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Aesthetic culture consists of phenom-

ena that satisfy people’s need for the 

experience of beauty or that give them 

comparable valuable experiences. This 

book deals with four phenomena of this 

kind: environment, art worlds, works of 

art  and literature. 
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pref ace

Yrjö Heikki Sepänmaa was born on 12th December 

1945 in Alavus, a small village in the province of 

Ostrobothnia in western Finland. Traditionally, 

wealthy and independent peasants and enterprisers have 

been characteristic of Ostrobothnia, and Sepänmaa’s par-

ents and relatives were also farmers. People in Ostrobothnia 

have usually been said to be stable, enterprising and proud 

of their traditions and independence. This generalization 

may help us to understand Yrjö Sepänmaa’s calm and patient 

character, and his goal-oriented manner – that is, traits that 

in Sepänmaa’s personality unite with human warmth and a 

sympathetic attitude towards other people.

In the mid-1960´s Sepänmaa commenced on his aca-

demic studies at the University of Helsinki. At that time there 

existed no independent discipline named Aesthetics in any 

of the Finnish universities. In fact, Aesthetics was usually a 

part of literary studies, although it was also possible to con-

centrate on aesthetic topics in Philosophy. Under the circum-

stances, Sepänmaa chose a discipline called ”Comparative 

Literature and Aesthetics”, alongside Philosophy, as his main 

disciplines, but within both of these disciplines he also made 

himself familiar with the traditions and problems of aesthet-

ics itself. From the perspective of his early studies in aes-

thetics, it was important that in Comparative Literature and 

Aesthetics he could depend on the expertise of Professors 

Irma Rantavaara, Maija Lehtonen and Aarne Kinnunen, who 

combined the roles of literary scientist and aesthetician in 

their academic work.
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By the early 1970´s Sepänmaa’s interest in aesthetics did 

not limit itself to doctrinal issues. In addition to his studies, 

he endeavoured to strengthen the institutional position of 

aesthetics in Finland. He was, for example, one of the founder 

members of The Finnish Society of Aesthetics (1972 – ), and 

as an assistant researcher in the Department of Comparative 

Literature and Aesthetics he was planning for aesthetics the 

status of an independent discipline. This plan was finally real-

ised in the early 1980´s, when the discipline under the name 

of Aesthetics was founded at the University of Helsinki.

 As an assistant researcher and as a postgraduate student 

Sepänmaa did not walk along established paths. Both his 

Masters thesis (1975) and Licenciate thesis (1978) dealt with 

environmental aesthetics, a topic which was situated outside 

the mainstream of aesthetics in the 1970´s; in fact, in the in-

ternational community of aestheticians only a small group of 

researchers were actively interested in environmental aes-

thetics at that time. In 1982 Sepänmaa also had a fruitful op-

portunity to study environmental aesthetics at the University 

of Alberta in Edmonton, Canada, under the guidance of 

Professor Allen Carlson, who has long been one of the leading 

figures in environmental aesthetics. From that year onward, 

Sepänmaa has worked together with Professor Carlson. In 

the 1980´s their co-operation proved to be highly productive 

when, inspired by it, Sepänmaa began to elaborate his own 

view of environmental aesthetics in a more theoretical direc-

tion. An immediate result of this intensification of his work 

can be seen in his doctoral thesis, The Beauty of Environment. 

A General Model for Environmental Aesthetics (1986, pub-

lished by the Finnish Academy of Science and Letters), in 

which he presents his concept of environmental aesthetics. 

Sepänmaa’s doctoral thesis was in fact the first book-length 

presentation of environmental aesthetics in the world  – this 

observation appears to be at least true of the Western world. 

In 1993 his thesis was re-published in the United States by 

Environmental Ethics Books, and more recently it has also 

been translated into Korean (2000) and Chinese (2005).

The early 1990´s proved to be an important phase in 

Sepänmaa’s academic career. In 1990 – 1992 he completed 

his understanding of environmental aesthetics in the United 

States, first at the University of Georgia in Athens and then 

at the University of North Texas. At both of these universities 

he collaborated with Professor Eugene Hargrove, a specialist 

in environmental ethics. As a result of this valuable contact, 

Sepänmaa has later taken more clearly into account the ethi-

cal dimensions of environmental issues. In the early 1990´s 

he also gained his first professorship when he was nominat-

ed as Associate Professor of Literature at the University of 

Joensuu. Since 1994 his home university has been situated in 

the city of Joensuu, Northern Karelia, which is one of Finland’s 

eastern provinces.

As a professor of literature Sepänmaa focused on liter-

ary philosophy, art theory and, needless to say, aesthetic 

questions. In the area of aesthetics he acted consciously 

within a wide international forum. Of this activity two things 

in particular are worth mentioning here. In the early 1990´s, 

Sepänmaa and Hannes Sihvo – also Professor of Literature at 

the University of Joensuu – decided to organize an internation-

al conference on environmental aesthetics in eastern Finland. 

This conference, under the name ”Meeting in the Landscape”, 

took place in 1994 at Mt. Koli near Joensuu. Because the con-

ference was highly successful, it was soon continued. In fact, 

during the period 1994 – 2003 Sepänmaa, as the head of the 

organizing committee, organized a whole series of interna-

tional conferences on environmental aesthetics:

• Meeting in the Landscape, Mt. Koli, 1994

• The Aesthetics of Forest, Lusto, Punkaharju, 1996

• The Aesthetics of Bogs and Peatlands, Ilomantsi, 1998
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p a r t  o n e

e n v i r o n m e n t a l  a e s t h e t i c s

Sepänmaa has also himself reflected upon it when consider-

ing the phenomenon of anti-art.

The contributors to this anthology are Sepänmaa’s friends, 

colleagues and disciples. By contributing to this book they 

wish to celebrate him on his 60th birthday. Dear Yrjö! Please, 

receive our warmest congratulations!

Seppo Knuuttila 

Erkki Sevänen 

Risto Turunen



15

introduc tion

Since the publication of his groundbreaking The Beauty of 

Environment: A General Model for Environmental Aesthetics 

(1986), Yrjö Sepänmaa has done more than anyone else to 

bring structure, unity, and focus to the emerging field of envi-

ronmental aesthetics. His wide-ranging publications and his 

discipline-defining conferences have helped to establish both 

the boundaries and the center of this area of research.1 A ma-

jor topic within environmental aesthetics is the aesthetics of 

natural environments. By considering what I take to be the 

requirements for an adequate aesthetics of nature, I hope to 

make a methodological contribution to the field of study that 

Sepänmaa has so fully and carefully nurtured. 

By the requirements for an adequate aesthetics of nature, 

I mean a set of intuitions, constraints, desiderata, and the like 

that must be met by any satisfactory account of the aesthetic 

appreciation of nature. I recommend five such requirements. 

Each requirement is, I think, exceedingly plausible, and each 

has been elaborated and defended by one or more philoso-

phers other than myself. However, I think that the combination 

of the five has not been previously developed and defended, 

and, although each requirement by itself has significant rami-

fications for the aesthetics of nature, it is the consideration of 

the complete set of five that is especially revealing. 

the requirement s for  
an adequate aesthetic s  

of  nature
Allen Carlson
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Traditional paradigm examples of art, such as paintings, 

symphonies, or novels, in general, have the following char-

acteristics in common. (1) It is framed, whether spatially or 

temporally, in that what belongs to the art object is more or 

less determined. (2) The preferred mode of appreciation con-

sists of distanced and disinterested contemplation. (3) Except 

in the cases of anonymous or unknown artists, there is a 

known creator or designer of the object. (4) Clear authorship 

prevents us from modifying the object, unless permitted by 

the author or required for restoration. (5) The identity of the 

object remains more or less stable, despite different interpre-

tations and practices in the musical and performing arts. (6) 

The aesthetic content of the art object is supposed to remain 

independent of the particular spatial/temporal/personal cir-

cumstance in which we experience it. (7) While art objects of-

ten affect us and may move us toward certain actions, they 

don’t normally have an immediate and practical impact on our 

lives, such as concerning health, safety, and pragmatics.

When we consider the environment, both natural and 

built, through the perspective of this model of art, the differ-

ences are more striking than the similarities. In experiencing 

environment, we seldom stay passive as spectators. Instead, 

we participate fully in our environmental appreciation with 

our whole body by moving around, handling objects within it, 

and working on/in/with it.2 The environment also lacks a spe-

cific author, except for prominent architectural pieces. A built 

environment, such as a townscape or a city park, is often the 

cumulative result of human endeavors over many years and 

their interaction with various natural elements.3 We modify 

our environment constantly, sometimes carefully and sensi-

tively, though at other times wantonly and destructively. Our 

experience of the environment cannot be dissociated from 

its specific temporal context, so the seasonal change affects 

the natural environment, and the time of the day defines a 
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cal dimension, one so basic that its omission leaves the critic 

suspended in mid-air, as it were, ripe with inapplicable com-

petences. For underlying perceptual sensitivity, a lively imagi-

nation, wide experience with aesthetic matters that extends 

beyond one´s native culture, and the educational background 

to focus and direct that experience - underlying these essen-

tial qualifications and partly the cause of them, is one more 

fundamental still.

The last century, especially the last half-century, has 

shown how deeply and pervasively our cognitive preconcep-

tions direct and color our experience and understanding.3 

Sources for this recognition include the Marxist critique of ide-

ology, insights from the sociology of knowledge and linguistic 

anthropology, and now, most recently, hermeneutics and its 

influence on interpretation, culminating in the unresolvable 

pluralism of postmodernism. We cannot evade the recognition 

that, despite the intent and efforts of phenomenology, there is 

no pure experience. And in our present context, we must ac-

knowledge that there is no pure aesthetic experience. We look 

at the world, to speak metaphorically, through a multitude of 

superimposed filters, the filters of language and, still more 

comprehensively, the ontology and metaphysics of a culture. 

How else explain, for example, the pervasive and persistent 

dualism of Western civilization, a dualism not shared by most 

Eastern traditions? How explain the insistent transcendental-

ism of the classical tradition in Western philosophy, a vision 

that contrasts sharply with the animism prevalent in pre-liter-

ate societies? The fact that we cannot escape such influences 

and that, in order to view the world we must see through lens-

es and filters, does not vitiate entirely what we see. It rather 

defines and orders it, and should make us more wary.

Such ruminations bear on all inquiry and they are es-

pecially pertinent to the judgments we make, particularly 

judgments of value, of aesthetic value. For here we may at-
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They also respond quite differently to the procession of 

new immigrants that passes by more and more frequently as 

the years go by. Per sees them as a fulfillment of his dream, 

but Beret perceives them this way.

Slowly, very slowly, the forlorn caravan crept off into 

the great, mysterious silence always hovering above 

the plain… It seemed as if the prairie were swallow-

ing up the people, the wagon, the cows, and all. 

(Rolvaag, 1991: 376.)

But they are not swallowed up. Beret never comes to be 

really at home on the prairie, but the dreams of Per, who him-

self dies tragically in a blizzard at the end of the novel, are to 

a great extent realized. He symbolizes the general optimism 

of Rolvaag´s book and the human fiber that makes him the 

sort of hero most of the characters in Smiley´s novel admire. 

Rolvaag writes,

They threw themselves blindly into the Impossible, 

and accomplished the Unbelievable. If anyone suc-

cumbed in the struggle – and that happened often 

– another would come and take his place. Youth was 

in the race; people caught it, were intoxicated by it, 

threw themselves way, and laughed at the cost. Of 

course it was possible – everything was possible out 

here. There was no such thing as the Impossible any 

more. The human race had not known such faith and 

self-confidence since history began. And so had been 

the Spirit since the day the first settlers landed on 

the eastern shores; it would rise and fall at intervals, 

would swell and surge on again with every new wave 

of settler that rolled westward into the unbroken 

solitude. (Rolvaag, 1991: 485.)
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The Ar t  World In  Contemporar y 
Western Culture And Societ y 

An outline of  a  theoretical  model  
based on systemic  study

Erkki Sevänen

Introduc tion

In recent decades, numerous researchers in different academ-

ic disciplines have theorized about contemporary Western 

culture and society. In the 1970´s and 1980´s, the key concept 

in these theoretical discussions was undoubtedly “postmod-

ernism” and its derivative concepts, whereas in the 1990´s 

the debate on postmodernity was gradually replaced by new 

themes such as neo-liberalist economic policy, globalization, 

the future of nation-states and nationalism, the new interna-

tional economic and political order, and cultural interaction. 

Along with a displacement like this, research in Western uni-

versities has also increasingly shifted over to considering the 

Western world as a part of the global or world system.

Given these conditions, it may be astonishing to notice 

that ongoing discussions have scarcely produced systematic 

models of the contemporary art world. A number of theorists 

have undoubtedly commented on the contemporary art world 

briefly, but only a few of them have endeavoured to construct 

a systematic model of it. Perhaps the clearest examples of sys-

tematic endeavours of this kind are Peter Bürger’s and Arthur 

C. Danto’s. In his early masterpiece, Theorie der Avantgarde 

(Theory of the Avant-Garde, 1974), Bürger elaborated a the-

ory of the avant-garde movements of the 20th century, and in 

his recent work, Das Altern der Moderne (The Ageing of the 

Modern, 2001), he presents an analysis of the contemporary 
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is the period of modernism, when artists concentrated on art’s 

means of expression and on its formal side. The third episode 

began in the 1960´s, and, in part, this ongoing period resem-

bles the Middle Ages. Before the Renaissance, there were 

plays, poems, epics, paintings, statues and songs in European 

culture, but they were not conceptualized as (fine) art. The 

concept of (fine) art took shape somewhat later, in fact, in the 

period between the 16th and 18th centuries (Kristeller, 1959). 

To be sure, the ongoing phase possesses the concept of art, 

but no single conception of art can now encompass all of the 

activities that are involved in the “making” of art. 

Although the time of master narratives seems to be over in 

the domain of art, Danto has emphasized that at least the na-

ture or essence of the visual art genres is nowadays changing 

fundamentally. For him, the visual art genres have not ceased 

to exist; that is, they have not died out. Rather, they are, he 

claims, changing into a meta-art or into a special philosophy 

whose object is the art itself (Danto, 1992: 217; 1997: 342). In 

other words, in the ongoing period the visual art genres seem 

to be fusing with the philosophy of art.

Contemporar y Ar t  L ife  in  the Light  of 
Macro -Sociological  Theor ies

The philosophical branch in the systemic study of art has pro-

vided us with deep insights into the historical background of 

our contemporary art life. In addition, Danto has clarified his 

own thinking by means of G.W.F. Hegel’s aesthetics, which has 

connected his views with the tradition of art-philosophical re-

flection. It is perhaps these aspects that explain his popular-

ity as an art critic and art philosopher, although to my mind 

he is, despite his brilliant style, rather one-sided as a theo-

rist; he ignores, for instance, the commercialization of art life 

and mainly pays attention to meta-artistic phenomena to the 
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Could Anyone Be An Ar tist? 
Some sketches for  def ining  

the profession of  ar tist
Risto Turunen

T he American art sociologist Vera Zolberg has 

asked whether artists are born or made. Basically, 

that question can be directed at any profession. It 

may sound almost trivial, and even trifling, to pose this ques-

tion, since nowadays being an artist is simply one profession 

amongst others. The rationalization of modern societies and 

the process of social differentiation have demystified the 

mythical halo of artist and diminished the sense of earlier def-

initions of that profession. It is relatively easy to understand 

an artist as an unproblematic concept: prosaically, an artist 

is a person who makes works of art. However, this simple ar-

gument makes the problem much more complex because it 

brings up other questions. What is a work of art? Is anyone 

who makes artificial objects an artist, or more rigorously, is 

anyone who earns his or her living by making artificial objects 

an artist? Are there some individuals who decide what is art 

and what is a work of art? Is it possible simply to just proclaim 

oneself an artist?

The public definition of the profession and the role of an 

artist have been, and still are, a central issue in the discourse 

of the art world. The questions and the problems of the issue 

are either theoretical or practical, and that is why the concept 

of the artist is defined by artists themselves, as well as by crit-

ics, researchers, but also politicians and bureaucrats, all of 

them actors who are working either in the art system or on the 
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The Ar tist  In  The Era Of  The End Of  Ar t

The question of the end of art is not as new as recent discus-

sion would have us presume. In his Aesthetics, Hegel actu-

ally predicted the end of art. He saw that when art, for ex-

ample literature in the form of a novel, became conscious of 

itself and moved over to self-reflexivity, it ironised the form 

of the epos. At the beginning of the 20th century most avant-

garde movements aimed at destroying the earlier aesthetics. 

That was a typical feature of the political avant-garde. After 

the Second World War the German philosopher Theodor W. 

Adorno presented a number of pessimistic scenarios about 

the future of pure, emancipating art. He predicted the end of 

art and of civilized culture. Adorno was afraid of the culture 

industry and its commodification that would destroy human 

culture (art) and its authentic values by penetrating the area 

of autonomous art.

In the so-called postmodern era one of the main issues 

in the discourse of art has concerned the end or the death of 

art, a matter that has been speculated on in many arguments. 

The Italian philosopher Gianni Vattimo has put forward three 

perspectives on this question: 1) “the avant-garde’s negation 

of defining and confining place and space of aesthetic expe-

rience in order to overcome the barriers separating art and 

life” impacts on the status of the work of art and it becomes 

“constitutively ambiguous”; 2) explosions in aesthetics in 

earlier avant-garde movements (the metaphysical, histori-

cal and political) and in newer avant-garde movements (the 

technological) “permit and determine a form of the generali-

zation of aestheticity”. Thus, art melts into the mass culture; 

3) the suicide of authentic art is to be understood as a protest 

against the death of art brought about by the aestheticization 

of existence. Authentic art withdraws into the silence that is 

the simultaneous affirmation and negation of aesthetic expe-

rience. (Roberts, 1991:195 – 198; Vattimo, 1988.)
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