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Abstract 

 

In this paper I intend to research the philosophy of disgust, and in parts beauty. I 

am presenting beauty as the polar opposite of disgust as Kant did, and I am 

also presenting both beauty and disgust as feelings or emotions we have 

towards an object rather then properties of an object. These statements can be 

supported by Kant and Miller, who will be the main sources, along with Freud, 

Darwin and Menninghaus.  

 

I will look at artists who's work borders on both beauty and disgust, specifically 

on artwork that I think can be experienced as both. The artist will be, among 

others, Damien Hirst, Liz Wolfe and Dieter Roth.  

 

Morals and moral disgust will also be a subject of this paper, I hope to 

differentiate between disgust and moral disgust, as well as give examples of 

artworks that has created clashed between morals and disgust, though this is 

not a major part in the essay.  

 

The key words are disgust, beauty, aesthetics, morals and emotions. 
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Can an artwork be experienced as both beaut i ful  and 

disgust ing at the same t ime? 

By Ina Dorthea Thuresson 

 

Introduction 

German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724 - 1804) wrote in 1764 that "Nothing 

is so much set against the beautiful as disgust" (Kant, cited by Menninghaus; 

2003 : 101). In the study and philosophy of aesthetics disgust rarely makes an 

appearance, for who would want to write about that which is disgusting, 

revolting and ugly? Who would want to spend years of their life looking at and 

researching the disgusting? Such a person would clearly be a bit disgusting 

themselves!  

 

There is an unfortunate association between studying disgust and being 

disgusting, this might come from our idea that by touching something disgusting 

one is contaminated, and this contamination is permanent until proper action 

has been taken o remove it. If we get something that disgusts us on our hand 

we hurry to wash it off though there is often no danger at all in the substance, 

just an uncomfortable feeling and a fright of being contaminated. So the study of 

disgust has not been to kindly seen upon in the past. It might have gotten better 

now, however there are still only a few books written on the subject of disgust 

but there are hundreds and hundreds on beauty. The catalog in the British 

Library offers 41 books on the subject of disgust, some more relevant then 

others, and it offers 7897 books on the subject of beauty. 

 

There is, like I mentioned, some serious writing on disgust, and I have chosen to 

explore it, as it relates to my own work as an artist and it plays a part in other 

artists works that I find interesting and inspiring. Kant writes on disgust in his 

book Critique of Judgment (1790), though he gives the subject no more then a 

page and a half, in the chapter Deduction of the Aesthetics, paragraph 48; On 

the Relation of Genius to Taste: 
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“There is only one kind of ugliness that cannot be presented in conformity 

with nature without obliterating all aesthetic liking, and hence artistic 

beauty; that ugliness that arouses disgust” (Kant, 1987: 180) 

 

It is this quote that a choose to center my paper around. In my own artistic 

practice I thrive to create something that is both beautifull and disgusting at the 

same time, and I believe that other artists have done so in the past. But before 

discussing these artists and theories I wish to lay out an overview of disgust. 

Specifically other philosophers and writers views on disgust (and beauty in some 

cases). There are two main theories about disgust; one is the evolutionary view, 

that disgust is an instinct, the other suggests that disgust is taught and is not 

present in humans at birth. 

 

Disgust and beauty as opposites is not something everyone agrees with, but it is 

how I chose to look at it. In order to understand them as opposites we need to 

establish that both disgust and beauty are feelings. There is little doubt that 

disgust is a feeling, William Ian Miller (1946) writes in The Anatomy of Disgust 

(1997) that  disgust is not just a feeling but an emotion, and that emotions are 

far more complex then feelings; “Disgust is a feeling about something and in 

response to something, not just raw unattached feeling. That is what a stomach 

flu is” (Miller, 1997:8).   

R. Plutchik describes disgust as being one of the “Core Emotions”, he suggests 

that all core emotions have opposites, so love is paired with hate and joy with 

sadness, but he pairs disgust with acceptance, which does not appear, to me, 

to have the same relationship as hate and love. Disgust is a far more powerful 

emotion then acceptance, disgust can destroy love and ruin friendship (Miller, 

1997:24). Kant puts disgust as the opposite of beauty, for he sees beauty in the 

same way as Miller sees disgust, as a feeling about something or in response to 

something. Beauty attracts and its complete opposite is disgust, which repels.  
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Darwin's preserved meat 

 

Charles Darwin (1809 - 1882) was perhaps the fist person to seriously write on 

disgust, he gave the subject around 7 pages in his book The  Expression and 

Emotion of Man and Animals (1872). He suggests that disgust is a feeing related 

to taste and consumption. 

 

“The term “Disgust,” in it’s simplest sense, means something offensive to 

the taste. It is curious how readily this feeling is excited by anything 

unusual in the appearance, odor, or nature of our food. In Tierra del 

Fuego a native touched with his finger  some cold meat which I was 

eating at our bivouac, and plainly showed utter disgust at its softness; 

whilst I felt utter disgust at my food being touched by a naked savage , 

though his hands did not appear dirty. A smear of soup on a man’s 

beard looks disgusting, though there is of course nothing disgusting  in 

the soup itself. I presume that this follows from the strong associations in 

out minds between the sight of food, however circumstanced, and the 

idea of eating it.” 

                                                                         (Darwin, 1965: 258 - 259) 

 

Darwin believes disgust to be primarily related to the act of eating or tasting 

(1965: 259), he goes on to explain the various facial and body gestures that are 

related to the feeling, from frowning to more extreme cases like retching and 

vomiting.  A lot of scientists and writers agree with Darwin's notion of disgust as 

an oral defence, but in the Anatomy of Disgust (1997) Miller suggests that 

Darwin might have been a little quick when making the connections. He says 

that Darwin was right in his description of the etymology of the word disgust, it 

does mean offensive to the taste, but it might have been this automatic 

connection with taste that stopped Darwin to think beyond the meaning of the 

word (Miller, 1997: 1). 
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Ekel and Evolut ionary Disgust 

 

The German word Ekel describes similar feelings to that of the word disgust, it 

does however not have similar etymology, the word bears no easy association 

to taste, Miller suggests that this might have made it easier for Sigmund Freud 

(1856 - 1939) to link the feeling of disgust to the anal and genital zones as well 

as the oral zones (Miller, 1997: 2). Freud links disgust together with shame and 

attributes the feeling to sex rather then food.  Freud's theories on disgust have 

been somewhat overlooked by his scholars and readers (Menninhause, 2003 : 

432), perhaps for the same reasons people do not tend to write about disgust, 

or read about it, its just to disgusting. Freud believes that the primary senses for 

disgust is smell, followed by sight. His theories, as mentioned, revolves around 

sex. We are attracted by smell at first, then by sight and we are repelled by smell 

then by sight.  

 

“Freud was more expansive (than Darwin); he lumped disgust together 

with shame and morality, treating then as “reaction formation” whose 

function it is to inhibit the consumption of unhealthy desires”           (Miller, 

1997: 3) 

 

 

These unhealthy desires being leftover from when we were still walking on four 

legs and the noses and anuses were the most important zones for sexual 

attraction. As humans we are repelled and disgusted by the smell and sight of 

various body parts, thus stopping urges that would have been natural before. 

Although Freud's idea of disgust is a lot wider then Darwin's it still argues that 

disgust is, in part, an instinct in us. 

 

Paul Rozin (1936) is a psychology professor at the university of Pennsylvania, his 

early research suggested that, like Darwin's, disgust is mainly centered around 
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taste, the mouth and food. He researches in to what he refers too as “core 

disgust”. Core disgust refers to the disgust which we feel most often and 

strongest about, and Rozin put food at the top of his list, he did however later 

expand his research to include bodily products and animals and their wastes 

and then fine additional domains: sex, hygiene, death, violations of the body 

envelope (gore, amputations), and socio-moral violations. Rozin gathers these 

under a theory of disgust “psychic need to avoid reminders of our animal 

origins.” (Rozin cited by Miller, 1997: 6) 

 

Rozin also developed two laws regarding disgust; A law of similarities: 

“similarities in appearance mean deeper similarities in substance” and a law of 

contamination: “once in contact always in contact.” These laws shows how we 

feel towards disgust and contamination, it is not true of course, that everything 

that looks disgusting is disgusting, but that is how we tend to feel. People have 

a certain amount of objections to eating chocolate out of a babies nappies, even 

though they know it is chocolate in it, and not excrement.  

 

These rules apply to Rozin's ideas of disgust just as well as they apply to a 

different idea of disgust: that disgust is taught to us, and does not exist in us as 

an instinct. 

 

Taught Disgust 

 

Darwin mentions that retching and involuntary vomiting can occur when we see 

or even imagine something disgusting. He suggests that this is an instinct we 

have developed and he also mentions that similar things happens to monkeys. 

He refers to a zoo keeper that tells him of perfectly healthy monkeys that throw 

up, Darwin assumes this happens for the same reasons as humans, but this is 

pure speculation on Darwin's side (Menninhouse, 2003 : 389). It is now generally 

accepted that only humans display feelings of disgust, and though many still 

believe in the evolutionary explanation of disgust Darwin's theory of disgust is 

overlooked by many.  
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Andras Angyal (1902-1960) was a psychiatrist, living and working in he United 

States from 1932 onwards. He describes disgust as a richly cognitive and social 

feeling, and not a reflex (Miller, 1997: 32) He mainly suggests that disgust 

happens when we are in contact with objects we fear of being soiled by, say 

animal wastes, other peoples spit or snot etc. This idea of being soiled or dirty 

agrees with other theories of disgust, where the unfamiliar and dirty are the main 

points of disgust.  

 

Dame Mary Douglas (1921-2007), a well know British social anthropologist, did 

not write specifically on disgust, but she did write about the polluting, and 

therefore in extension about disgust, in her book Purity and Danger (1966). She 

writes of things that becomes polluted by being out of place. Dirt does not really 

exist, it is just “matter out of place” (Douglas, 2003: 36) , so dirt is not disgusting 

until it is out of place, in the same way that blood or snot, is not disgusting while 

it stays where is belongs, but once it is out of place it is disgusting, Another 

mans snotty napkin is disgusting, but out own snot in our noses not necessarily 

so.  

 

This idea means that pretty much everything can be considered disgusting 

when out of place, but that is not that case, a CD player can not be disgusting, 

not even a rusty CD player placed on a dinner table would be very disgusting. I 

think there is a limit to this notion of something being disgusting by being out of 

place. The something that is considered disgusting must be organic.  

 

The evolutionary  angle held by Darwin, Freud and Rozin suggest that disgust in 

a genetic trait in all humans, it means we are protected from dangers by disgust, 

this would be all well and good if it wants for one thing; very small infants put 

everything in their mouth. They have to be trained to leave excrements alone, 

they show no sign disgust until they are older and have been well trained to be 

cautious of everything. This theory that disgust is trained can also be proven by 

looking at so called “wolf children”, children that has grown up without any 
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parenting. Some well documented cases show that these children do not 

experience disgust, they were never taught (Miller, 1997: 12)  

 

Kant's Beauty 

 

In order to understand Kant's disgust we must understand Kant's beauty. In the 

Critique of Judgment Kant lays out a way for pure judgment. Beauty, according 

to Kant, is not a quality that an object can hold, it is a feeling we experience 

when seeing something. When looking at an object or picture that is pleasing it 

should not mater how much it is worth or who made it, just its forms. Taste that 

requires emotions or charm, Kant thought, was undeveloped and even barbaric. 

(Kant, 1790: 13) 

 

Kant's theory of beauty was very important and was useful later for instance  by 

Clemet Greenberg in his defence of abstract art, it allows for simple shapes to 

be seen as beautifull. It is difficult however to look at art is this way now, as 

more often then not it is exactly what Kant wanted to ignore that is important 

when looking at and judging a piece of art. The meanings and concepts of the 

art work as well as its background and how it was created is often more 

important then its physical appearance, though the best art, perhaps, merges all 

of the above. On disgust Kant writes rather short, only a few paragraphs, 

thought he says quite a bit.  

 

“There is only one kind of ugliness that cannot be presented in conformity 

with nature without obliterating all aesthetic liking, and hence artistic 

beauty; that ugliness that arouses disgust. For in that strange sensation, 

which rests on nothing but imagination, the object is presented as if it 

insisted, as it were, on our enjoying it even though that is just what we 

are forcefully resisting; and hence the artistic presentation  of the object is 

no longer distinguished in our sensation from the nature of this object 

itself, so that it cannot possibly be considered beautiful” 

                                    (Kant, 1987: 180) 
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Here Kant suggest that once something truly disgusting is presented in a 

painting, the painting can no longer be seen as beautiful. Say a big fat flesh 

eating slug is painted on a picture, maybe sitting on a ladies hand, the picture is 

beautifully painted, but because it is so well painted the slug appears to be very 

real, so real in fact, that we feel disgusted by it, thus stopping us from enjoying 

the painting at all. Our disgust cannot distinguish between a real slug, and the 

painted slug, we are equally disgusted by both. Once we feel disgusted by the 

painting, it can no longer give us any pleasure. This only works however when 

something is truly disgusted, if one does not find a slug disgusting it would make 

little difference what so ever.  

 

Here we need to look at what we think is really disgusting. Kant says that 

paintings of acts of war, diseases or death might appear in a painting without 

removing from its beauty, that is, he says, because these things are not truly 

disgusting, but the idea of what appears disgusting is not necessarily set in 

stone, as we change so might our idea of what is disgusting.  We can become 

desensitized by being exposed to something over longer periods of time or 

experience something that causes us to feel disgusted by new things.   

 

When Morals Meet Disgust 

 

Moral disgust can be vary varied from person to person, based on upbringing, 

environment and were we live our lives. Moral disgust is the feeling we 

experience when we feel someone is treated badly, when we are disgusted by 

racist actions, when someone is being harassed because of their sexual 

orientation, or when you are disgusted by someone's sexual orientation, say 

when someone is pedophile. We can be disgusted by someone eating meat or 

wearing fur, or by war. Moral disgust has nothing to do with the physical 

appearance of something but with actions and words.  Moral disgust can be 

complicated, and it can cause far bigger problems then normal disgust. The 
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subjectivity of this disgust can also mean that and one persons Moral disgusts 

can itself also be considered disgusting by someone else.  

 

In 2004 Swedish, but Israeli born artist Dror Feiler and his wife Gunilla Sköld-

Feiler created an installation for the Swedish Museum of National Antiques. 

Standing in the rose garden outside was a large pool of blood red water, and in 

it sailed a little white sail boat, on the sail was a picture of a woman with long 

black hair, light skin and blood red lips. Out from speakers Bach’s Meine Herze 

schwimmt im Blut (“my heart swims in blood”) and four large industrial lights lit 

up the installation in the winter darkness. The installation entitled “Snow White 

and The Madness of Truth” [Fig.2], caused a lot of controversy in the next few 

months because one man was so incredibly disgusted by it. The woman on the 

picture in the boat was an Palestinian suicide bomber and Zvi Mazel, the Israeli 

ambassador to Sweden at the time, found the installation to be Anti-Semitic and 

purposely destroyed the work by tipping one of the light in the water causing a 

power break. Mazel took the blood in the pool  to be the blood of the Israelites, 

and the work to be a glorification of the bombers actions. The artists claims the 

work was made to call attention to what can happen to weak people when they 

are left alone, and that suicide bombers no longer had a set mould. Feiler, who 

is himself Jewish and his wife received death threats and Mazel got support 

from the Israeli government for his actions.  

 

  

[Fig.2] “Snow White and The Madness of Truth" Feiler and Feiler, 2004 
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There are many other cases where moral disgust and art crash, and the 

outcomes can be horrible. There can be also be problems when our disgusts 

clash with our morals. When confronted by something that disgusts us, disgust 

is inevitable. There is a problem then when we are disgusted by something we 

should not be disgusted by, like someone who has unfortunate disfigurations, or 

someone who has a disease. One might also experience disgust by that feeling 

of disgust, or anger towards the person who put us in their poximity. These 

feelings are unfortunate but they happen none the less, especially when 

confronted with unfortunate people, who threw no fault of their own is 

experienced by others as disgusting. Mazel was disgusted by the Feiler’s 

artwork, and acted on his disgust, his actions were then seen as disgusting by 

others, who then chose to defend the artwork and the artist. This defense were 

then seen as disgusting by Mazel and the Israeli government.  

 

Beauty and Disgust co-exist ing 

 

I do believe that something can be both beautiful and disgusting, one image can 

give us both emotions, but there has to be something extra there to make it 

possible. The most beautifull pieces of art are made by the most skilled artists, 

they may not be the most interesting work, but still beautiful. Skills plays a vital 

roll in the creation in beauty, skills and knowledge.  

 

Leonardo da Vinci's drawings are incredibly skilled, his drawings has been 

described as the most beautiful drawings in the world (Berenson cited by 

artdaily.com, 2009) but is that not the case when what is drawn is not 

particularly beautiful?  Da Vinci's anatomic drawings are both beautiful and 

disgusting at the same time. They show great skill and beauty yet they depict 

often grotesque and disgusting things, often made worse by the realization that 

the drawing is made of a dead person cut open. The nature of the subject would 

mean that the drawing it self would be disgusting, but it is not.  
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Symmetry and repetition, as well as other geometrical formulas can help create 

something beautiful, and Da Vinci was a great mathematician and used golden 

ratios etc very well, these “tricks” can still be used to create beautifull images. 

Damien Hirst used a lot of symmetry in his butterfly paintings, and they are 

beautifull despite of their rather somber nature.  

 

Dieter Roth (1930 – 1998)  is known for his biodegradable art, where he paints 

using yoghurt and cheese and other foods to create pictures that would slowly 

rot and smell and eventually turn in to unrecognizable shapes of nondegradable 

matter.  

 

In 1972 he created his piece “Shit – Rabbit”, the work was created for Eat Art 

Gallery on commission by the gallery director. Instead of creating art using food 

like previously he made the shit rabbit. A Lindt chocolate rabbit mould filled with 

rabbit feces. At first look the rabbit appears to look like a chocolate rabbit, and 

people no doubt imagined them selves eating it. The image of a rabbit is 

generally seen as a cute and innocent thing but here it has betrayed you. In 

realizing it is made of poo the feeling of disgust was sure to rise in those who 

saw the rabit, and the feeling would have intensified when realizing that they at 

first imagined eating the rabit. This work was ever beautiful to look at but it did 

hold certain qualities that were taken away when the true nature of it was 

realized.  

 

Damien Hirst has a rather large amount of work that could fit in to the disgusting 

category, and also in the morally disgusting category, but it is his butterfly 

paintings (2002 - 2008) that I want to talk about. In 2001 they were my first 

meeting with contemporary art; going to art school in Norway I had a very 

classical art training and classical art history, when talking about contemporary 

art we generally stuck to our Norwegian painters, non of which are particularly 

interesting. On a study trip to London we went to see “In a gada da vida” at the 

Tate Britain featuring Damien Hirst, Sarah Lucas and Angus Fairhurst, and it was 

art unlike anything we had ever seen before. It was Hirst's butterfly paintings I 
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remembered best from that day, they were both beautiful and disgusting at the 

same time.  

 

The Butterfly paintings are not shocking in the same way as the 5 legged cow in 

formaldehyde, but they were to me so much more memorable. The symmetry in 

the images is breathtaking, and the amount of wings in each painting is 

amazing. They have an odd quality to them, the wings are ripped off the 

butterflies body and suspended in black paint ,they are beautifull but they are 

dead.  

Another series of butterfly paintings named “Bringing Forth the Fruits of 

Righteousness from Darkness” [Fig.3] go even further, the canvases are shaped 

like church windows and place next to each other, they are mocking God in a 

way, as a atheist I take no offence in that but I could imagine someone might, 

they are gods creatures and they have had their bodies taken away from them 

for arts sake. The symmetry in the images mirrors the symmetry of the butterflies 

and makes the paintings beautiful without much effort. At first only the pattern is 

visible and its material is unimportant, when realizing it is made of butterflies the 

disgust appears, but I find that the beauty is still strong enough and the image 

keeps its beauty.  

 

 

[Fig.3] “Bringing Forth the Fruits of Righteousness from Darkness” Damien Hirst, 2008 
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Liz Wolfe is a Canadian photographer, her work is beautifull, but it also has that 

little hint of disgust [Fig.5]. She says her work is all about “magical worlds, 

exploring things that lie beneath the surface and creating false realities in which 

elements of beauty and horror can coexist”, and it really does coexist. Her 

photos are cute and sweet to the point where it is sickening, there are 

mountains of sugar and its filled with bright girly pinks, things that glitter and 

sparkle and beautifull flowers, but then there is also raw meat, fish, squid, blood, 

and a stuffed rabit. The disgusting elements a never overwhelming instead they 

are subtle.  

 

Luke Jerram is an artist glass blower who makes wonderful glass sculptures of 

bacteria and viruses. His works include HIV [Fig.4], swine flu, e-coli and SARS. 

The sculptures are beautiful but once you know what they can create mixed 

feelings, seeing something that is usually so small magnified about a million 

times is rather strange,  the subjects are things hated all over the word, causing 

so much pain and fright, and yet it is a beautifull and fragile glass object.  

A letter to the artist from a person suffering with AIDS mentions the mixture of 

feeling: “It is a very odd feeling seeing my enemy, and the eventual likely cause 

of my death, and finding it so beautiful” (www.lukejerram.com) 

 

   

[Fig.4] “HIV” 2008, Luke Jerram                         [Fig.5] “Chicken Feet with Lilies” 2004, Liz Wolfe 

 

Photographer Jill Greenberg created a series of photos of naked crying toddlers 

in 2006 called “End of Days”, the photos are amazingly lit and the colour 
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manipulated to perfection yet there is something that makes us look twice at 

them. They are not particularly disgusting but perhaps our moral disgust kicks in 

just a little when thinking of the children being made to cry just for the 

photographer to take a picture. The series has sparked some controversy and 

the Greenberg has been accused of child abuse, though she assures that the 

children were perfectly safe. Perhaps our moral disgust acted to fast, the series 

is a personal project about Greenbergs disbelief and anger in the Bush 

administration then sitting in the states, the children's parents were always on 

set, and the crying happened when the children's lollypops were taken away 

from them. She explains that anyone with children under 3 years old will know 

how rapidly their moods change, and also that once they got their lollypops 

back they were happy again.  

 

Disgust in my own Work 

 

In my own work, as mentioned, I attempt to create both beauty and disgust 

[Fig.1- front cover] and I find that a lot of people see both in my images. I use a 

50/50 mix of beautiful and disgusting things, as well as a lot of symmetry and 

repetition. To create these collages I use raw meat, worms, bugs, slugs, 

butterflies and eyeballs mixing it in with flowers, gemstones, sweets, glitter and 

toys. They are either created in Photoshop or as photographs, but I also add 

hand drawing to them, I think this adds a certain authority, the drawing is very 

detailed and time-consuming and I hope it lets people see that there is some 

skill involved.  

 

When looking at my work now I see that I have used several of the things 

mentioned in the research and philosophy of disgust; I put things together in 

unusual ways to make them disgusting, such as placing meat together with 

flowers and sweets or insects, this can be looked at from Darwin's point of view; 

that they become disgusting because people imagine eating the meat touched 

by the bugs, or the sweets touched by the raw meat. It can also relate to 
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Douglas, who suggests that things become disgusting by being out of place. 

Meat is usually not covered by glitter, nor are sweets covered with raw meat.  

Rozin's theory that we become disgusted by things as a defence mechanism 

can also be found, we are disgusted by snakes or spiders because they can be 

dangerous to us.  

 

Conclusion 

 

I think I can conclude that beauty and disgust can co-exist in one piece of work 

and that Kant’s theory might be a bit extreme.  

 

If beauty and disgust are feelings we should be able to feel them both at the 

same time just like we can feel other feeling at the same time. We can hate the 

people we love, or feel angry and happiness at once. The most frustrating thing I 

can remember from my childhood was when my mother would imitate me being 

mad at her, I would be screaming at her while she screamed back, I couldn’t 

stop laughing yet I would still be angry at her, and frustrated, and happy.  

 

Kant’s argument is that once something that is disgusting appears in an image 

we cannot ignore it and we will feel disgusted by it, and then the whole image 

will loose its beauty. I think however that we can experience part of the image as 

beautifull while some of it might disgust us, we can still appreciate good 

craftsmanship. An image can hold the two qualities at once, and make us feel 

both beauty and disgust. But perhaps we are just experiencing one feeling 

followed by the other, maybe the changes happen so frequently we do not 

know that they are not happening at the same time? Either way if both the 

feelings are awoken in us in seeing an image, then Kant could be wrong, and all 

“aesthetic liking, and hence artistic beauty” is NOT gone.  
 
 
 
 
 
Word Count: 4975 
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