eric Newton, a contemporary philosopher, has thoroughly
discussed meaning, form, and other aesthetic elements. Through this, one
can gain insight into his perspective, as art and beauty studies are central
to Newton’s philosophy. Newton considers art philosophy an independent
field and has provided consistent views on the topic.

2. both philosophers have addressed form and meaning in artworks according
to their specific views. Aquinas discusses beauty in terms of concepts such
as perfection, proportion (which involves harmony of objects concerning
mathematical ratios), and clarity, which are connected to the hidden meaning
in the artwork. This meaning can be expressed in mathematical language,
and the artwork is shaped based on this process, which is intertwined with
symbolic and figurative aspects. Newton also emphasizes the significance
of form in an artwork, considering it the primary principle that relates to
the surrounding world and mathematical proportions. Other elements of the
artwork derive from it. Hence, the artwork is detached from the surrounding
reality. Both thinkers regard the form of the artwork as one of the most
fundamental parts connected with the material world and its proportions,
shaping the rest of the artwork’s elements and distancing it from surrounding
objects and phenomena.

3. Both thinkers discuss the pleasure derived from the beauty of an artwork,
but they approach it differently. Aquinas views pleasure in relation to the
formal aspect of the artwork, such as proportion and order, which leads to
sensory enjoyment upon perceiving these features. In his analysis, Newton
refers to the pleasure that transcends the artwork’s appearance, which the
audience receives through an inner, intuitive experience, leading to a more
profound, spiritual form of enjoyment. Thus, the concept of pleasure differs
between the two thinkers: in Aquinas’ thought, it is associated with sensory
perception, while in Newton’s view, it culminates in spiritual and intuitive
satisfaction.

4. Both thinkers associate the concept of “perfection” with completeness
and the absence of flaws. Newton argues that a work’s meaning or content is
perfected when placed in a suitable form or structure. This process reflects
the inseparable relationship between meaning and form in a work of art. On
the other hand, Aquinas considers perfection the ultimate form of an object
or artwork. Aquinas links the ultimate end of a thing to its material and
external aspects. Thus, a distinction arises between the views of Aquinas
and Newton on “perfection” in an object or artwork.

5. Both thinkers have distinct approaches to the nature of beauty. Aquinas
considers beauty as a visible, perceptible quality, where factors such as
the utility of objects do not contribute to their beauty; he regards beauty
as something that directly pleases the senses. Newton, however, believes
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that beauty has an intrinsic goal and does not seek anything beyond itself,
finding the essence of beauty in the object itself. In Newton’s view, beauty
is connected with internal observation, and all things seek their ultimate
goal within it. Therefore, Newton’s approach to beauty departs from other
values often associated with beauty by some philosophers.

In conclusion, both Aquinas and Newton have analyzed the issue of form
and meaning in artworks with thought-provoking perspectives. According
to them, an artwork’s most crucial and fundamental element is its form,
from which other artwork components emerge, with meaning inextricably
tied to the form. These two elements are central to the understanding of
artistic beauty. Aquinas and Newton, with their respective historical and
philosophical backgrounds, have examined form and meaning in artworks
from different angles. Aquinas views form as the manifestation of the thing
through which the artwork reveals itself, while Newton sees meaning as
created through the artist’s intuitive and subjective engagement with
the work. Both views provide essential insights into the philosophical
understanding of beauty in art.

Keywords: Form, Meaning, Artistic Beauty, Thomas Aquinas, Eric Newton

This journal is following of Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE) and complies with the highest
ethical standards in accordance with ethical laws

COPYRIGHTS | Copyright for this article is retained by the author(s), with publication rights granted
@ @ to the Rahpooye Hekmat-e Honar Journal. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution Licenses. (https:/creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)

OPEN ACCESS




