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As with all great ideas of Western civilization, this 
one begins without having a simple definition: beauty, 
which is so well taken in with the eyes, cannot be so 
easily captured with words, but this mystery is evi-
dence itself that, far from lowering its prestige that 
it still remains intact after five thousand years of civi-
lization, maybe even on a more magnified scale, be-
cause it invites one to think about it, at length and at 
leisure, especially at leisure….For Plato, who medi- 
tated on this subject reclining on one of his famous 
‘couches’, here lies the very essence of love, as to 
fall in love with something beautiful is inevitable….
and for Freud, it is a “biological fatality” because, if 
it is beautiful, regardless of the species to which it 
belongs, it is bound to be chosen….Saint Augustine 
a serious fan of Plato, went even further by affirm-
ing that the contemplation of beauty would make us 
better persons….a piece of farsightedness that the 
common people turned into a popular saying: “beauty 
tames the beasts”.
Let me remind you that the Trojan War was motivated 
by the kidnapping of a woman, the beautiful Helen, 
a very literary tragedy, as you know, preceded by the  
‘Judgement of Paris’ regarding the beauty of three 
powerful rival women, that has been as often de-
scribed since the ‘Metamorphoses’ of Ovid, as paint-
ed since the masterpieces of Rubens. Maybe the 
downfall of Mark Antonio was due to another beautiful 
woman, that eternal beauty that was the role that Liz 
Taylor so liked to interpret.   Dante described one 
of the highpoints of our civilization, captivated by the 
unquestionable beauty of a Florentine maid who ap-
parently took no notice of him, and Nobokov created 
one of the most modern tragedies that exist when 
he described the obsession of a restrained university 
professor for the physical charms of Lolita. As Vis-
conti also did some time later, with a delicate adoles-

cent youth in his unforgettable film version of Thomas 
Mann’s novel ‘Death in Venice’. There is nothing new 
under the sun as regards either of these cases of the 
contemplation of beauty, as Jupiter himself turned 
himself into a swan in order to seduce the beautiful 
Leda, and turned into an eagle to possess the hand-
some Ganymede. We do not have a very exact idea 
of the most cultured emperor of Rome, but thanks to 
the spectacular sculpture that depicts him down to 
the last millimetre, we can observe the classic per-
fection of the beauty of his beloved slave Antinous. 
It seems that for Hadrian also there was nothing 
greater than beauty.
Beauty has made fast fortunes and, as quickly as a for-
est fire, has devastated empires that are inaccessi- 
ble for any other asset belonging to man.  It is said 
that where there is money, there is a desperate need 
to exchange it for beauty, the sublime key to social 
acceptance, a seduction that beauty apparently ac-
cepts with great pleasure.  From the moralizing fa-
bles of medieval tales, starting with the most famous 
of all, the Decameron, to the auctions of oriental 
slaves that held so much fascination for French 19th 
century painters, modern culture is full of irrefutable 
examples on this subject.   There have been as many 
intellectuals lost to the charms of beautiful millers’ 
wives, as kings lost to the cleavage of the lovely hand-
maidens of the queen. 
More than just an ambitious woman, Carmen was a 
beautiful gipsy from Seville, and Lulu a beauty from 
Vienna rather than just another operatic murder. Ul-
ysses had to use all his cunning to not perish from 
being seduced by the beauty of the sirens, and even 
cleverness could not save Narcissus from the fascina-
tion of the reflection of his own beauty, who drowned 
while searching for the image of that elusive person 
with whom he had fallen in love. 
It is easy therefore to see that talking about beauty 
has its limitations, perhaps the most distressing be-
ing that just when the conversation gets interesting, 
when you begin to get enthusiastic about the subject, 
with all the answers and the final solution, the alarm 
clock goes off… and there is no time left to continue 
dreaming.
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