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Preface 
 

The Writing Center’s Phyllis C. Whitesell Prizes honor excellent student writing in 

Franklin and Marshall’s General Education curriculum.  Each year, the Writing Center invites 

submissions and awards a prize for the best essay written in a course that fulfills the First-Year 

Writing Requirement and for the best essay from a Foundations course.  This booklet contains 

the prize-winning and honorable mention essays from this year’s competition. 

Named for the emerita Director of F&M’s Writing Center, the Whitesell Prizes serve 

several goals.  In addition to honoring both Phyllis’s dedication to teaching writing and the 

achievements of the College’s students writers themselves, the Whitesell Prizes seek to add to 

the vitality of the College’s General Education curriculum by getting students to think of their 

intellectual efforts as ongoing enterprises (revision, often after the essay has been graded and the 

class is completed, is a requirement of the competition).  Also, by involving faculty and Writing 

Center tutors in the judging of the essays—and by making this booklet available to the College 

community, the Whitesell competition hopes to foster a fuller awareness of the interesting work 

being done in our Foundations and First-Year Writing requirement courses.  In that spirit, we 

also include the text of the assignments to which these essays responded.   

My great appreciation goes to this year’s Whitesell Prize judges.  Prof. Bill Seeley, Prof. 

Misty Bastian, and Writing Center tutors Craig Harris (’09) and Lauren Neal (’10) awarded the 

prize in Foundations.  Prof. Kabi Hartman, Prof. Keely Maxwell, and tutors Drew Martin (’08) 

and Rachel Tavenor (’08) were the judges for the First-Year Writing Requirement competition.   

Many thanks go to Drew Martin for editing the essays and to Amanda Blewitt for 

compiling this booklet. 

 
        

Daniel Frick 
       Director, Writing Center 
       June 2008 
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First-Year Writing 

Whitesell Prize Winner 

Chad Wright 

Feminism versus Fascism: Exploring the Italian Feminine Ideal under the Fascist State 

 

Assignment: 

HIS171: War and Gender in Modern Europe 
Professor Maria Mitchell 
 
One-page topic summaries and bibliographies must be typed. Research papers should be approximately 
ten to twelve pages in length and adhere to standard research paper format (typed with one-inch margins, 
twelve-point type, numbered pages, footnotes or endnotes, bibliography); they should be spell-checked 
and proofread. Your paper may address any issue related to the intersection of war and gender in modern 
European history. 
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Feminism versus Fascism: Exploring the Italian Feminine Ideal under 
the Fascist State 

 
 The proper role of women with regard to political change has been, and continues to be, a 

much-debated issue.  This is especially true of the role of women under the fascist governments 

of early- to mid-twentieth-century Europe.  These nationalistic groups often had the support of 

women’s organizations and used these associations to spread their ideals for social and economic 

change.  However, not all nationalistic governments had the same ideas regarding women, nor 

did they utilize their female supporters in the same manner.  The Italian Fascist Movement, for 

example, was very deliberate in both its use of female members and the way in which it viewed 

females within the Italian nation.  As the Fascist state evolved, so too did its views on gender and 

women.  These changing views affected the roles of women within the workplace, the home, and 

especially in the government.  Far from its initial message of equality, Fascism, in time, 

represented all that was not equal in a patriarchal society.  Fascists sought to make a person’s 

gender synonymous with a person’s sex and to use this to determine his or her role in society.  

This stressed the preexisting belief that women were inferior and capable only of fulfilling their 

biological role as mothers.  In this way, the Fascists sought to reverse the effects of 

modernization in society after the First World War.  Essentially, Fascism demoted women to 

second-class citizens through politics, propaganda, societal change, and indoctrination with the 

support of the Catholic Church.  

Similar to Harry Brod’s visualization of a stream, women had to fight against a current of 

1920’s and ‘30’s patriarchal propaganda and policy in order to do anything.1  Since the 

masculine ideals of Fascism were the superordinate society, as Brod would argue, and Fascism 
                                                
1 Harry Brod, “Studying Masculinities as Superordinate Studies,” in Masculinity Studies & 
Feminist Theory: New Directions, ed. J. D. Gardiner (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2002), 170. 
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qualified people based on their sex, femininity was regarded as inferior to masculinity.  Due to 

this belief, women held a second-class status in a society and ideology that depended on and 

stressed their biological roles as women, mothers, and caretakers. 

 

Mussolini’s Rise to Power and Fascist Ideology 

 To fully understand the changing roles of women in Fascist Italy, one must first 

understand Mussolini’s rise to power and the dominance of the Fascist Party.  First, one must 

consider the social aspects of a demoralized post-war Europe dealing with economic hardship 

and ineffectual government.  After World War I, Europe faced a problem as veterans, returning 

from the battlefield, attempted to assimilate into society.2  Many of these men felt emasculated 

and as though they could no longer exist within the constructs of the society of which they were 

once a part.  Compounding these issues was the fact that many veterans were either unable to 

find jobs or were unable to physically perform work.  This was especially true in Italy where the 

rapid demobilization of the Italian Army flooded the workplace with men looking for work.  The 

result of this demobilization was that two million veterans, not to mention the women who had 

previously held jobs while the men were at war, were unemployed.3 

 In the immediate postwar era, the inability of the Italian Parliament to effect any lasting 

or profound economic and social change for the returning veterans and their families led many 

citizens to seek political alternatives.  For Italians, dissatisfaction started immediately after the 

First World War.  According to the Treaty of London, which brought Italy into the war as an 

Ally, the British and French promised to give Italy its “unredeemed” lands under Austrian 

                                                
2 Alexander De Grand, Italian Fascism, 2nd ed. (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1982), 
22. 
3 De Grand, Italian Fascism, 23. 
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control.4  At the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, American President Woodrow Wilson 

backpedaled from this stance and advocated giving Italy land in proportion to its wartime 

accomplishments: very little.  Italy felt cheated by this arrangement and left the conference.  One 

commentator at the time called Italy’s lack of success at the conference a “mutilated victory,” as 

the nation had suffered a great deal for minimal reward.5  

 The “mutilated victory” caused the Italian public to distrust their government and its 

inept foreign and domestic policies.  This became very apparent during the Biennio Rosso (two 

red years) of 1919 and 1920, when exasperated workers and newly demobilized peasant soldiers 

seized control of factories and ran the businesses themselves.6  In the end, labor unions settled 

the dispute, but these uprisings helped pave the way for Fascist thought.  Since men no longer 

could effect change independently, they sought a leader and a party strong enough to solve their 

problems.  Men, now emasculated by the Great War, had lost their last niche in society: the 

ability to provide.  Due to this, the patriarchal society began to break down, and other ideals, 

such as communism and socialism, began to take hold of the minds of the youth.  Most men, 

however, along with business leaders, the Church, and the military, advocated a return to 

traditional values, nationalistic thought, and a patriarchal society.  Benito Mussolini and the 

newly formed Fascist Party stepped in and advocated for a stronger, disciplined, and more 

effective form of government that supported these ideals.  To many, the Fascists were the Party 

                                                
4 Rene Albrecht-Carrie, “The Present Significance of the Treaty of London of 1915,” Political 
Science Quarterly 54, no. 3 (1939): 367. 
5 G. Sovera-Latuada, “Giuseppe Sovera-Latuada’s Role in the Inception of D’Annunzio’s Raid 
on Fiume,” The Modern Language Review 87, no. 2 (1992): 336. 
6 Phillip Morgan, Italian Fascism, 1919-1945, 1st ed. (New York: St. Martin’s Press), 24. 
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that could stop the “Red Tide” of Communism and return Italy to its glory days under the Roman 

Empire.7  

The Fascist Party was founded on March 23, 1919 in Milan with the goal of promoting 

the desires of veterans and encouraging nationalism and state growth as well as the creation of an 

autarkic state.  At first, women played a role in the Party, being in high enough esteem to have 

nine female members present at the inception of the movement.8  As the Party gained members, a 

need for a separate female Fascist group became apparent.  Soon after the creation of the Party 

proper, the Fasci Femminili were formed to not only advocate for women’s rights within the 

nation, as most women had joined the party to achieve, but also to act as a quasi-charity 

organization that the Fascist Party used to further and explain its social and economic goals.9  For 

example, during the Great Depression of the 1930’s, women from the Fasci Femminili went 

door-to-door delivering foodstuffs and encouragement to families who had been hit hardest by 

the economic catastrophe.  Included in these packages, however, were often flyers and 

propaganda urging people to support the Fascist Ideal and believe in the ability of the State to 

bring them out of their hardship. 10 

 Apart from propaganda, the Fascists gained support through the dual strategy of 

intimidation in the countryside and persuasion in urban areas.  This led, in 1922, to the ultimate 

seizure of the government by Mussolini during the famous March on Rome.11  With the 

commencement of Mussolini’s prime ministership and his consolidation of power in 1925, the 

rights of women turned from having a bright future to being neglected and set aside. 

                                                
7 Alexander De Grand, Italian Fascism, 32. 
 8  Perry Wilson, “Italy,” in Women, Gender and Fascism in Europe, 1919-1945, Ed. K. 
Passmore (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2003), 13. 
9  David G. Horn, Social Bodies, 2nd ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press), 115. 
10 Perry Wilson, “Italy,” in Women, Gender and Fascism in Europe, 1919-1945, 20. 
11 Edward R. Tannenbaum, Fascism in Italy, 1st ed. (London: Basic Books, 1972), 6. 
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Female Support and Fascist Ideology 

Many women supported the Fascists because Mussolini had promised female suffrage in 

the original Fascist Policy of 1919 and had included women in the foundation of the movement.12  

Most feminists believed that the Fascists were turning a new page for women’s rights in Europe.  

Women became more vocal in the vacuum of power created after World War I and yearned for 

the right to vote as well as to be integrated into politics.  During the war, the Italian Government 

had declared the work of women as essential to victory.  This declaration gave women a sense of 

pride and of nationalism.  Due to this newfound nationalism, middle-class and aristocratic 

women were particularly susceptible to the rhetoric of the nationalistic Fascists.13  This support 

gave the Fascists a strong foundation from which to begin their campaign for power 

Fascist Ideology placed a great emphasis on the family and family life.  This could be 

because Mussolini’s family, especially his father, shaped his political ideals as he grew up.  In 

his autobiography, he reminisces, “My father took a profound interest in my development.”14  

The ideals his father upheld created unity in the family, a unity that Mussolini wanted to have 

mirrored in every home in Italy and in Italian politics as well.  Mussolini knew the ability of the 

family to cultivate and shape the minds of children.  Since Fascism promoted the industrial 

nature of men and the nurturing nature of women, the rearing and indoctrination of children fell 

to women, while the organizing and managing of the household fell to the men.15 

                                                
12 Victoria De Grazia, How Fascism Ruled Women: Italy, 1922-1945, 1st ed. (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1992), 30. 
13 Perry Wilson, “Italy,” in Women, Gender and Fascism in Europe, 1919-1945, 14. 
14 Benito Mussolini, My Autobiography, 1st ed. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1928), 9. 
15 David G. Horn, Social Bodies, 116. 
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Once the Fascists were in power, they backed away from their previous positions on 

sexuality, rescinding on their offer to give women the right to vote and promoting the cult of 

motherhood.  Favoring traditional views on gender and sexuality, and promising to bring 

“virility” back to Italy, Mussolini and the Fascists began to actively encourage women to leave 

the workforce and politics and to return to the home.  The government went so far as to pass laws 

limiting the number of women employed in private and governmental enterprises.16  They 

similarly passed laws giving job preference to men with children.  As Victoria De Grazia stated 

in her work, How Fascism Ruled Women, “Mussolini’s regime stood for returning women to 

home and hearth, restoring patriarchal authority, and confining the female destiny to bearing 

babies.”17  The Fascist Party also refused to accept, or even at times acknowledge, 

homosexuality.  Instead they declared that a woman’s most important duty to her country was to 

increase the population and provide soldiers to defend the regime while encouraging Italy’s 

desire for an empire.  This was impossible so long as women maintained same-sex 

relationships.18  

Based on their desire for an empire to rival that of Ancient Rome, the Fascists were 

particularly steadfast about the growth of the State.  As Barbara Spackman stated in her book, 

Fascist Virilities, “Perhaps no discursive regime so energetically enforced compulsory 

heterosexuality as did the fascist regime.  Prolific mothers and virile men people its 

imaginary…”19  Fascism, under the dictatorship of Il Duce, did not mince words when it came to 

the question of the role of women within its society.  Women were to support the Nation and the 

                                                
16 Alexander de Grand, “Women under Italian Fascism,” The Historical Journal 19, no. 4 
(1976): 965. 
17 Victoria De Grazia, How Fascism Ruled Women: Italy, 1922-1945, 1. 
18 Barbara Spackman, Fascist Virilities: Rhetoric, Ideology, and Social Fantasy in Italy, 1st ed. 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 34. 
19 Barbara Spackman, Fascist Virilities: Rhetoric, Ideology, and Social Fantasy in Italy, 34. 
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Regime, giving it the “tools” necessary for the expansion of the Nation.  Falling into this 

category were material goods as well as children. Most famously, women, in a show of 

nationalistic pride, gave up their wedding rings to be melted down and used for military purposes 

on the “Day of Faith.”20 

 

The Workforce and Education 

Though laws and popular belief drastically limited their career opportunities, women 

were allowed to take on jobs as maids, cooks, teachers and nurses.  However, these jobs usually 

did not pay well, and women were unable to support themselves financially.  Indeed, many 

women found it difficult to maintain any type of job other than those listed.  This was twofold: 

first, the government encouraged veterans to return to their prewar careers; and second, Fascists 

promoted the idea that to work or cultivate the mind was to take necessary blood, and therefore 

ability, from the reproductive organs and focus it in the brain.21  At the time misogynist theory 

held that if women worked they lowered their fertility. 

Though they were limited in the jobs they were allowed to have, many women found job 

opportunities as instructors or overseers at the myriad youth camps that sprang up all over Italy.  

Mainly used for preliminary military training, these camps also served as secondary 

indoctrination facilities where the next generation was groomed to carry on the Fascist Ideal.22 

Since the Vatican, still a very powerful force in Italy, saw coeducational sports are damaging to 

the traditional gender divide, these camps were set up according to sex.  Taking into account that 

women were already second-class citizens, fewer female youth camps were created.  However 

                                                
20 Perry Wilson, “Italy,” in Women, Gender and Fascism in Europe, 1919-1945, 22. 
21 Alexander de Grand, “Women under Italian Fascism,” 958. 
22 Tracy H. Koon, Believe, Obey, Fight: Political Socialization of Youth in Fascist Italy, 1922-
1943, 1st ed. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1985), 97. 
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large the number, these camps sought to bring out the “inherent sweetness” of the girl the same 

way the paramilitary camps brought out “the soldier” in boys.  These camps offered courses on 

first-aid, sewing, midwifery, and other “feminine appropriate” activities.  These courses were 

designed to cure Italian women from the “inane passion that has seized…the American girls.”23  

Both the Church and the State saw the liberalization of female thought and feminism as 

counterproductive to a stable state.  The best way to counteract these movements was to support 

nationalist indoctrination at a young age through the family and state-supported camps. 

Women’s higher education also came under severe threat under the Fascist government.  

Many entrance exams and academic competitions were open only to men.  Even if women were 

admitted, they often had to pay double for their education.24  Also, those occupations not outlined 

as “female work” became increasingly hard to receive training for.  Fortunately, the numerous 

loopholes in the bylaws and exceptions of these exam laws allowed many women to receive 

training.  In fact, the number of women in higher education grew substantially under the Fascist 

dictatorship despite the government and education’s best efforts to limit female involvement.25 

The Influence of the Catholic Church   

To further complicate social conditions for women, the Catholic Church, the most 

powerful social organization in Italian society, allied itself with the Fascists.26  The Vatican 

feared that the modernization of Italian thought would lead to “sexual liberty, a loosening of 

                                                
23 Tracy H. Koon, Believe, Obey, Fight: Political Socialization of Youth in Fascist Italy, 1922-
1943, 97. 
24 Maria-Antonietta Macciocchi, “Female Sexuality in Fascist Ideology,” Feminist Review, no. 1 
(1979): 72. 
25 Alexander de Grand, “Women under Italian Fascism,” 960. 
26 Alexander De Grand, “women under Italian Fascism,” 960. 
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family ties, divorce and abortion.”27  Like the Fascists, the Catholic Church supported large 

families and traditional roles for women.  In 1929, the Vatican signed the Lateran Accords, 

formalizing the alliance between the Fascist state of Italy and the Vatican.28  Then, in 1930, Pope 

Pius XI released the Casti connubi, reinforcing the fascist stance that women were best suited for 

life as wives and mothers.29  This alliance legitimized the goals of the Fascist Party and allowed 

them to argue that God himself backed their ideals.  

 

Effects on Society and the Reaction of Women 

The increased value of women’s sexual nature had further-reaching effects than just in 

the home.  Due to the Fascist recognition of women as reproductive objects, fashion and the 

beauty ideal changed.  The previous Italian style endorsed small breasts, a petite figure, and 

slender hips.  This no longer fit the cult of motherhood.  The style changed to accentuate full 

breasts and a curvy, round figure.30  This style was a conscious effort to reject the “new woman” 

who had developed out of the Great War.  In changing the accepted standard of beauty and dress, 

the government wanted to change people’s perceptions of beauty and encourage more women to 

have multiple children.  This management of a seemingly mundane piece of everyday life is 

typical of Fascism and the cult of the mother.31 

However initially enthusiastic women seemed to be about Fascism and Italy, they had to 

constantly deal with the duality of their situation as women in a patriarchal society.  Though 

                                                
27 John F. Pollard, The Vatican and Italian Fascism, 1929-32: A study in conflict, 1st ed. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 188. 
28 Emilio Gentile, The Sacrilization of Politics in Fascist Italy, 1st ed. (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1996), 71. 
29 Victoria De Grazia, How Fascism Ruled Women: Italy, 1922-1945, 56. 
30 Alexander de Grand, “Women under Italian Fascism,” 964.  
31 Victoria De Grazia, How Fascism Ruled Women: Italy, 1922-1945, xi. 
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women outnumbered men and were considered the “foundation of society,” they were treated 

like second-class citizens.  As Alexander de Grand has argued, “…the Fascists were agreed on 

the need to keep women in a secondary role and dependent.”32  To do this, the Fascist 

government actively used women in its propaganda.  The title “foundation of society” was 

coined during the League of Nation’s economic sanctions imposed on Italy after its invasion of 

Ethiopia.33  To combat these sanctions, the Fascist government encouraged people, particularly 

women, to grow and cook their own food, thereby freeing up food for soldiers stationed in 

Ethiopia and supporting the Fascist ideal of autarky.  Though this initially seems to cast women 

in a positive and independent light, the reverse is true.  In order to provide for their ever-growing 

families, women were forced to leave the business sector and move into the home.  They did 

help the nation as a whole and build a semi-autarkic household by growing their own food, but 

only at the price of their independence in society.  

As a whole, women acquiesced to Fascist policies without much resistance.  The Fasci 

Femminili did, for a while, attempt to reinsert Fascism’s original platform of equality, but with 

little success.  Similar to Atina Grossman’s description of the female Jewish Displaced Persons 

after the Second World War, many Italian women seemed content to have children, rediscover 

their lost femininity, and uphold traditional gender roles.34  Coming out of the trying times of the 

Great War, these women felt comfortable resigning themselves to a society and a life that 

considered them second-class citizens, but exhorted them to serve their nation and their families. 

                                                
32 Alexander De Grand, “Women under Italian Fascism,” 966. 
33 Edward R. Tannenbaum, Fascism in Italy, 113. 
34 Atina Grossman, “Victims, Villains, and Survivors: Gendered Perceptions and Self-
Perceptions of Jewish Displaced Persons in Occupied Postwar Germany,” Journal of the History 
of Sexuality 11, nos. ½ (2002): 306. 
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Indeed, women themselves were often told via propaganda posters and brochures to have 

courage and stand strong for the Nation.  In reality, however, the State did not allow women to 

fight or take courage in anything, as they were considered too weak.  Similarly, women were 

considered the part of society that shaped the future of the Nation through the birthing and 

upbringing of the children.  Women used their roles as teachers and organizers of youth camps to 

instill their ideals, Fascist ideals, into children.35  Once again, however, the State did not actually 

allow women to have a say in the future of the State.  After Mussolini rescinded his offer of 

suffrage, women were regulated to trying to influence the Nation, not perhaps how they would 

want to, but rather in the way that the state saw as fitting and proper.36  In the end, this stabilized 

the Regime and the control it had over society and the family, while it destroyed creativity and 

turned the home into a factory for the production of State goods. 

 

Conclusion 

The Fascist Ideal in Italy, masculine in nature, changed the accepted view of women and 

femininity considerably.  Whereas during the immediate post-war period women were more 

independent, now “the perfect fascist woman was a remarkable hybrid: she served her family’s 

every need, yet was also zealously responsive to the state’s interest.”37  This change relegated 

women to the role of second-class citizens and forced them into positions of childbearing, 

rearing, and indoctrinating.  Women essentially became a means of producing “goods,” such as 

soldiers, to further the State’s expansionist goals.  Though Fascism initially called for gender 

equality, its later misogynistic agenda regulated women into a completely opposite state by 

                                                
35 Perry Wilson, “Italy”, in Women, Gender and Fascism in Europe, 1919-1945, 21. 
36  Herbert W. Scheider, The Fascist Government of Italy, 1st ed.  (New York: D. Van Nostrand 
Company, 1936), 145. 
37 Victoria De Grazia, How Fascism Ruled Women: Italy, 1922-1945, 77. 
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utilizing propaganda, playing on patriarchal fears and ideals, and allying itself with the 

traditionalist Catholic Church. 
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First-Year Writing 

Honorable Mention 

Dierdre Kelly 

Vasarely’s Torony-Nagy: Geometry, Light, and Psychology 

 

Assignment: 

MAT170: Mathematics and Art 
Professor Annalisa Crannell 
 
Perspective techniques can make a 2-dimensional painting or drawing seem 3-dimensional: part of the real 
world. But some people use perspective to create unrealistic or unnatural effects. Choose a piece of art [or, 
with my permission, a pair of closely related pieces of art] that uses perpsective to intentionally distort reality. 
Your ultimate goal is to describe the effect that the artist intends, and also describe carefully and accurately the 
role that perspective geometry plays in creating this effect. 
 
In the first 4-paper, you should focus on describing the piece itself; do not worry (yet) about the mathematical 
and perspective techniques that your artist uses. You will probably want to address basic factual details: the 
title of the piece, the name of the artist, materials used, size, color, texture, when it was made, where it is 
currently located, and other important physical details. 
 
In addition, you will probably want to include reactions to the piece: from the artist him- or herself, from other 
artists, or from critics. 
 
I strongly encourage you to compare and contrast this piece with other pieces of art, but you should not let 
those other pieces become a main focus of the paper. This comparison might take the form of describing how 
this piece breaks with tradition. 
 
All of this description will be boring if you merely answer the above questions, one-by-one, in the order they 
were asked. So the main point of this paper should be to describe the piece and the effect it has on its viewers. 
The answers to the questions above should be used as evidence to support the description of that effect. 
 
In the second 4-paper, you will examine the mathematical and perspective techniques that your artist uses. The 
previous paper described a piece of art and how the artist attempted to distort reality. The thesis of this paper 
should be similar, except that this paper will focus on technical aspects of perspective in your piece of art. (In 
other words, it is in this paper that you get to prove you’ve been listening in class.) Your descriptions should 
be precise and specific. “The artist uses 6 vanishing points” is not specific (why six? where are they?), but 
“The top of the spere is the vanishing point for all vertical lines, because . . .” is specific. 
 
Your final paper should re-think and combine aspects of both of these papers. That is, you should describe the 
effect that the artist intends, and also carefully and accurately describe the role that perspective geometry 
plays. You will also add to the previous papers: in the first two you described the intentions of the artist and 
then the mathematical perspective that is used; in this you will weave these topics together with a discussion of 
how the perspective helps to create the intended effect. 
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Vasarely’s Torony-Nagy: Geometry, Light, and Psychology 
Dierdre Kelly 

Op artist Victor Vasarely paints a visually fascinating picture with his artwork Torony-

Nagy.  As he is the founder of the Op Art movement, we can view Torony-Nagy as a purposeful 

illusion.  Although all of his work morphs on the canvas before viewers’ eyes, Torony-Nagy 

stands alone from his earlier work in that the piece uses psychology, light effects, and 

mathematical concepts to create its illusion.  Torony-Nagy is the product of several years of 

Vasarely’s experimentation; his art style developed as he began working with an art theme called 

“kinetics” (simply, illusionary movement), as well as ideas of psychology.  However, Torony-

Nagy was far in the future when Vasarely began his artistic career; his beginning artworks were 

characterized by realistic images and far simpler geometric artwork. 

 Vasarely began as an artist when he was seven years old, but he first focused on drawing 

realistically rather than abstractly.  As he pursued art in his home country of Hungary, he met 

famous artist Alexander Bortnyik.  Bortnyik told Vasarely that drawing so realistically was 

basically pointless: a photograph would serve just as well.  In 1928, Vasarely joined Bortnyik’s 

newly founded school of art, The Muhely, which was primarily concerned with the Bauhaus 

movement.  The Bauhaus combined simplicity, modernism, and abstraction.  Vasarely struggled 

with Bortnyik’s preferences concerning these radically new art concepts, but his exposure to and 

critique of such thoughts influenced him to continue in abstract art in the future.  He moved to 

Paris in 1930 and began to come into his own.  He worked on geometric abstraction, slowly 

developing his own style.  By 1945, Vasarely was becoming popular in Europe for his simple 

and abstract forms [S, 7-10].  If Bortnyik had not pushed Vasarely toward abstract art, we would 

not have Op Art, much less Vasarely’s piece Torony-Nagy (Figure 1a, please see next page). 

 Vasarely continued to experiment, and in the 1970s Vasarely became the main founder of 

a new abstract art movement called Op Art, short for “Optical” Art.  The artists of Op Art aimed 

to complicate or confuse a viewer’s perception of an artwork.  Op artists compose their works of 

patterns and exact geometry, and the artists usually use black and white or vibrant colors.  For 

instance, Vasarely painted Torony-Nagy in showy, bright colors with white negative spaces on a 

black background.  According to its founders and related artists, Op Art “requires the viewer’s 

participation to ‘complete’ it” [D, 230-32].  That is, the illusion is not an illusion until a viewer 

looks at the piece.  Before we view it, a piece is just an arrangement of lines, shapes, and/or 
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colors.  The Op Art movement began because Vasarely created a theme for his artwork far in 

advance of the movement: Plastic Unity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1a: A copy of Torony-Nagy. Rotate clockwise for top [M, p. 99]. 
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In 1948, Vasarely developed the concept called Plastic Unity, a theme in almost all of his 

following work.  He explained it as the “polarity…between the ‘corpuscular’ and the 

‘undulatory,’” or the difference between small particles and the motion of the picture [P, 101].  

In use, this means individual units of squares with shapes of different colors inside them, put 

together to constitute a whole picture [V, 262].  Here, “plastic” does not indicate an art material, 

but instead indicates the idea of “pliable,” describing the flexibility and adaptability of the 

artworks employing this theme.  Vasarely used Plastic Unity in Torony-Nagy by painting 

negative white spaces on blocks of color, resulting in colored lines, such as the green lines 

produced in Figure 1b.  Plastic Unity and the Op Art movement define Vasarely’s work. 

 

 

  

 
Figure 1b: A cropped Torony-Nagy, displaying only one section.  White shapes on a green, apparently 3-D form 

(cropped from a picture in [M, 99]). 
 

While working in the movement of Op Art and art theme of Plastic Unity, Vasarely 

progressed through several art series.  His art series morphed from form to form, going through 

phases called “Alphabet Plastique,” “Planetary Folklore,” and then “Gestalt” [M, 32-4].  Each 

series can be said to be an evolution of its predecessor, as each series tweaked some aspect of the 

previous one.  We are most interested in Vasarely’s work in the Gestalt series. 

Vasarely completed the piece Torony-Nagy at the end of his Gestalt series, so the 

multiple definitions and facts about Gestalt are important in interpreting the piece [M, 99].  The 

word Gestalt comes from the field of psychology.  Gestalt theory is defined as “how our vision 

attempts to subordinate what are actually only formless, unrelated individual shapes to whatever 

configuration we psychologically read into them” [S1, 36].  For instance, inkblot tests display 

this theory; people see objects in splotches of ink that are actually without form.  Gestalt theory 

also is based on the thought that the “whole” is more than the sum of its parts [D, 232].  The 

“whole” in art is the artwork, and its parts are the units of which it is composed, such as the units 

employed in Plastic Unity.  Torony-Nagy is formless in two ways: first, we cannot determine the 

original source for the artwork (if it had an original physical source), and second, a form is three-

dimensional, and Torony-Nagy is only an illusion of three-dimensionality (explained further 
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later).  We cannot personally interpret the original source [S1, 8].  We can only contemplate the 

lines, colors, and shapes of what we see.  Gestalt works are mainly in the form of knots or 

morphed planes; Torony-Nagy is a morphed plane.  The Gestalt works were the most difficult 

ones of Vasarely’s career, as he attempted to deceive the viewer into seeing three dimensions 

[M, 33-4].  Art author Morgan says that the twisted, confusing Gestalt knots leave him in “a state 

of awe, if not intellectual exhaustion, as [he attempts] to decipher their infinitely charged, 

illusory meaning” [M, 34].  The Gestalt series lives up to its namesake in psychology, with its 

formless figures of illusionary volumes and whole artworks composed of smaller pieces arranged 

precisely. 

“Torony-Nagy” is no more random a name than “Gestalt.”  “Torony” is actually the name 

of a town in Hungary, Vasarely’s native country.  “Nagy” comes from the last name of Laszlo 

Moholy-Nagy, a kinetic artist who knew Vasarely.  Moholy-Nagy set up systems of man, 

material, forces, and space.  He is well-known for his “light machine” that made projected art, or 

art based on shadows projected onto a flat surface [P, 125].  Perhaps Vasarely partly named 

Torony-Nagy after Moholy-Nagy because the piece concerns the illusions of depth that cleverly 

placed “light” can make (later explained).  In other Gestalt works, “Gestalt” appears in the title.  

From Vasarely’s thumbnail studies, we can see that Vasarely originally intended to call the piece 

(or similar pieces) “Gestalt-Ville” [S1, 6]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

<Figure 1c: In the right-hand 
column, third and fourth 
thumbnails down, we can see 
the rough-drafts of the artworks 
to become Torony-Nagy named 
“Gestalt-Ville” and “Gestalt-
Ville II” (cropped from a figure 
in [S1, 6]). 
 



 21 

Vasarely also completed many similar pieces to Torony-Nagy and named them differently, 

notably Tridim F, made in 1968, prior to Torony-Nagy [D, 80].  However, Vasarely purposefully 

named Torony-Nagy differently. 

 
Figure 1d: A copy of Tridim F, an artwork with similar form to Torony-Nagy [D, 80]. 

 Torony-Nagy is painted in acrylic on canvas.  Its dimensions measure two meters on each 

side.  Currently, a private collector holds Torony-Nagy, and the piece is not publicly displayed.  

The painting consists of an object on a black background.  Vasarely uses four vibrant colors: 

electric blue, lime green, goldenrod, and red orange.  Intermixed among these bright colors are 

white boxes, “shaded” and “tinted” by purple-grey tones.  Vasarely plays with the illusion of 

planes in space and how those planes relate to each other [M, 34, 92].  

 

 

 

 Figure 2:  A demonstration of the shading of Torony-Nagy across one brightly colored section.  Observe the 
darkness on the left and brightness towards the right (cropped from a picture in [M, 99]). 
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Vasarely created Torony-Nagy while imagining deception, illusion, and psychology, but 

he also had mathematics in mind, even if subconsciously.  Torony-Nagy is filled with math.  

When we look at the overall shape in Torony-Nagy, we see a three-dimensional object.  

However, this compares to our perception of the commonly drawn “cube” as a three-dimensional 

object (Figure 3a).  This type of illustration of three-dimensionality is actually only a symbol for 

three-dimensionality; as we’ve seen, it is a commonly held symbol.  Louis Albert Necker first 

described the effects of the object displayed in Figure 3a, known as a “Necker Cube.”  Due to the 

cube’s basic composition, the cube has the illusion of switching back and forth between two 

different views (Figure 3b) [PU, 6517-18].  A geometric object correctly appears three-

dimensional (in correct perspective) when the lines that extend “backward” into the picture 

converge at a vanishing point (Figure 3c).  We can easily see the similar switching effect 

between the Necker Cube and Torony-Nagy; we can call Torony-Nagy a symbol for three-

dimensionality as well. 

 
Because the piece is not actually three-dimensional according to the rules of traditional 

linear perspective, we can consider the piece “formless.”  Forms require actual three-
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dimensionality or accurate representation of it; otherwise, it is just a shape (two-dimensional).  

Yet, we read into Torony-Nagy the “form” of three-dimensionality.  This ties back to the idea of 

the Gestalt series.  Looking at Vasarely’s piece, we can see that no such converging lines 

intersect at any vanishing points such as the lines described in the previous paragraph.  Lines 

going in the same “direction” are parallel.  In this piece, three types of parallel lines occur: 

diagonal to the left, diagonal to the right, and vertical lines (perpendicular to the bottom of the 

canvas).  Because no vanishing points exist, neither do horizon lines.  Due to these two facts, the 

viewing distance for the piece is ambiguous.  In perspective drawing, the viewing 

distance/location is the place from where we, as viewers, receive the fullest illusion of depth.  

The viewing distance is determined as the distance between the vanishing point of the object and 

the vanishing point of a square’s diagonal in the piece (refer back to Figure 3c).  The lack of 

viewing distance or location implies that if a viewer observed Torony-Nagy, he or she would not 

have to look at the piece from any one location to get the “full effect.”  Any position for viewing 

the piece is therefore correct because no horizon lines or vanishing points exist.  

Though we cannot view the piece from any optimal location, we still see the piece as 

three-dimensional.  At first glance, the piece appears as a colorful, origami-like, accordion-

folding form, with “mountain peaks” in the middle of each section of color, and “mountain 

valleys” between each such section.  We think we see three sides of each of four rectangular 

prisms; Vasarely’s use of light aids this illusion.  We can use “top views,” or “bird’s eye views,” 

of the piece to breakdown and analyze the complex sections of the accordion. 

First, we analyze the top of the blue section (same as the top of the yellow section and the 

bottoms of the green and red sections).  This section looks as if it folds out toward us with the 

light source coming from the left (Figure 4a).  
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Figure 4a: Top View.  What we think we see when we look at the top half of the blue section. 

As we slowly move down the blue section, if we believe the fold in the middle to remain folded 

towards us, the light appears to switch sides.  To reconcile the apparent light change to the 

foldings of the shape, we draw a top view where the crease folds inwards, so that the light can 

continue to come from the left (Figure 4b).  

 
Figure 4b: Top view.  What we think we see when we look at the bottom half of the blue section  
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Finally, the last portion of the section, the square at the bottom of the angled pieces, appears to 

be a square plane parallel to the picture plane.  Its left side, too, is lighter than the right side, 

indicating a light source from the left (Figure 4c).  

 
Figure 4c: Top view. What we think we see when we look at the square part of the blue section. 

However, it is impossible for the folded section to attach directly to this square parallel to our 

picture plane.  Due to analyzing these light inconsistencies, we look at the picture anew, and the 

folds in the middle of each section are not necessarily still mountain peaks.  Rather, they appear 

to switch back and forth between valley and peak, with the divisions between sections following 

in turn, also switching.  This is much like the switching views of the Necker Cube (Figure 3c), 

where at first the prisms are facing one way, and then another way. 

The switching effect produced by this imaginary light source reveals the kinetic aspect of 

the work.  While Torony-Nagy does not appear to move as much as some of Vasarely’s explicitly 

kinetic artwork, it has this simple motion of each section switching between appearing to 

protrude from the piece or recede into the piece.  This relates back to the idea of Plastic Unity, 

where the piece has an aspect of flexibility or morphing.  The light variations aid this effect, for 

if we remove the light (and color in this example, for simplicity) from the picture, the 

“switching” effect lessens (Figure 5).  
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Figure 5: Torony-Nagy with light and color effects removed. 

In addition, the removal of the shadow takes away part of the illusion of depth.  While the lines 

continue to create the illusion of depth, the illusion declines from the removal of light variations. 

Aside from these light effects and assembling of lines creating a “false illusion,” if we 

may use such terminology, we can draw Torony-Nagy in proper perspective, creating a “true 

illusion,” where the structure adheres to perspective rules.  If we consider each section as an 

actual rectangular prism, with the fold as a “mountain” fold, then we draw the piece in two-point 

perspective.  Two-point perspective occurs when we see two or three sides of an object, and the 

lines of the object converge at two points.  We begin by drawing the “flat” square at the bottom 

of the blue section, with an angle close to 90o, and then we extend the lines of this angle far 

down to a drawn horizon line (Figure 6a).  
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Figure 6a: The beginning of an attempt to draw Torony-Nagy in two-point perspective. 

The farther away the horizon line from the rectangular prism, the closer to a square the bottom of 

the rectangular prism will be in the picture plane.  Next, we complete the bottom “square” by 

extending two more lines, one to each vanishing point (Figure 6b).  

 
Figure 6b: Finishing the bottom portion of Torony-Nagy in two-point perspective. 

This bottom portion, of course, can never be a square on the two-dimensional plane, or else the 

piece would not be in proper perspective.  Making sure the “folded” and “flat” sections are in 

proportion, we finish the drawing according to our “square” (see next page, Figure 6c).  The 

finished section looks remarkably like a section from Vasarely’s original, albeit with a more 

angled top and a non-square bottom.  Also, if we were to draw the parallelograms and squares 

inside the larger shape, they would not be the same size or shape in the picture plane; indeed, 

according to the picture plane, the shapes would be all different shapes.  
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Figure 6c: One section of Torony-Nagy finished in correct two-point perspective. 

 

The parallelograms and squares are all the same size shapes in the picture’s reality, which means 

that in the picture plane, they recede into the distance and become smaller in size the farther they 

recede.  We complete the same steps for drawing the neighboring rectangular prism (upside-

down version of the first section). 
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 Finishing the piece, we make many exceptions to normal perspective (refer to Figure 

6d).  First, in order to have the first two sections coexist there must be two horizon lines: a rather 

large exception to make.  Traditional linear perspective only uses one horizon line, if only 

because the Earth only has one.  This exception reveals the biggest impossibility of Vasarely’s 

Torony-Nagy (and our “correct” version).  Because of the impossible double-horizon lines, we 

can see the bottom of one rectangular prism and the top of another.  In proper perspective, we 

would not be able to see both the bottom and the top if they exist the same distance into the 

picture at the same height.  Beyond the horizon lines, after we draw the first two sections and 

they look similar to the original, when we attempt to draw the last two sections according to the 

vanishing points on each horizon line (V1 and V2 on H1, and V3 and V4 on H2), the sections 

become nearly impossible to draw (refer to Figure 6d, next page).  They become unrecognizable 

as rectangular prisms, whether in proper perspective or not.  Due to the existence of two horizon 

lines and two sets of vanishing points, no singular place from which to view the artwork exists.  

Vasarely chose not to use proper perspective techniques, due to impracticality of viewing the 

piece and impossibility of existence of the forms of the piece.  Vasarely purposefully makes this 

illusion instead of using traditional techniques.  This specific study of Vasarely’s work allows us 

to see the illusion functioning in the original artwork, and why Vasarely made his artistic choice. 

Leaving perspective aside, Torony-Nagy has striking internal geometric structure.  

Previously, we stated that only three types of lines existed in the picture.  At first glance, we 

might believe that there are more than three types of lines.  For convenience, though no part of 

the piece is actually three-dimensional, we will refer to parts of the picture as “flat” (the squares) 

or “tower” (the parallelograms).  We might think that the diagonal lines of the tower must be of 

different slopes than the diagonal lines of the flat part.  However, the diagonal lines slanting 

upward in the towers are parallel to the diagonal lines slanting upward in the flat part; the same 

applies for the lines slanting downward.  What is the difference between the towers and the flat 

part?  In actuality, the difference is only the fact that the flat part and the tower are made up of 

different vertical and diagonal lines.  
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Figure 6d: Finished Torony-Nagy in two-point perspective. 
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The intersections of two types of diagonal lines compose the squares of the flat part.  The 

intersections of vertical lines and one type of the diagonal lines compose the parallelograms of 

the towers.  However, the trained eye will find more geometric information in the piece related to 

line intersections and shapes. 

An interesting aspect of the piece is the fact that two different direction  

parallelograms make up the piece, and that as a color section ends, the direction of 

parallelograms does not; the alignment direction continues on to half of the next color section 

(Figure 7), which we may not expect.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

^Figure 7: As the sections change 
(for example, from blue to green) the 
direction of the rhombi inside the two 
sections doesn’t change. 
 Figure 8>: Comparison of three sizes of 
the common shape of which one of the four 
sections (blue, green, red, or yellow) is the 
middle size. 
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Due to this section extension, we could continue to expand the piece, based on the same shapes, 

into a larger version of itself (Figure 8, previous page).  A key building block of the illusion of 

this piece, in addition to the usage of light, is the shapes.  The fact that the shapes reduce to such 

a simple level, the difference of line intersections, is the elegance of the math in the piece. 

The shapes reveal additional facts about the larger-sized geometry of Torony-Nagy.  The 

shapes inside each flat or folded section are indeed similar to the whole section itself.  For each 

flat section, the inner squares are proportional to the large square, according to linear size.  

Linear size concerns the comparison of one shape’s length of a side compared to another 

proportionate shape’s side.  (For instance, a small square inside another larger square.)  In 

Torony-Nagy, the sides of the inner squares are 1/3 the length of the larger square’s sides.  When 

we divide each folded section into three parts, each parallelogram within one of these parts has 

sides 1/3 the size of each of the parts’ sides (Figure 9).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 9: Demonstration of small, inner parallelograms in proportion (linear size) to thirds of the whole tower.  

Demonstration of small, inner squares in proportion to the flat square. 
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Shape geometry also occurs on the smaller level.  The parallelograms themselves include 

geometry, because three shapes make them up: two triangles and a rectangle (Figure 10).  The 

angles in the parallelograms measure 45o, 45o, 135o and 135o (refer to Figure 10).  

 
Figure 10: One of the parallelograms within the folded section with demonstrated angles and algebraic 

representation of dimensions. 
 

We can easily measure the area of the parallelograms with these shapes, and the square can be 

measured as well.  On an enlarged copy of the piece, measuring the inner shapes with lines 

included results in the parallelograms and the squares being of equal size (Figure 11).  

 

 



 34 

 
Figure 11: Blown-up portion of Torony-Nagy, demonstration that the squares and parallelograms are essentially 

the same size (lines included in measurement).  Cropped from [M, 99]. 
 

We then discover that the diagonals of the inner squares are equal to the lengths down the 

vertical sides of the inner parallelograms (refer back to Figure 11).  If we explore further, we see 

that the inner squares and inner parallelograms are made up of the same shape: an imaginary 

isosceles triangle (not drawn in the original picture).  In the inner squares, the triangles are lined 

up base-to-base; in the inner parallelograms, the triangles are lined up side-to-side (Figure 12).  

This imaginary triangle accounts for much of the interesting geometry we found in Torony-Nagy. 
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Figure 12: Dotted lines indicate the imaginary isosceles triangles that make up the two shapes. Cropped from     

[M, 99] 
 

Vasarely achieved three mathematical aspects of analyzing an artwork when he created 

Torony-Nagy.  He made an abstract artwork with an ambiguous light source, forming an optical 

illusion of a folded-yet-not-folded figure.  Though he could have chosen to make Torony-Nagy 

in proper two-point perspective, he wanted the piece to be an actual optical illusion.  He realized 

that the resulting horizon lines and viewing distances would have been impractical, and he knew 

the piece would be impossible to draw.  Lastly, he created a piece with interesting geometric 

aspects: lines, shapes, and an imaginary triangle building block.  In addition to the mathematics, 

Torony-Nagy epitomizes Op Art and displays the characteristics of Vasarely’s Gestalt series.  

The piece has psychology background and a name that personalizes the artwork.  Torony-Nagy 

thus has both mathematical and conceptual depth, though the piece resides on a flat panel of 

canvas. 
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First-Year Writing 

Honorable Mention 

Sara Lupolt 

UnSafe: Pink, Pollution and Powerlessness 

 

Assignment: 

TDF172: How to Read a Film 
Professor David Grotell 
 
 
You are a detective and a scientist. You have this creature, the movie, and you need to figure it out: 

How does it work? 
What makes it tick? 
How does it achieve what it sets out to do? 
What makes it different? 

 
1. What is the setting of your film? How is it used? How is it significant? 
2. Is your film brightly colored or subdued? If it’s black and white, is it light and sparkly, or dark 

and somber, or something else? 
3. How is space used? When are the characters moving or stationary? Are they in a car sometimes, 

and how does that motion seem? At what locations does the major crisis occur? 
4. Does the camera create a world with depth, or one of flatness? Do many characters move around 

in the frame, sometimes just one, sometimes two? Does the camera show us one character’s 
experience, or is it more omniscient? 
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Sara Lupolt 

Professor David Grotell 

TDF 172: How to Read a Film 

14 March 2008 

UnSafe: Pink, Pollution and Powerlessness 

The design and composition of director Todd Haynes’ haunting thriller Safe establishes a 

stifling and distant environment.  Haynes depicts the protagonist, Carol White, as a 

stereotypically feminine and passive character in order to make the entire cinematic experience 

paradoxically comforting and distant for the viewer.  As Carol, a housewife portrayed by 

Julianne Moore, tries to escape her toxic environment and oppressive lifestyle, she becomes 

weaker and more vulnerable.  The mise-en-scène, which frames the shots in an atypical manner 

that makes even the safest environments and locations seem overwhelming and dangerous, 

forces the audience to share the exposed and defenseless feelings of the character.  Ultimately, 

through the costumes, design, and composition, the audience realizes that it is extremely 

difficult, if not impossible, for one to find safety. 

In addition to setting the story in the 1980s, the costumes also emphasize the frailty of 

Carol and the deterioration of her health.  Carol almost always wears pastel colors, such as pink 

or white, which emphasizes her excessive femininity and weakness.  The shoulder pads in 

Carol’s suit inflate her shoulders and make her look more skinny and feeble than she is.  After 

Carol is diagnosed as environmentally sensitive and realizes that toxins in her seemingly perfect 

world are causing her physical deterioration, she stops wearing makeup because it is toxic.  Also, 

Carol’s three distinct hairstyles correspond to the different stages of her illness in the film. At the 

beginning of the movie, Carol has styled, shoulder-length red hair that seems to dwarf her face.  
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Carol’s “Shirley Temple” perm in the middle of the movie worsens her symptoms and makes her 

appear juvenile.  Similarly, when Carol’s husband, Greg, awkwardly compliments her on her 

new “sexy” haircut, he reveals the lack of intimacy and sincerity in their relationship.  However, 

after Carol arrives at Wrenwood, a pollutant-free treatment facility, she wears her hair in a 

ponytail for the remainder of the film.  This plain hairstyle amplifies the fact that Carol’s focus 

has changed from striving to be the perfect homemaker to striving for her own health and safety.  

However, throughout the film, the extremity of Carol’s ultra-feminized appearance, soft voice, 

and passive personality, which portray her as the model housewife, is almost comical.  This 

extreme characterization ultimately distances the audience from Carol, although, arguably, the 

audience should feel sympathetic toward Carol and her ailments.  Intellectually, the viewer 

understands she should be supportive of Carol, the pathetic protagonist; however, in this 

instance, an emotional connection seems unnatural. 

The set design of the film distances the viewer from the events on-screen and makes the 

viewer feel uncomfortable.  The décor of Greg and Carol’s bedroom looks like a hotel room with 

coordinated, but not necessarily warm and inviting, decorations.  The Whites are visitors in their 

own home.  The clean appearance of the house is extremely ironic considering that dirtiness, the 

pollutants in the air, is what is making Carol sick.  In addition, the White’s house is uncluttered, 

not necessarily because Carol is a competent homemaker, but because of Fulvia, the White’s 

Hispanic maid, who arguably has more control and influence over the household than Carol.  

This dynamic is evident in the scene in which the White’s kitchen is painted.  Fulvia and the 

other hired help are located in the foreground of the shot, while Carol, the main character of the 

film, remains in the background of the frame, entering and exiting the shot, barely noticed by the 

unobservant viewer.  Throughout the shot, Carol remains powerless, boxed in by the oppressive 
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doorframe.  The combination of the set design and shot composition helps the audience share 

Carol’s feelings of powerlessness in her environment, just like many people today feel powerless 

against the oppressive monotony of their everyday lives and the threats of global warming and 

climate change. 

The combination of the design of the film and the shot composition portray the 

environment as the outward antagonist of the film.  The toxic environment is Carol’s bane.  As a 

result, the environment dominates many of the shots.  For example, when Carol is speaking to 

her psychiatrist, she is centered on the couch with nothing else in the frame except the blinds 

behind her, whose vertical appearance incidentally creates the illusion of prison bars.  Because 

Carol is the only major figure in the frame, she is the focus of the shot.  However, the large bland 

environment surrounds and dominates Carol, making her appear extremely childish and 

insignificant.  Even in her psychiatrist’s office, a place where Carol should feel protected, she 

appears helpless and defeated. 

The use of two different settings also emphasizes the external influence on Carol’s life.  

In the San Fernando Valley, CA, Carol is battered by the cultural expectations and roles required 

of her as a housewife.  In response, Carol becomes apathetic.  She has no pleasure during 

intercourse with her husband, and she is completely unresponsive to the joke told by one of her 

husband’s co-workers at dinner.  In addition, her urban home is full of toxins and pollution, as 

emphasized by the numerous shots of cars in traffic during the first half of the film.  In this 

environment, Carol’s mundane life makes her sick, and her condition is only exacerbated when 

she stays in the city.  Carol seeks a cure for her condition by moving to Wrenwood, outside of 

Santa Fe, New Mexico, where the shots are dominated by natural, uncontaminated desert 

landscapes.  Although it takes a while for Carol to adjust to life at the unconventional facility, the 
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natural setting, and the interested, compassionate people who surround her help eliminate some 

of the societal expectations and urban pollution that oppress her. 

 Long shots and extreme long shots, which dominate the majority of the film, provide an 

omniscient point of view and agitate the viewer, who has difficulty emotionally relating to the 

characters, especially Carol.  For example, the scene in which Carol goes to visit her best friend, 

Linda, is an extreme long shot showing her friend’s house and Carol’s car in the driveway.  Even 

while Linda greets Carol, the shot does not change to a close up, or even a medium shot, of the 

two women talking.  Because the film does not follow a conventional format, the viewer realizes 

he is excluded from the intimate conversation between friends and wonders why.  There must be 

something that is missing to the viewer.  The viewer who seeks predictability and safety within 

the film’s form is left disappointed and betrayed.  The fact that the film does not conform to the 

audience’s expectations frustrates and annoys the viewer. 

 Similarly, another scene that distracts the viewer is the shot in which Carol returns home 

and answers her mother’s phone call, which is essentially a shot of her living room.  The framing 

of this shot emphasizes the off-screen space, making the area seem more expansive.  Carol 

appears only on the extreme right of the frame behind a pillar.  The natural expectation of the 

viewer is to see a new shot that focuses on Carol because she is the main character in the scene.  

This lack of a closer shot makes the viewer feel uncomfortable, more like a nosy neighbor than a 

welcome participant in the film.  

This scene in Safe is also similar to the scene in Rosemary’s Baby where Minnie 

Castevet, the Woodhouses' nosy and satanic neighbor, takes a phone call in the other room, but 

the shot only reveals her back.  The rest of her body is concealed behind the bedroom door.  In 

this scene, the viewer suspects something evil or threatening about Mrs. Castevet, and director 
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Roman Polanski’s failure to expose the full figure of Mrs. Castevet only adds to the mystery of 

her identity as it makes her appear more menacing.  In both films, the viewer senses the need to 

lean left or right in order to see around the objects blocking his view and closer in to the on-

screen world.  However, in addition to making the viewer feel uncomfortable, Haynes also wants 

the viewer to take in the composition of the shot, which is completely uncluttered and 

symmetrical.  The viewer almost expects something creepy to suddenly enter the frame.  After 

staring at such a perfectly framed composition, one must question what is wrong with the scene.  

Haynes also sparingly moves the camera, and as a result, makes the viewer extremely sensitive 

to any camera movement when it does occur.  In this way, the film recreates Carol’s experience 

for the viewer, who becomes extremely sensitive to the nuances of the environment. 

Carol’s experiences are also similar to Rosemary Woodhouse’s from Rosemary’s Baby.  

Both women physically deteriorate due to external influences.  Rosemary’s affliction is a satanic 

presence.  Carol’s bane is her environment and the oppressive nature of her mundane experience 

as a housewife.  Carol and Rosemary both sense something is slowly harming them and, after 

seeking help from their family and medical doctors, are ignored and considered crazy women 

who do not know what they are talking about.  Although Carol’s move to Wrenwood supposedly 

gets her closer to being safe, neither woman ever successfully exorcises her demons.  Even as 

Carol attempts to alienate herself from society in her safe house and accepts complete blame for 

her illness, she still cannot be rescued; Carol merely learns how to coexist with her illness.  This 

is perhaps the most pessimistic message in the film: that humans are eternally vulnerable to their 

environment and other illnesses. 

Mirrors in Safe create depth by expanding the frame and ultimately play a pivotal role in 

the resolution of the story.  In Greg and Carol’s bedroom, the wall of mirrors, the focal point of 
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the shot, makes the room seem much larger, but it also creates a mirror image of Greg and Carol, 

which is eerie and makes the viewer feel like something ominous is just around the corner.  

Initially, the mirrors are disorienting and force the viewer to search for the action on-screen, only 

to realize that Carol is once again in the background of the shot.  In addition, at the baby shower, 

as Carol stands in front of the bathroom mirror, the viewer sees three different images of her 

instead of only the usual two.  This shot shows Carol from three different angles and emphasizes 

the weakness and the multiple changes in her body due to her illness and other stresses. 

The last scene of the film occurs from the point of view of the mirror in Carol’s safe 

house.  Carol looks into the camera, which is positioned like her mirror and says, “I love you.  I 

really love you.  I love you.”  This scene is the self-affirmation Carol was searching for the entire 

movie.  She finally asserts herself and declares her personal value with this statement.  The 

gravity of the scene is achieved by the use of the dolly in to Carol’s face.  This scene is also the 

only scene in the film in which a character looks directly into the camera.  However, some 

viewers will assert that Carol never truly overcomes her illness because society gives her no 

support, and she is forced to accept her illness and take control of it and herself.  Carol is 

essentially assuming the responsibility for her illness and resigning herself to its outcome, even 

though society and the environment are to blame for her burden.  Throughout the film, but 

especially through Carol’s faint, incoherent birthday speech preceding her “affirmation,” Haynes 

insinuates that this method of coping is not necessarily effective and is even amusing.  The 

difference between Carol’s sincerity and the futility of her response is pathetically embarrassing 

and awkwardly laughable. 

Because Carol is overly feminized and passive, Haynes makes it difficult for the viewer 

to sympathize with her, yet, ironically, her experience is also a portrayal of the process through 
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which we experience the film.  Perhaps we can only sympathize with Carol when we realize that, 

in many ways, we are Carol.  We, too, are dwarfed and controlled by both the world created in 

the film and our own external realities, and we are helpless to change or overcome them.  In 

response, we take responsibility for our weaknesses and accept our afflictions.  However, Haynes 

seems to critique this reaction, illustrating its uselessness and encouraging us to take a more 

questioning and less tolerant approach to our misfortunes.  Merely taking personal responsibility 

for our own illnesses and tragedies does not effectively cure or prevent other forms of oppression 

in the future.  

Safe is a film that shocks the viewer with both its content and its style.  Many viewers 

will debate whether the film has a “happy ending” and whether the focus of the film is Carol’s 

story or the society and environment that oppress her.  While both of these topics are important 

to enjoying the film, it is the combination of these two elements that makes the film relevant to 

reality.  Through the film’s unconventional design and composition, which challenges our 

notions of a film’s structure, Haynes emphasizes the importance of Carol’s story by helping us 

share and experience emotions similar to Carol’s.  Like Carol, we feel betrayed and alone in our 

search for meaning in this environment.  Yet, we must look beyond Carol’s individual story in 

order to appreciate the true message of the film: No one is ever safe, and the more one seeks 

safety, the harder it is to find and the more alone a person becomes.  Safe takes the viewer on a 

journey into a scary and uncertain, but very possible, future, or perhaps it awakens the viewer to 

the disconcerting current reality. 
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CSI Ingolstadt: Forbidden Knowledge and the Murder of Elizabeth Lavenza 

 

Assignment: 

FND166: Forbidden Knowledge 
Professor Jay Anderson 
 
At least four people meet tragic ends in the works we have read this semester: 

• Elizabeth Lavenza 

• Edward Weston 

• Marguerite 

• Jimmy Claggart 

Choose one of these tragic deaths and discuss: 

• In what way was the death a consequence of transgressing a “forbidden knowledge” 

• Who or what was responsible for the death 

 
You should use quotations from the works themselves, other references, and quotations from staged 
versions of the works as appropriate, to support your conclusion. 
 
Your paper should be 1500 words (±10%). Your paper should also include at least one rebuttal. For 
example, if you conclude that Frankenstein is responsible for the death of Elizabeth, you should argue 
against a claim that his creature is responsible. 
 
Citation is important. References to texts, commentaries and websites should be made as footnotes or 
endnotes. The citations should be in good form; consult a style guide if you are unsure. Grammar and 
spelling are important. Whereas you should use a spelling checker, you should not rely on it exclusively, 
but proofread carefully. It is always acceptable to have a friend read your paper for grammar and spelling. 
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Caroline Lees 

FND 166: Forbidden Knowledge 

Fall 2007 

 CSI Ingolstadt: Forbidden Knowledge and the Murder of Elizabeth Lavenza 

 Of all the deaths that occur during Frankenstein, Elizabeth Lavenza’s is perhaps the most 

shocking and memorable.  Some readers would argue that, as the physical perpetrator, the 

monster is responsible for Elizabeth’s death.  However, Victor Frankenstein himself is the actual 

culprit.  His far-reaching scientific ambitions and forays into forbidden knowledge are 

inextricably tied to Elizabeth’s death, as is his self-centered nature.  The doctor’s reckless 

assumption of god-like powers that allow him to control life lead to creation without planning or 

responsibility, and ultimately to the nascence of the vengeful monster who strangles Elizabeth.  

 Elizabeth’s death is inextricably connected with Frankenstein’s explorations of forbidden 

knowledge, specifically the desire to “play God” and meddle with the creation of life.  This 

knowledge is forbidden to him because of his flaws as a mortal, including the lack of foresight 

and selfish nature which will be discussed in detail in the subsequent paragraphs.  Frankenstein 

himself cites ambition as his transgression; he tells Walton, “I was imbued with high hopes and a 

lofty ambition; but how I am sunk!...Seek happiness in tranquility and avoid ambition.”38  

However, it is not ambition but the unnatural creation of life that is truly forbidden.  Roger 

Shattuck neatly pinpoints the flaw in Frankenstein’s decision when he says that the creation of 

life is “an act traditionally limited to a god figure.”39  In many film versions of Frankenstein, the 

doctor is warned about his dangerous defiance of this tradition by his professors.  In the 1931 

                                                
38 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein. [New York: Oxford University Press, 1998], pp. 211, 217. 
39 Roger Shattuck, Forbidden Knowledge. [New York: Harcourt Brace and Co., 1996], p. 85. 



 47 

film, his mentor Waldman foreshadows, “Mark my words.  He will prove dangerous.”40  

Professor Krempe adds, “How could you know what you had unleashed?  How was it pieced 

together?...Evil stitched to evil stitched to evil.  God help your loved ones,” in the 1994 

adaptation.41  Frankenstein ignores these warnings and steps into the forbidden by attempting to 

assume godlike powers and create life.  However, he is not an omniscient being, and his flaws 

make him unable to deal appropriately with the creation of life.  He understands only the science 

of life; he can create a physical being, but his human propensity to be self-centered clouds the 

perception of individual will that an omniscient being would possess, making him unable to 

consider the creature’s needs and desires objectively.  As evidenced in his possessive feelings 

toward Elizabeth, the doctor also has a disconcertingly controlling nature and seems to consider 

the monster a possession rather than an independent being.42  This viewpoint causes him to feel 

no guilt about abandoning it as he would a failed experiment or broken machine.  Frankenstein’s 

attempt to create life is forbidden because he lacks the capacity to deal with the responsibilities 

that accompany his actions.  No mortal has the wisdom to create and govern life as a god does, 

so Frankenstein’s lofty yet flawed experiments lead to the aberrant creature and his improper 

treatment, and subsequently to Elizabeth’s death. 

 Although Frankenstein is not physically responsible for Elizabeth’s murder, he is easily 

implicated in several ways that relate to his explorations of the forbidden; the foremost reason 

for his guilt is his creation and abandonment of the creature.  Frankenstein chooses to form the 

creature unnaturally with appropriated body parts and a mechanized spark of life, but he is 

unprepared to care for the thing he creates.  The doctor’s abandonment shapes his creation’s 

                                                
40 Frankenstein, dir. James Whale, DVD, Universal, 1999. 
41 Frankenstein, dir. Kenneth Branagh, DVD, Sony, 1998. 
5 Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 36. 
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perspective of the world and society and fuels his desire for revenge, ultimately leading to 

Elizabeth’s murder.  As the creator of the creature, the doctor is responsible for raising him 

properly.  Instead, he finds himself terrified and abandons his creation, even though he “gazed on 

him while unfinished” and knew “he was ugly” prior to bringing him to life.43  Frankenstein’s 

abandonment means that the creature has no parent to teach him how to function as a member of 

society, so he cannot develop the appropriate moral code which prevents most people from 

committing murder.  Also, Frankenstein’s actions result in the creature’s violent resentment.  The 

creature says, “Accursed creator!  Why did you form a monster so hideous that even you turned 

from me in disgust?”44  Had Frankenstein cared properly for his creation rather than making 

something he suspected would be hideous then callously disregarding it because of its flaws, the 

creature would not have experienced the loneliness and self-loathing that led to his desire for 

revenge and ultimately the perpetration of Elizabeth’s murder. 

 Further reasons for Frankenstein’s guilt become apparent later in the novel.  First, 

Frankenstein’s refusal to comply with the monster’s wish for a female companion is a direct 

precursor to Elizabeth’s death.  The consequences of his actions are obvious; the monster has 

warned him explicitly that he will “be with [him] on [his] wedding night” if Victor does not 

acquiesce.45  The deaths of William and Justine make it abundantly clear that the monster is 

unafraid of killing and uses the deaths of those Frankenstein loves as a way to strike out against 

his creator.  Frankenstein could have prevented Elizabeth’s death by choosing to appease the 

monster with a female creature, but he sees this as an equally difficult solution with frightening 

repercussions.  Although Frankenstein believes he is doing the morally appropriate thing by not 

                                                
43 Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 58. 
44 Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 130. 
8 Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 168. 
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creating another creature equal to the monster’s “deformity and wickedness,” his refusal is a 

death sentence for Elizabeth.46  He selfishly thinks that the monster’s threat is to strike out 

against him, while in reality he condemns Elizabeth because he fails to consider the 

consequences of his actions for those around him. 

 Frankenstein’s self-centered decision to remain close to Elizabeth and create a normal life 

with her makes him responsible for her murder as well.  Early in the novel, it becomes clear that 

he feels overwhelmingly possessive of Elizabeth; he says that she is “mine to protect, love, and 

cherish…until death she [is] to be mine only.”47  Once Frankenstein had seen the monster’s 

actions against other members of his family and knew its intentions to kill again, he might have 

been able to protect her by confessing the truth and sending her into hiding.  But because he 

wishes so fervently for happiness with Elizabeth, he selfishly chooses to hide his secrets and 

draws her into greater danger by marrying her and keeping her close to him.  Frankenstein is so 

self-centered that he fails to consider that the monster will strike out against Elizabeth rather than 

him on their wedding night, thus failing to take proper precautions to protect her.  These 

decisions make it easy for the monster to find and murder Elizabeth, since he only needs to track 

Frankenstein himself in order to attack the person he loves the most.  Also, Frankenstein’s 

attempt to find personal happiness by marrying Elizabeth infuriates the monster more than any of 

his other actions.  The creature tells Walton that he was angered because the doctor “sought his 

own enjoyment in feelings and passions from the indulgence of which I was forever barred.”48  

Frankenstein knew before his marriage that the creature desired a companion and a human life.  

However, he failed to deduce that selfishly striving for happiness while his creature suffered in 

                                                
46 Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 167. 
47 Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 36. 
48 Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 220. 
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isolation and misery would anger the monster and result in destruction in Frankenstein’s own 

life. 

 In the strictly physical sense, the creature is Elizabeth’s murderer; he strangles Elizabeth 

on her wedding night.  The creature not only commits Elizabeth’s murder but premeditates it as 

well, adding to the case for his guilt.  However, the creature can be seen as a minor who is 

Frankenstein’s responsibility.  He is Frankenstein’s “child” since the doctor has “infus[ed] life 

into an inanimate body,” and in spite of his physical maturity he is mentally childlike.49  The 

creature has not been alive long enough or had the proper care to develop intellectual and 

emotional maturity; he cannot even speak for some time.  His mental immaturity makes him 

nothing more than an adolescent.  Even late in the novel, he has not lived long enough nor had a 

wide enough variety of experiences to be considered an adult.  In many legal cases, a parent is 

responsible for his or her child’s actions until a certain age, making Frankenstein at least partially 

responsible for his creature’s behavior in a strictly legal sense.  

 The creature can also be absolved of guilt because Frankenstein’s neglect is the 

prevailing motivation for his actions.  He demonstrates that he has the potential for love and 

kindness in his association with De Lacey’s family during his wanderings.  The creature even 

begs Frankenstein to care for him and promises to behave appropriately in return: “I am thy 

creature, and I will be even mild and docile…if thou wilt also perform thy part, the which thou 

owest me.”50  The doctor refuses, triggering the emotions that shape the creature into a vicious 

killer.  Frankenstein’s denial of happiness and companionship to his creation leads to an impulse 

                                                
49 Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 57. 
50 Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 100. 
14 Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 220. 
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to murder which the creature “could not disobey.”51  The creature reasons, “My heart was 

fashioned to be susceptible of love and sympathy…Am I to be thought the only criminal, when 

all humankind sinned against me?”52  Frankenstein himself is much more responsible for the 

crime than his creation, since his actions motivate the creature to kill. 

 Arguments for the guilt of both Frankenstein and his creature are easy to discover in the 

eponymous novel.  However, Frankenstein is ultimately the cause of Elizabeth’s death.  He not 

only brings to life the creature that kills her, but he also provides the motivation to kill through 

cruel treatment of his creation.  Frankenstein’s exploration of forbidden knowledge is a major 

factor in Elizabeth’s murder.  He is not content to accept the natural forces of life and death, and 

his inappropriate creation combined with his flaws as a mortal set off the chain of events that 

make his life collapse around him.  Although the creature is the physical murderer in 

Frankenstein, his creator is the true guilty party. 

 

                                                
 
52 Shelley, Frankenstein, pp. 219-21. 
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Please write a concise, 6 page (1500 word) paper on the following topic: 
 
One can distinguish between two readings of neuroaesthetics: as a perceptual hypothesis or as an aesthetic 
hypothesis. The former is simply the claim that cognitive neuroscience can be used to explain how 
artworks work as perceptual stimuli. The latter is the richer claim that understanding how artworks work 
as perceptual stimuli helps us understand how they work as aesthetic stimuli. Evaluate Zeki’s use of 
Calder as a case study for neuroaesthetics. Do the discussions of either Seurat’s “Bathers at Ainsiéres” or 
Leonardo’s “Mona Lisa” suffice to resolve the problems we identified with Zeki’s model? Do either 
suffice to establish neuroaesthetics as an aesthetic hypothesis? 
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Neuroaesthetics as an Aesthetic Hypothesis 

 Neuroaesthetics can easily serve as an explanation of how artworks function as 

perceptual stimuli, but its status as an explanation for the aesthetic salience of artworks is 

arguable.  While attempts have been made to classify neuroaesthetics as an aesthetic hypothesis 

through analysis of the perceptual and aesthetic qualities of the art of Alexander Calder, Georges 

Seurat, and Leonardo da Vinci, the discussions of these artworks as evidence that neuroaesthetics 

is more than a perceptual hypothesis often lack a clear connection between science and aesthetic 

significance.  However, some of the claims of neurophysiologist Semir Zeki, in conjunction with 

Margaret Livingstone’s neurophysiological explanation of Mona Lisa, establish neuroaesthetics 

as a possible formalist biological theory of aesthetics.  

 Semir Zeki postulates that in creating art, artists behave much like neurophysiologists.  

He likens art’s purpose to “an extension of the function of the visual brain,” drawing parallels 

between Henri Matisse’s assertion that seeing is an active process and his own scientific claim of 

the same truth (Zeki 6-7).  Zeki deconstructs seeing into the three tasks of selecting information, 

discarding impertinent information, and comparing currently perceived information with stored 

past visual information (6, 10).  He concludes that Matisse and other artists understand, exploit, 

and, within the task of creating artwork, follow this principle as well, and that therefore their 

work is comparable to that of neurophysiologists (21).  Artists, like neurophysiologists, explore 

the effects of visual stimuli on the brain.  They master the manipulation of perception and select, 
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discard, and compare information in compiling visual stimuli to convey an image and a meaning.  

Artists may not possess scientific vocabularies or even associate their catalogue of aesthetic 

knowledge with the structure and function of the brain, but their technical knowledge frequently 

corresponds with qualities of the brain unearthed by neurophysiologists.  Zeki emphasizes the 

convergence of artistic and neurophysiological goals and methods by comparing paintings and 

drawings to neurophysiological lab displays.  Both artworks and lab displays manipulate visual 

system properties to elicit a desired response.  Zeki’s claims align with a formalist perspective of 

art, which states that the formal structure of an artwork is the basis of its aesthetic appeal.  He 

seeks to prove that formal structure is engaging because of perceptual phenomena, and that by 

explaining how these perceptual effects within the structure work, neuroaesthetics is a functional 

aesthetic hypothesis.  

 Zeki aptly explains the similarities between artists and neurophysiologists, but his artistic 

examples are flawed.  In attempting to validate neuroaesthetics through discussion of specific 

artworks, Zeki looks to the mobiles of kinetic artist Alexander Calder.  Calder frequently limited 

his mobiles to a black and white color palette, asserting that luminance enhances and color 

inhibits the detection of motion (28).  Zeki credits Calder with a layman’s understanding of the 

neurophysiological concept that distinct motion-responsive neurons are sensitive to luminance 

contrast rather than color changes (30).  Yet, Zeki’s example contains a logical fallacy in the way 

that it describes the perceptual techniques contained in Calder’s mobiles.  Although Calder’s 

mobiles minimize color in their presentation, Calder does not exploit this aspect of motion 

perception in the visual brain.  His mobiles do not isolate luminance to convey motion, and, 

therefore, they do not prove Zeki’s model.  The Calder example seems to nicely align artistic 

suppositions about the visual brain and neurophysiological data and conclusions, but its fault lies 
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in Calder’s incomplete understanding and manipulation of the relationship between luminance 

and movement.  

Another artistic example, explored by Richard Latto, is the exploitation of lateral 

inhibition and mach bands in the paintings of Georges Seurat.  Mach bands exist where 

boundaries between light and dark areas are bordered by a brighter light lead edge and a darker 

dark lead edge (Latto 73).  The process of lateral inhibition, in which the response of a retinal 

cell to very high excitatory or inhibitory stimulation lessens the response of neighboring cells, 

creates the exaggerated borders that characterize Mach bands (72).  Latto draws the connection 

between the artistic technique of irradiation, used frequently by Seurat in creating distinct edges, 

and the understanding of the effects of lateral inhibition.  Seurat’s use of irradiation is evident in 

the painting Bathers at Ainsiéres, where the outline of the seated boy’s back has a lead edge of 

brightness against the pale lake and a lead edge of darkness at his arm, where the water is 

shadowy.  Seurat implemented the exaggerated edges to create distinct shapes and mimic the 

movement and placement of light, the primary focus of his pointillist works.  According to Latto, 

“Irradiation, then, is a technique developed independently by painters to sharpen edges and 

contours that is effective because it mimics a neural mechanism” (74).  Since irradiation is an 

artistic technique and works with retinal lateral inhibition, Latto concludes that this unites 

neuroaesthetics with aesthetic value and salience.  Unfortunately, while irradiation and Mach 

bands resonate with the visual system in the same manner, irradiation and the perceptual process 

of lateral inhibition do not provide the aesthetic interest of the Seurat painting.  If this were true, 

a viewer would find a grayscale portrayal of a Mach band gradient far more engaging than 

Bathers at Ainsiéres because of its greater exploitation of lateral inhibition.  Therefore, Latto’s 
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example explores the relationship between formal structure and neurophysiology, but it fails to 

explain the aesthetic qualities of artworks or define the nature of aesthetic experience. 

 Analysis of Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa proves more useful in defining 

neuroaesthetics as an aesthetic hypothesis.  Mona Lisa is regarded as the most compelling 

painting in the world because of the subject’s mysterious smile and gaze.  To viewers, Mona Lisa 

appears to flit between a blank stare, a slight frown, and a mischievous grin.  In the artistic sense, 

da Vinci achieves this effect through the use of sfumato, or shadowy edges and ambiguous 

contours.  E.F. Gombrich traces Mona Lisa’s dynamic expression to sfumato at the corners of her 

eyes and mouth, the most expressive parts of the human face (Gombrich 303).  While the art 

technical explanation of this effect suggests that the viewer’s mood or imagination may 

determine Mona Lisa’s expression, neurophysiologist Margaret Livingstone contends that Mona 

Lisa’s dynamic smile exploits the qualities of foveal and peripheral vision.  She deduces that 

“her smile must be differently apparent in the different ranges of image detail characteristic of 

the different parts of the visual field,” because a peripheral glance lends Mona Lisa a beckoning 

smile that is less apparent when focused upon intently (Livingstone 71).  When the eye is 

focused directly upon Mona Lisa, foveal vision picks up the details of her mouth, which depict a 

more muted and blank stare.  At the same time, the coarse components of the painting, which 

suggest a smile, are all that is detected with peripheral vision (73).  Da Vinci’s success in 

producing the mysterious smile of Mona Lisa is attributed in the art world to his use of sfumato, 

but the neurophysiologist would more specifically credit his exploitation of the qualities of 

peripheral vision (whether conscious exploitation or not) with the perceptual effect, and, in turn, 

the painting’s aesthetic interest in creating its subject’s confounding, mysterious expression.  
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 It might be possible to criticize Livingstone’s conclusions about what makes Mona Lisa 

aesthetically compelling.  The painting is not interesting because it engages the viewer in an 

exercise in peripheral vision, but rather because of the viewer’s uncertainty in interpreting Mona 

Lisa’s emotions.  Yet, if the painting is aesthetically interesting because it is dynamic, and if the 

painting is dynamic by virtue of exploiting peripheral vision, neuroaesthetics can serve as an 

aesthetic hypothesis.  The ambiguity of Mona Lisa’s expression makes the work interesting, and 

the perceptual source of this ambiguity (peripheral vision) can be explained via neurophysiology, 

and thus neuroaesthetics explains how the formal structure of an artwork functions perceptually 

and lends aesthetic salience.  Although Mona Lisa is the only fully successful example of 

neuroaesthetics as an explanation of the mechanics of aesthetic stimuli discussed, it is sufficient 

to establish neuroaesthetics as an aesthetic hypothesis.  

 Neuroaesthetics can be considered a legitimate aesthetic hypothesis.  Perceptual stimuli 

may not be consistently able to explain aesthetic significance, as evident in the failures of 

Bathers at Ansiéres and Alexander Calder’s mobiles in linking perceptual stimuli with their 

neurophysiological causes and aesthetic impact.  Yet, the success of Livingstone’s argument for 

Mona Lisa as a case for neuroaesthetics and Zeki’s comprehensive comparison of the visual and 

artistic processes classify neuroaesthetics as a possible formalist aesthetic perspective.  The 

formal features of artworks are a source of aesthetic interest, and the interest of these forms can 

be traced to their perceptual effects, as in the case of the sfumato and peripheral vision 

manipulation that creates Mona Lisa’s intriguing smile.  These perceptual effects are then 

examined through neurophysiology, which indirectly appraises and evaluates the formal 

structure of the artwork.  Neurophysiology’s implementation in this way provides the foundation 

of a biologically based conception of aesthetics.  



 59 

Foundations 

Honorable Mention 

Johanna Schein 

A Feminist and a Transcendentalist Walk into a Bar 

 

Assignment: 

FND162: Progress and Its Critics 
Professor Dennis Deslippe 
 
Pretend that Henry David Thoreau and Charlotte Perkins Gilman have met (I don’t think they ever did!): 
Create a dialogue that touches on their notions of the “examined life,” community, individualism, and 
progress. 
 
Be creative but use both books and cite the appropriate page numbers. 
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Johanna Schein 

FND 162 

10/30/07 

Memo #3: A Feminist and a Transcendentalist Walk into a Bar 

Bartender: Ma’am, you look troubled.  Can I get you anything? 

Gilman: Troubled, of course I am!  You try being a woman, treated as a gift to be “mastered” (Gilman 

132).  I am strong and smart in a limiting world that dictates that the female’s purpose is to serve man.  

Yet this is “in no way fulfillment of their great process” (60).  Women have minds and strength of their 

own, yet we are not given the opportunity to thrive in this male-dominated society! 

Thoreau: Bartender, send her a drink, on me.  O the inequalities of the world!  How I concur! 

Gilman: Why, so that you can master me as well?  You men!  Don’t you understand that women are 

capable of running their own lives?  If the world were to consist of only women, the female race would 

be able to positively transform reality, as wars, poverty, and hunger would be eradicated.  By 

comparison, the masculine society would be put to shame and men would feel as mere 

“schoolchildren,” needing the basic lessons on how to properly interact with their surroundings (65).  

Thoreau: We do need change, and actual progress, not the so-called “progress” of industrialization.  Look 

at America now.  Even with advanced science, men “live meanly, like ants” and yet only for an 

“inevitable wretchedness” of a meaningless life (Thoreau 91).    

Gilman: Ha!  Ants indeed!  Americans assume that our way of living and our adored civilization is the best.  

And yet, look at American progress!  What has our civilization come to?  We blind ourselves to the 

fact that our society is saturated with “ignorance” and “prejudice,” and that “in spite of the advance of 

democracy, and the increase of wealth, that there is still unrest and sometimes combat” (Gilman 145).  

Progress is possible, but not like this! 
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Thoreau: I agree fully.  Even with material advances our lives are no better.  In fact, our lives are probably 

worse than those of our ancestors!  New discoveries of the day only “distract our attention from the 

serious things” (Thoreau 52).  With industrialization, the railroad, and “the so called comfort of life,” 

man misses the beauty of the world and in essence forgets to live (14)!  You must live “deliberately,” 

free from the distractions of industrialization and the rushing of life, and free to examine your life in 

order to decide which path to pursue (90). 

Gilman:  Indeed, self-evaluation is essential!  Communities should evaluate all for the sake of progress!  

And not the masculine idea of progress based on material gains and individualism, but one focused on 

human dignity and communal thriving.  In an ideal world, nothing would be long-lasting unless it were 

proven beneficial.  There would be “no laws over hundred years old, and most of them under twenty” 

because a “comparatively brief and limited history” allows you not to be blinded by precedent or pride 

(Gilman 64).  Through constant evaluation and change, the community can take the necessary steps for 

true progress.   

Thoreau: In terms of living with an eye focused on today and not the past, I couldn’t agree more.  Culture 

dictates that we learn from our seniors, but “they have taught me nothing” (Thoreau 9).  However, you 

focus too much on community!  A man should not follow the arbitrary beat of the community, but 

instead “step to the music which he hears, however measured or far away” (326).  Only through living 

one’s own life, and not the life that the community dictates, can one obtain a meaningful life. 

Gilman: I disagree!  Individualism will prevent growth of the whole, the essence of progress, and instead 

create “an everlasting writhing mass of underbred people trying to get ahead of one another—some few 

on top, temporarily…and no serenity or peace for anyone” (Gilman 69).  Individualism deters from the 

communal goal of happiness for all!  Instead of “personal pride” (77), a community should work 

together, analyzing and applying what is best.  Even if that includes population control, society must be 
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willing to take the necessary steps to ensure that future generations are not disadvantaged by such 

devastations as overpopulation or an unworthy mother.  In this way can a community progress with a 

“social consciousness” (80).  

Thoreau: I admire the concept of a social consciousness, but that should be applied individually.  It is 

important that each individual man think for himself!   

Gilman: Man!  It is the man’s fault in the first place.  Why must you speak of men when we mean all 

people, regardless of gender? 

Thoreau (so caught up in his thoughts that he completely ignores Gilman’s last remark): I agree that what 

we have now is no good, but your socialist solution focuses too much on the progress of the community 

and ignores the prospect of individual contentment distinct from society.  Each man… 

Gilman: PERSON! 

Thoreau: …should “pursue his own way, and not his father’s or his mother’s or his neighbor’s instead” 

(Thoreau 71).  Although we agree on the necessity of an examined approach to actual progress, I can 

see that we stand at odds with each other, and I will not do anything more to try and change your views.  

My path will now divert me away from this conversation for I have “several more lives to live” (323).  

Farewell! 
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