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Philosophy of Art 
Ph 240 Section A01 Fall 2020 

 

                     Christo and Jean-Claude, Surrounded Islands (1983) 
 

Lectures 
Normally lectures will be conducted over Zoom at the scheduled class time, 12:30 – 13:20 pm Pacific Time. You will find 
the link to join the meetings on the Brightspaces website page. The same link will work for the duration of the course. All 
lectures will be recorded and video recordings posted weekly on the web page, in case that you cannot be present 
synchronously (no attendance taken). Lecture periods will give you an opportunity to ask questions and engage in 
discussion. Additional materials, including videos with essential course content, will also be posted on the Brightspaces 
website. 
 
Key questions 

• Is art anything that we choose to call ‘art’? Is it something determined by ‘art experts’? Or is there something that 
‘essentially’ makes something art? 

• Is a special attitude required for aesthetic experience? Is aesthetic appreciation limited to art?     
• Is art based on an expression of feeling? Is it a way of representing the world? Or is it symbolic of something 

intrinsic of the human spirit? 
• What is beauty? Is it merely ‘in the eye of the beholder’? does it result from a particular type of arrangement of 

materials? 
• Is the meaning of artworks entirely ‘open to interpretation’? Are there ‘better’ and ‘worse’ ways of interpreting 

art? What role should the artist’s intention have when onlookers evaluate artworks? 
• Does technology change what art is? Is art capable of changing society? Do historical art periods signify stages of 

human development? 
• Is aesthetics relevant in everyday life? How do we appreciate the aesthetic value of nature? 
• What is it to appreciate the cultural manifestations of other societies? 

 
Course description 
This course will be an opportunity to consider issues and debates surrounding art and artworks. We will also engage with 
questions regarding beauty, what its importance is, and how it may or may not be related to art. As far as we can tell from 
the archaeological record, art-making goes back in time as far as our species has been active on this planet. In fact, 
evidence is accumulating that even our Neanderthal cousins decorated their bodies, and possibly expressed themselves 
artistically.  
 
These facts raise the question what it exactly means to describe something as an artwork and why we value art. Evidence 
that human beings adorned their bodies and sometimes even designed their habitations going as far back as the Ice Ages 
also points toward the related, even if somewhat independent, enduring human interest in the creation and appreciation 
of beauty. Philosophical reflection about this interest and its significance is the proper field of aesthetics.  

Instructor: Thomas Heyd, Ph.D. 
Lectures     live and posted as video 
Videos:       posted weekly by TWF 12:30- 
   13:20 on the Brightspaces website 
Office hrs:  TF 11-11:30am (by Zoom)  
e-mail:        heydt@uvic.ca 
 
Provisional outline: Given changing 
circumstances in relation to Covid-19, 
there may be some changes to this outline 
before the course starts. 
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Although philosophy of art and aesthetics sometimes are thought of as a single subject, a little reflection shows that there 
are many things that are described as beautiful but are not artworks. Moreover, at least in contemporary times, many 
works are considered art even if there is no intention of endowing them with beauty.  
 
Consequently, one of our aims will be to keep track of how, at times, reflection on art and beauty intersect and at other 
times go their own ways. Ultimately, the aim of this course is to facilitate a better grasp of the respective place of art and 
beauty for us as individuals in the present, and for people in collectivities throughout human history. 
 
Course objectives 

• To learn about theories of aesthetics and art, and their application to our contemporary world.  
• To explore key debates in philosophy of art.  
• To practice the use of argumentative reasoning in the context of Aesthetics and art. 

 
Technical Help 
You’ll find a link to the Zoom Help Centre on Brightspaces 
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      Is it possible to define art? 
      Is art just a matter of historical accident? 
      Is art whatever the artworld decides on? 
Readings: 36 Danto, 37 Dickie (What is Art? An Institutional Analysis), 35 
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Week 11 
16-22 Nov 

Aesthetics and nature 
      What does aesthetic appreciation of the natural environment consist in? 
Readings: 46 Carlson, and TBA 
 

 

Week 12 
23-29 Nov 

Aesthetics and other cultures and student presentations 
       How do other cultures value their environments aesthetically? 
       Is ‘rock art’ art? If not, why not? If yes, why? 
Readings: online: Heyd, Rock Art and Aesthetics  
 

 

Week 13 
30 Nov – 6 Dec 

Summary-conclusion, and student presentations, Course Experience Survey, and Final exam 
**4 December, Last Day of Classes. Final take-home exam questions handed out ** 
**4 December, National Day of Remembrance and Action on Violence Against Women** 
 

 

Week 14 
7-13 Dec 

***9 December, before noon, Final E


