What Is Beauty?
<By Dr. Sheila Samton

Sheila Samton is the author-illustrator of many award-winning books for children, as well as a designer and muralist.
Her first children’s book, "The World from My Window"
(Crown, 1985), also dealt with the subject of beauty. Ms.
Samton has two sons and lives in New York City.
What is beauty? According to the ancient Egyptians and
Greeks, it was: 1.6:1:0.6.
This is the "golden ratio,"
a.k.a. the "golden mean,"
the "golden section," and
the "divine proportion." It is
a
proportional
relation
obtained by dividing a line, or
a plane figure, so that the shorter part is to the longer part as the
longer part is to the whole. If you
take a "golden rectangle" — one
whose length-to-breadth is in the
golden ratio — and snip out a
square, what remains is another,
smaller golden rectangle. What makes
the golden ratio special to mathematicians is the number of properties it possesses. But what makes it extraordinary to the world is its
relation to beauty. The golden ratio has been evoked
through the ages to express perfection.
Examples abound. The Egyptians called it the "sacred
ratio," and applied it to the building of the pyramids.

The Greeks used it in the construction of the
Parthenon. It is said that daVinci painted the face of
the Mona Lisa to fit inside a golden rectangle. People
like the architect Corbusier and the composer Bartók
have consciously embodied it in their work. And daily
in art and science classrooms students discover that
geometric forms expressing the golden ratio are simply
the most appealing to the eye.
The entertaining BBC series
"The Human Face," televised here two years ago,
created a transparent template of an ideal face.
Features and facial dimensions related to each other on
the template in the ratio of
1.6:1:0.6. The template was transposed to the face of a beautiful
actress. And lo, it fitted perfectly.
So beauty is 1.6:1:0.6.
That’s the easy answer. My own feeling
is that we are in denial if we think beauty can
be defined by a formula. Consider this story from my youth:
I was a child in Brooklyn in the nineteen-fifties. All the elementary school girls in my apartment house worshipped
the glamorous Nelda, a woman who lived with her husband and a toy poodle in a one-bedroom apartment on
the second floor.
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She was our icon of beauty. Her long hair was an extraordinary color, a hitherto-unseen (by us) white gold known
as "platinum," while her eyebrows were tweezed to
nothingness and replaced by a bold black pencil line. Her
full lips were painted a glossy replica of the maroon
Crayola in our boxes. She was voluptuous; she wore
midriffs and shorts and three-inch-high cork-soled sandals. By contrast our scarcely made-up mothers in their
housedresses and flats seemed unbearably plain.
I could go on to tell you about the night a bat got into our
building and somehow became enmeshed in Nelda’s pale
hair. It is one of the cautionary tales of my childhood and
explains why I docilely submitted thereafter to so many
short haircuts. But I brought up Nelda to point out how
time and change affect one’s perception of beauty. Within
a few years Nelda’s looks lost their luster for me, as my
esthetic world broadened beyond the neighborhood. I
began to find her appearance silly, and eventually embarrassing, as if my early adoration revealed something
flawed in me. Nelda had stopped being beautiful to me,
and it was not because she changed but because I did.
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Background, conditioning, education, history, time,
change. When we discuss beauty we bring all these to the
table. At one time I believed that the phrase "form follows function" perfectly expressed the American ideal of
beauty. Coined originally by the architect Louis Sullivan as
"form ever follows function" in an 1896 article in
Lippincott’s Magazine and later embraced by the
Bauhaus architects and designers who popularized the
phrase in its shorter version, "form follows function," it
means that the function of a building or object determines its form. And further, that the more it expresses its
function, the more beautiful it is.
An example of this often cited (and worshipped) by architects concept is the famous Shaker round barn of
Hancock, Massachusetts. Hay wagons entered the barn
on its upper level, a railed wooden track around the inner
perimeter of the building. As the wagons followed the
track and circled the building, hay was pitched into the
central area below. There waited the cows, facing the
center, standing radially. Each wagon delivered its load
and left the building by the same door it entered. The
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round form of the barn totally followed the function of
hay pitching.
"Form follows function." We think of the handles of our
own precordless telephones, of well-balanced shears, of
knives designed to fit the hands of surgeons and chefs, early
sneakers, the first airplanes. Of the first big, square, bulky
computers, testaments to their own complexity and
unwieldiness. Were these beautiful, or simply possessed of
organic reality? And when did it all start to change? Perhaps
in Mike Nichols’ 1967 film The Graduate when someone
looked young Dustin Hoffman in the eye, told him he had
one thing to say to him, and uttered the word "Plastics."
Perhaps it changed for me when I chose to bring an elegant olive green Olivetti typewriter to college with me,
rather than the more reliable and chunky Smith-Corona.
The Olivetti looked like a piece of art, the Smith-Corona
looked like a typewriter. I needed the Olivetti to advertise
that I was cool and artistic. Unfortunately, the Olivetti was
also a piece of junk, or at least mine was, and I spent four
years borrowing my roommates’ less splashy machines.
What is beauty? Industrial designers today certainly think
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they know. I turn to their work and I see: "cool" objects.
Softened, biomorphic, futuristic, stunning, "cool" objects.
Like Apple products — the candy-colored iMacs and iBooks,
the recently revitalized iMac that sits like a pod on a stalk,
the iPod music player. The curvy, reborn Volkswagon bug;
the rounded, grooved, ultra-designed, candy-colored running shoe. The cell phone, designed with many of the visual components of the running shoe. At the time of this writing running shoes are still not able to take photographs. But
is Louis Sullivan turning over in his grave as form moves
away from function? Or is he laughing because our culture
is adoring coolness and thinking it is beauty?
"What is beauty?" I ask a stylist friend. "Beauty today is
what the fashion industry says it is," she answers. If she
is right then beauty today is indeed an ephemeral concept, since the fashion industry is constantly looking for a
"new" face and ready to discard the "old" look it celebrated yesterday. But my friend has something to add:
"In the last couple of decades," she continues, "beauty
has become a lot more unconventional." I call to mind
the fair-skinned, rigidly waved Breck shampoo ladies from
the fashion magazines of my childhood, and I agree with
her. Breck has morphed into Benetton and The Gap, the
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fair-skinned ladies into a many-hued, multiethnic coalition of young people with dazzling smiles. It occurs to me
that those Breck ladies rarely smiled and never showed us
their teeth.
Our ads also demonstrate that health and fitness (check
those sparkling teeth) are an implicit part of beauty now, at
least as the fashion world sees it. Indeed, our athletes, who
exemplify fitness and once ignored fashion, today market
and model their own lines of clothes. This pairing of fitness
and beauty has led us to accept the idea of a man being
described as beautiful. Men were not called beautiful when
I was growing up unless there was something feminine
about them. No one would argue today with a sentence
like: "Boy, that Michael Jordan is a beautiful man!"
"The Human Face," the BBC series I mentioned earlier,
put an interesting spin on the fitness-beauty connection.
It reminded us that symmetrical faces have always been
perceived as more beautiful than asymmetrical ones and
went on to say that British scientists have proven that athletes with the most symmetrical bodies are not only the
most beautiful but the most gifted and successful. Yes,
symmetry has long been considered a component of
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beauty. But it has its good and bad aspects. If we look at
our own New York City architecture, we may be struck by
the grace and elegance of our symmetrically winged City
Hall. But nearby stands the monstrous Municipal Building,
also symmetrically winged, a building that would not be
out of place in Stalinist Russia.
What is beauty? As an artist, I ask myself this question all
the time. I am chronically occupied with the creation of
"beautiful" images, with representing, as Webster
defines it, "the quality or…qualities in a person or thing
that gives pleasure to the senses or pleasurably exalts the
mind or spirit." The poet Keats puts it a lovelier way: "A
thing of beauty is a joy forever:/Its loveliness increases; it
will never/Pass into nothingness…"
Thomas Mann, in his novel Joseph and His Brothers, has
something somewhat sterner to say:
I confess that I do not care for talk about beauty. The
word and the idea are alike tiresome. For beauty is a conception as pallid as it is lofty — a pedant’s dream. There
are supposed to be laws of beauty. But a law addresses
itself to the understanding and not to the emotions — for
these do not brook the understanding’s control. Hence
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the vapidness of perfect beauty, which
leaves nothing to be forgiven. For the
emotions need something to forgive,
else they turn away in sheer boredom.
Something to forgive. With this in mind I
study the portraits by El Greco in his retrospective recently at the Metropolitan
Museum. All are lauded as "psychological
interpretations" of the sitters’ personalities. All are beautiful to me beyond belief,
but none so much as "An Elderly
Gentleman"
and
"Diego
de
Covarrubias," both of which portray men
whose mouths are just a bit off center.
Something to forgive. I like this phrase,
when applied to beauty, because it is so
unclassical, because it links beauty with
feelings. I repeat it to my dentist. He
gets it; he’s after "naturalness." When
creating a new mouth for someone, he
says, he strives for some irregularity, "to
subtly depart from a perfect arrangement of teeth."
But can beauty be explained — or
explained away — by a formula? What is
beauty? Let’s look at modern literature. There’s an answer I
like implicit in the description of my favorite J. D. Salinger
character in his story "Down at the Dinghy":
The swinging door opened from the dining room and Boo
Boo Tannenbaum, the lady of the house, came into the
kitchen. She was a small, almost hipless girl of twenty-five,
with styleless, colorless, brittle hair pushed back behind her
ears, which were very large. She was dressed in knee-length
jeans, a black turtleneck pullover, and socks and loafers. Her
joke of a name aside, her general unprettiness aside, she
was — in terms of permanently memorable, immoderately
perceptive, small-area faces — a stunning and final girl.
There is nothing about Boo Boo’s appearance that can be
considered beautiful by fashionable or classical standards or
by perceived notions of what is "cool." One knows instinctively that no "golden ratio" will apply to her face. But
Salinger makes a distinction here between inner and outer
beauty, and has us believing that Boo Boo’s inner beauty is
manifest enough for us to recognize it when we see her.
Beauty fades, beauty passes, beauty is ephemeral. These
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are buzz phrases in our culture. We accept them so thoroughly that we are constantly saying, "She must have been
a beauty once," about lovely elderly women, as if beauty is
something that applies only to the young. But faces like
Boo Boo’s, or that of El Greco’s "Elderly Gentleman," are
beautiful forever. "Beauty is truth, truth beauty," wrote
Keats to end his Ode on a Grecian Urn. Truly beautiful
faces express the truth about their wearers.
What is beauty? The debate inherent in the question will
go on forever. We are bound to return again and again
to the timeless simplicity of form following function,
bound to be pulled away by our appetite for the new or
the embellished. I end with a definition that may be
applied to people or objects: Beauty is one’s inner reality
expressed so authentically on one’s exterior that it takes
the breath away. We see something whole, and we are
awed. The experience is a revelation.
This article was reprinted with permission from Global Health
Nexus, a publication of New York College of Dentistry.
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