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ABSTRACT

The term ‘aesthetics’ has been coined by the philosopher 
Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten as early as 1750. As a 
philosophical discipline the field remained occupied by 
philosophers and art historians until the mid 19th century. In 1876, 
however, experimental aesthetics was founded by Gustav Theodor 
Fechner (1801-1887) as a field of psychological inquiry. 

The basic aim of empirical aesthetics (this is the broader term 
for ‘experimental aesthetics’) was and still is to give a scientific 
basis for theorizing on the reception and production of the 
arts and aesthetic phenomena in general. Although there is a 
methodological tradition (principles of psychophysics) new 
approaches have been used to get insights into the field. The aim 
of this paper is to show some lines of development.

Some of the new trends came from outside empirical aesthetics, 
mainly from psychology, of course. One of these aspects is 
a tendency to consider ecological factors, another one is the 
growing interest in creativity and brain research.

As the traditional starting point of the field was visual aesthetics 
the museum has been treated with more attention than before, 
i.e. the places of the exposition and reception of the arts received 
more interest. On the other hand, empirical results should 
influence the traditional fields of aesthetics, i.e. there should be 
an export of knowledge to art history, applied aesthetics and the 
philosophical area of aesthetics. 

An overview on different fields of empirical aesthetics will be 
given. The main point will be research in the visual arts (including 
museology). It is questionable if the scattered fields of aesthetics 
could be re-united. But possibly, the ongoing debate of mind and 
brain could function as a new force to establish a system of the 
aesthetic judgement. 

1. PHILOSOPHICAL ROOTS

Alexander Gotlieb Baumgarten (1714-1762) coined the term 
aesthetics. As aesthetics was a minor field of philosophy he had 
to defend his thesis against the predominance of logic. His aim 
was to found a new way of gaining knowledge and this approach 
was clearly manifested in his definition of aesthetics: “Aesthetica 
… est congnitionis sensitivae” (Baumgarten, 1750; cited after 
Schweizer, 1973, p. 106). This definition still holds its promise 
to give insights into the way recipients make sense out of sensory 
data. However, as philosophy was and still is oriented towards the 
discussion of arguments and logically attained proofs it remained 
as a side-track that did not reach the scientific reputation of other 
fields of philosophy. Especially, Kant noted that the aesthetic 
judgment cannot reach the very status of a logical judgment 
because it cannot give reasons, instead it is a matter of taste. 

Nevertheless, he stressed that there may be a corroboration of 
an aesthetic judgment because ‘everybody may share it’ (Kant, 
1799/1974, p. 54).

From these statements it is obvious that the truth of an aesthetic 
judgment cannot be stated a priori (i.e. analytically) instead it 
is a real empirical truth, a synthetic judgment which is based on 
experience (a posteriori). E.g., logical or analytical truth can be 
shown if concepts and predicates follow from themselves by 
logical implication (‘All schizophrenic patients are mentally ill’ 
is a logically true statement because schizophrenia is defined as a 
mental illness; cf. Westermann, 2000, p. 185). On the other hand, 
saying ‘this picture, drama or music etc. is beautiful’ can only be 
said after the reception of the artwork, i.e. a posteriori. The truth 
of judgments like these cannot be proven on analytical reasons 
and, hence, they are not based on logical relations but based on 
facts. 

This basic definition of aesthetic judgments as a posteriori or 
synthetic judgments opened the field of aesthetic inquiry outside 
of philosophy. Hence, the main stream of research changed from 
philosophy to adjacent academic fields, mainly to psychology. 

2. PSYCHOLOGICAL AESTHETICS

In 1860 Gustav Theodor Fechner published the ‘Elements of 
Psychophysics’ and Wilhelm Wundt introduced the experimental 
method to psychology by his volume entitled ‘Physiological 
Psychology’ (1874). Both books opened the field of scientific 
methods in researching the ‘inner life’ of man, i.e. the field of 
psychology as the science of awareness or consciousness was 
born. As Fechner was a member of the Kunstverein Leipzig 
(Leipzig Art Society) he was also active in this field, hence his 
scientific endeavor to give way for the psychophysical methods 
in aesthetics. By using the approach ‘from below’ he decisively 
took the advantage of the aesthetic judgment as belonging to the 
category of synthetic judgments. It is this approach that is still 
fascinating and promising to find insight into the experience of 
art or aesthetic objects in general. 

A paradigmatic study was his inquiry into the aesthetic 
attractivity of the golden section. To check the hypothesis that 
objects arranged according to the ‘divine proportion’ (1:0.618) 
should have a maximum of preference he asked Ss and indeed 
found the maximum at this proportion. However, replications and 
variations of his study did not show the same result consistently, 
hence, there is still research on this hypothesis. 

But much more Fechner thought on the whole field of aesthetics 
in his volume ‘Preschool of Aesthetics (1876). He reasoned 
on some 20 principles of aesthetics and rules to intensify the 
aesthetic experience. However, many of these principles or 
hypotheses are still not empirically tested. 
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The basic methods of psychophysics were given a new beginning 
in the 1960s by Daniel Berlyne (1971). Combining the Fechner 
approach with a turn to physiological aspects of aesthetics 
opened the field again (it nearly disappeared under the attack 
of behaviorism and as a result of World War II). The function 
of arousal as a motivating, stimulating and regulating aspect of 
aesthetic pleasure showed up with new variables which related 
arousal mechanisms (arousal boost and arousal jag) to so-called 
‘collative’ variables which seemed to measure stimulus properties 
(like novelty, surprisingness and most famous: complexity). In 
short: the methods applied to measure aesthetic responses were 
still based on Fechner’s psychophysical methods (1876, p. 190; 
the method of choice, the method of production, the method 
of use), and collative variables were mainly used with simple 
artificial stimulus material. 

Moreover, since Fechner’s times the basic variable used as the 
core aesthetic response is preference. Preference is the criterion 
variable that is to be predicted from two sides: either from the 
subject or from stimulus properties. This assumption holds true 
for the ‘old’ and ‘new’ experimental aesthetics. 

Another approach has emerged in the 1980s and 1990s taking the 
Rosch conception of prototypicality as a starting point to predict 
preference (for some conclusions of the debate see Martindale, 
1996). Research on the relation of preference and typicality is still 
going on because the definition of prototypicality is not without 
problems, especially in aesthetics, e.g. “photographic likeness is 
an atypical definition of prototypicality” (Farkas, 2002, p. 128) 
but was used in studies on this topic. The suggestion, however, 
that preference and typicality may depend on each other in either 
a monotonically increasing or a J- or U-shaped relation turns the 
theory to be compatible with nearly all outcomes (except zero 
relations). Hence the discussion is not at its end, especially, as 
typicality is most likely not the only causa to be reckoned among 
the conditions of aesthetic pleasure. Moreover, as typicality 
seems to depend on the subject’s knowledge, it is not surprising 
that the expert – novice difference holds true in this case, too. 

3. THE REALMS OF AESTHETICS 

Besides psychology, in the academic area aesthetics is to be found 
in quite a number of fields. First, aesthetics is again en vogue in 
philosophy. Especially, since the 1980s there is a revitalization 
of thoughts on aesthetic experience at least in Germany (e.g. 
Oelmüller, 1980; Scheer, 1997; Welsch, 1998). Moreover, 
although philosophy is currently deeply involved in the ‘mind 
and brain’ debate some of the philosophers combine their touch 
to aesthetics with the environmental field (e.g. Berleant, 1992, 
1997). In this theorizing empiricism receives its place, but it still 
seems to lack the acknowledgement as the data delivering basis. 
On the side of aesthetic practice, however, empiricism is clearly 
the method to be used (e.g. landscape aesthetics). 

The second academic field in which aesthetics is enrolled is 
sociology. The tendency to view the social, cultural and historic 
fields under the same methodology by which the natural sciences 
made their progress was introduced by Hippolyte Taine (1828-
1893). To view art as the product of the conditions under which 
the artist is living was one side of the coin. The other side – that 
the preference for art (or more general: for aesthetic objects) 

– is influenced by the social circumstances the recipients live in 
received attention e.g. by Bourdieu (1982). Aesthetic preference 
appears in this view as the product of education and socialization 
of the appreciating person. In effect, specifics of the society 
determine preference and the fields of art one feels attached to 
perhaps more than the qualities of the object itself. Also, cultural 
practice is distributed differently on the social strata and cultural 
practice is comparable to the concept of aesthetic behavior. Going 
to concerts, visiting museums, going to the cinema and reading 
books – this all is determined by social forces, at least to a certain 
extent. 

Moreover, there are several different empirical movements in 
traditional fields (the humanities), e.g. there is an empirical study 
of literature (novels, poems, essays, etc.). These fields have many 
cross-overs with psychology (e.g. psychology of language), 
hence, psychological work on the reception and production of 
classical categories of art and the respective scientific fields (like 
drama, music and the visual arts etc.) are involved in empirical 
aesthetics. This development is not at its end, even more, there are 
increasing activities in these areas, thus showing that empiricism 
is inevitable. 

Across all these domains the field of aesthetics seems to 
develop into a research activity centering on cultural events and 
products. The traditional division of the arts into categories like 
painting, sculpture, drama, dance & ballet, literature, landscape 
architecture & parks, and music must be enlarged into the ‘lower’ 
fields of aesthetics, i.e. photography, film, musical, performance 
and conceptual art, museums, exhibitions, television, radio, 
digital innovations, earthworks, etc. Also, the aesthetics of the 
environment, decorative arts, clothing, popular culture, and life-
style seem to have aesthetic components that are certainly to be 
reckoned under the topics of the field. 

Finally, as one of the central topics of psychology was and still is 
the consciousness of human beings all the aesthetic considerations 
are more or less limited to the human realm. There have been 
some trials to open the field for non-human beings as well, but 
these trials never reached greater importance in the field (cf. 
Lenain, 1997). Also, animal aesthetics did serve as a comparison 
to modern art in an art scandal of the 1950s (Desmond Morris). 
Although this was a strike against abstract art, it turned out that 
e.g. chimpanzees do not use color and brush randomly. Also, some 
birds do arrange nests in an ‘artful’ manner, thus pointing to some 
precursors of human aesthetic activities. As the evolutionary idea 
is getting more influence in psychology, this line of studying the 
root of aesthetics might show some revitalization. Especially, the 
role of aesthetics in the development of the species is not fully 
understood, neither in the human, nor in the non-human area. 

Looking for the reasons and basis for genius is an old topic of 
psychology. Meanwhile it developed from the study of heredity 
and the highly gifted personalities to the aspects of creativity 
in aesthetic production and reception. Most of all, it seems not 
correct to see the creative side of aesthetics in the production of 
aesthetic objects only. 

In line with the recently new trend to put the old topic of brain 
and mind on top of mainstream psychology, this approach will 
contribute to the insight into aesthetic phenomena in the future. 
Currently, research is centered on the places where brain activities 
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are to be found e.g. during aesthetic production. Generally, if it 
is true that the aesthetic judgment is one of the most scattered 
and multi-facetted experiences of the individual, progress may be 
reached only by pluralistic research. 

4. ENVIRONMENT AND AESTHETICS 

As the central field of aesthetics was the consciously experiencing 
person, the circumstances under which such experiences happen 
did not find any closer attention in the beginning. But this situation 
has changed meanwhile; in fact the research on the behavior of 
visitors of art galleries and museums has increased considerably 
since the studies of Robinson (1926, cit. after Robinson 1935/
1988) and Melton (1935/1988). It is this environmental aspect 
of the arts that received by far the most intensive research. These 
studies could show that a number of common beliefs on visitor 
behavior simply were wrong; e.g. roughly 75% of visitors turn 
right when entering a museum hall, without any respect to the 
objects shown. This finding clearly contradicted the belief that it 
is exclusively the artworks themselves that are the determinants 
of visitor behavior. Also, a concept like ‘museum fatigue’ points 
to the fact that visitors need some rest - regardless of their high 
interest in the artworks shown. This concept was coined by 
Gilman as early as 1916 and pointed to the fact that museum 
environments have to take into consideration human factors 
instead of being purely interested in the objects exhibited. Even 
a concept like ‘museum comfort’ (Hood, 1993) is gaining more 
interest now because it will enhance the efforts to support the 
policy of general education (for an overview see Bitgood & 
Loomis, 1993).

Investigations into this matter often do not follow the strong 
experimental paradigm, of course (but see Gottesdiener & 
Vilatte, 2000). However, in applied research and especially in 
evaluation procedures the methods of empirical aesthetics must 
be used to get insights into those processes and behaviors which 
are of interest for the presentation of the arts in their respective 
environments. First, however, it is necessary to have some idea 
on the kind of experience that should be made possible or which 
should be enhanced when someone is going to contact the arts. 
The next step then is to find out by empirical methods what really 
can be achieved in reaching these goals. Both approaches - from 
above and from below - can be combined to make progress, and 
old-fashioned animosities between hostile camps are going to 
disappear, fortunately. Currently, there is a discussion among 
museum curators and exhibition planners about these topics 
worldwide (cf. Schäfer, 1996), some of the topics seem to be of 
general importance: 

(a) It seems correct to regard museums as institutions of 
communication (cf. Treinen, 1996). And this means that it is a too 
limited view if only the objects presented receive attention, while 
the way how visitors pick up the message remains unconsidered. 
The visitors’ needs and expectancies require and deserve as much 
provision as the exhibits.

(b) The types of presentation most likely will change over time. 
It is unlikely that a standard method can be found to make sure 
that visitors will pick up the information presented; currently, 
multimedia devices seem to provoke the recipients’ interest most 
effectively – but this effect may diminish over time. Thus it is 

obvious that not only the exhibits but also the types of presentation 
deserve empirical research to check their effectiveness. 

(c) Museum visitors may no longer be conceived of as ‘guests’. 
‘Guests’ are invited, of course, but as a matter of politeness 
they have to follow the customs of the host. Instead, museum 
visitors should be seen as users. This may require that visitors 
can do something with the objects presented or at least that some 
event is going to happen. Usually, ‘hands-on-objects’ receive the 
greatest quantity of attention - not only with children but with 
adults also. 

(d) Especially the latter point seems to need differentiation 
because in technical museums it is easy to present objects to put 
your hands on. But a museum of art is likely to prohibit such 
intentions on good grounds. More generally, different kinds of 
interaction with the object of pleasure seem more appropriate, but 
to enhance such interaction special consideration is needed. E.g., 
with respect to music one of the obvious measures in facilitating 
the aesthetic experience and delight is to build concert halls which 
are constructed specifically with respect to acoustic qualities. But 
which acoustic properties? Those of the musicians or those of the 
public? Also, if we take into consideration what has been written 
by Baumgarten and Kant or what was described in the theories 
of empathy, then it is clear that we need specifically designed 
rooms, lighting conditions etc. to have a maximum of pleasure, 
a maximum of delight, empathy, and understanding. If emotions 
play a decisive role in the process of art appreciation (and they 
do), time is needed and visitors must have an opportunity to 
let those feelings develop. Currently, there seem to be no data 
showing which kind of environment is best to enable or enhance 
an intensive aesthetic experience. Baumgarten, Kant, or the 
authors who wrote on Einfühlung (empathy) gave some idea 
what an aesthetic experience might be. Theories like these can 
give a basis for defining the goals that should be reached when 
designing rooms and arrangements, but empirical studies (a) must 
show if these goals are indeed to be found among the recipients 
and (b) the results of studies in this area should have influence on 
the design of concert halls, theatres exhibition halls etc., too. 

With respect to museums or other institutions of general 
education, it seems that they feel as if they were sitting at the 
prisoner’s dock, when they are asked by critics what do visitors 
really learn, or what is their actual intellectual and aesthetic gain 
when visiting a museum. Even more, the concept of ‘visitors’ 
may be exchanged by the term ‘users’ – but it is questionable if 
this can be done across all aesthetics fields. 

In sum, the orientation towards users and user-friendliness is 
appropriate for many institutions, not only for museums or art 
galleries. To make this movement work, empiricism is the best 
tool available. All these approaches are still based on Fechner’s 
assumption that one can make progress in aesthetics by studying 
aesthetic behaviors and experience by using de facto behaviors 
etc. (from below) and not to consider the relation of concepts 
only (from above). So even outside the more narrow realm of 
psychological aesthetics empiricism is still the most promising 
approach. 
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