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Dedicated to those who have faith in others. This is also a kind of beauty.





Introduction



When I was a child, like all children, I used to look at the objects around me. There were however some that always struck me more than others and whose aesthetics provoked greater emotions within me. And I wondered why. Why this one and not that one? Sometimes, the urge to understand why a certain type of aesthetic was more of a “winner” than others was even stronger than my interest in the object itself.


So I began to analyse those “winner” objects more carefully and I realised that what made the difference was their clarity of expression. They were objects that made themselves understood immediately. They communicated well and in a crystal-clear manner. Like a good speaker explaining a complex topic in a simple way. Each element of their composition, i.e., the volumes, surfaces and graphic signs, colours, materials and their finishes were conceived, sized and arranged correctly. Everything was in its place. Everything was clear and harmonious. I was clearly not able to make a structured analysis yet, but I still felt that the way their aesthetics had been thought of expressed clarity and it gave me pleasure to look at them, sparking my appreciation. After many years I understood the reason for this phenomenon, having experienced it on many other occasions: these were harmonious objects, with a clear and easy-to-read aesthetic, in which all the compositional elements were well conceived, well sized and well positioned in relation to one another.


Today, decades later, I am convinced that clarity of expression of aesthetics is a component of beauty, and that behind the aesthetic success of certain objects there are clear rules, which I will endeavour to share with you. But can this reasoning be extended to any aesthetic creation? To an architectural creation, an automobile or a work of art? What makes an aesthetic composition, an object or an artistic expression an aesthetic winner? Is it really true that beauty is in the eye of the beholder, or is there truly a clear set of rules behind a composition that visually satisfies us? Finally, how does the interaction between harmony and character work in a creation? What subtle alchemy binds them, making an object that possesses both these attributes irresistibly attractive? Where and how do we draw the line between these two fundamental elements in any successful aesthetic expression?


These and other questions will be addressed in an exploration that will touch different but nevertheless interconnected worlds: industrial design (and automotive design in particular) and neuroscience, art and technology, anthropology and aesthetics, the human being and our emotions. In the first stage of our journey, we will therefore analyse why an aesthetic composition provokes positive emotions through its clarity of expression, and we will debunk the myth of the subjectivity of aesthetic beauty itself, crumbling the bulwark of the Zeitgeist, the “spirit of the age”. By drawing some parallels with state-of-the-art studies in neuroaesthetics1, we will postulate the hypothesis that the understanding of what we are observing is a generator of aesthetic satisfaction, and thus that the clarity of expression of what we are looking at, just as with a written work, is fundamental in inducing positive feelings within us. We will see how it is possible to progress from the magmatic state of the initial creative gesture to a result that is clear and harmonious but, at the same time, full of character, trying to define where and how to position the border between these two poles which are fundamental in every successful creation. In the second stage of our exploration we will talk about the car designer profession: how it was born and how it has developed; the enormous impetus it has given in terms of emotionality to the entire industrial design sector; and the role that the automobile has played in our societies as our material alter ego. But we will also see how complex, and at the same time wonderfully rewarding this profession can be. In the third and final part, which will be somewhat of a fusion between the first two stages of our journey, we will look at the role of emotions in the creative act and investigate their growing function in our societies, in contrast with the overwhelming digitisation of design. We will then consider the future of the automotive design profession, which is undergoing profound changes due to new environmental, social and economic conditions. Finally, we will explore the role that art, as an expression of its creator’s emotions, has had in human history, up to the new forms of digital art, and then we will conclude by reflecting on the future of art itself and the role that emotions, if they still exist, will have in a society such as ours.


These pages make no philosophical or scientific claims. They are essentially a collection of experiential reflections of a person who has been involved in design for almost thirty years, following an individual conception that makes it impossible to separate applied creativity from the search for aesthetic pleasure. My profession as a car designer probably lends itself well to this topic, given the particular ability of the object in question to elicit a strong emotional response. A product that, besides allowing us to achieve an individual freedom of movement never experienced before, has become one of our main material alter egos, intended as a messenger of our identity, our social status, our aesthetic taste and various other meta-messages of importance to us. The automobile also has the great merit of being the first widely distributed consumer good to arouse strong emotions. Few objects conceived by man have sparked the same affections across generations and generations as this one has provoked since its birth. The last one hundred and twenty years have seen hundreds of highly desirable consumer goods thrive, not only for their functional qualities but also for their aesthetics. But none has equalled this product in terms of being a catalyst of emotions. And aesthetics account for a good slice of these emotions.


Of course, watching an aeroplane circling in the air, or a ship manoeuvring at sea is an extraordinary experience. But, while rarer, it involves an object that is not a consumer good and that most people know they will never be able to afford. The emotion remains, but with a distance filter given by the unlikelihood of owning it. Whereas in the case of a car, the emotional mechanism between the observer and the object contains an additional dimension: the desire to possess it. I am well aware that the role of these means of transport in our societies is changing enormously. The new generations are less interested in owning these objects, as they have become very expensive, difficult to manage in many areas of the world and have a huge environmental impact.


I don’t know what will replace the car as our material alter ego in the coming decades, but there is no doubt that for one hundred and twenty years this product has entailed a great deal of creative, economic, industrial and emotional energy. In whatever direction future creatives invest their efforts and energy, I sincerely hope that there will always be those who also try to generate aesthetic pleasure through their creations.





Part one
Aesthetic satisfaction






1. The subjectivity of aesthetic beauty


Is beauty in the eye of the beholder?


For millennia, the most brilliant minds have questioned the objective or subjective nature of aesthetic beauty, examining the question from many points of view: philosophical, scientific, artistic, religious. Polyclitus, Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, Vitruvius, Kant, Hegel, Baumgarten, Schopenhauer, Eco – to name but a few – made their subjective contributions to the issue and there are still several schools of thought on the subject today. It seems right to me to make my position on this issue clear from the outset, since it represents one of the backbones of this journey: I belong to the school of thought according to which, within a broader panorama of evaluation, influenced by socio-cultural, geographical and temporal parameters, there is a nucleus of objective rules which every aesthetic creation that provokes visual gratification in the observer refers to. As we will see in detail later on, thanks to the great progress made in the field of neuroscience and neuroimaging techniques, in recent decades we have had scientific confirmation of this thesis, somehow closing an issue that had remained open for centuries. It has in fact been scientifically proven that certain aesthetic stimuli, more than others, provoke emotional satisfaction in the observer’s brain, thus confirming that aesthetic beauty and the pleasure this generates depend on precise rules and are not random phenomena. As the popular saying goes, “beauty is in the eye of the beholder”. And indeed, when we talk about emotional beauty, this perspective is perfectly comprehensible. If, on the other hand, we consider aesthetic beauty, it is reductive. I actually believe that aesthetic beauty is subject to complex rules and that every exciting creation, meaning it is capable of provoking visual gratification, respects those rules. And that this applies to any aesthetic creation conceived by man: an architectural work, a painting, an object of industrial design, a sculpture, a landscape gardening work. In support of my position I will provide two arguments. The first is anthropological and evolutionary. Since the beginning of their path, human beings have learned from their positive experiences, many times even haphazardly, trying to understand the mechanisms to reproduce them and thus improve their living conditions. A tension inherent in the very nature of evolution. We do not know exactly when, but at some point along the way man first experienced the emotional gratification of a particularly positive aesthetic experience, most likely in relation to a manifestation of nature. That is to say, some configurations present in the surrounding environment positively stimulated certain sensorial areas of his brain, and were thus catalogued as gratifying. Given that the experience did not remain isolated, but repeated itself over the years, millions of times in different forms and for different reasons, it is fair to think that at a certain point the human race, in different periods and areas of the planet, began to analyse the origin of the phenomenon to try to understand how to govern it. One could almost say, people tried to reproduce beauty with their own hands. This drive became even stronger with the rise of permanent settlements about twelve thousand years ago, and then with the development of manual and, later, artistic activities, involving philosophers, scientists, artists and thinkers from every culture and geographical region over the millennia, each of whom contributed to the discovery of the rules that are at the origin of visual gratification. Rules which, although applied to different fields, have proved to be valid over the centuries and withstood the test of time. If aesthetic beauty were based on randomness and if it were therefore impossible to understand its general rules and structures, it would have been inconceivable to give life to all the admirable architectural and artistic works that over the millennia have sparked positive sensations in millions of observers.
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Venus de Milo, Alexander of Antioch, 130 a.C., Musée du Louvre, Paris. Photo Anne Chauvet© 2020 RMN-Grand Palais /Dist. Foto SCALA, Firenze.





The second important reason why I do not believe in the complete subjectivity of aesthetics is philosophical: if there were no rules and if beauty were really “in the eye of the beholder”, we could associate the adjective “beautiful” with any creation at will, and therefore subjectively. The result would be a lack of accountability of the work we are looking at and, consequently, of its creator. This would degrade to mere randomness an activity that has engaged and ennobled human beings for millennia, namely the voluntary search for beauty in their own creations and existence. An operation that, we know, transcends the pure technical gesture to reach out towards spirituality, the search for the meaning of life and man’s bond with the Universe and its laws. François Cheng1 recalls that, starting from ancient Greece up until the 19th century, the ideal of beauty at the basis of all types of artistic creation strove to build on objective criteria. It was only later that new forms of artistic expression (and therefore also aesthetic expression) were explored more and more frequently, going beyond the canons followed until then, until the 20th century, when the criteria of judgement were almost completely subjective, generating works as provocative as they were sometimes difficult to understand, the value of which is based not so much on the mastery of the artistic gesture as on the fame of the artist who conceived them. The progressive departure from that dimension of technical wisdom that for centuries accompanied artistic expressions of all kinds (and of which the rules that define aesthetic success are part) has contributed to the divorce between art and beauty and to the progressive consolidation of the idea that everything can be defined “beautiful”. But I firmly believe this is not the case.


The Zeitgeist: Venus de Milo or Venus of Urbino?


As already mentioned, every aesthetic evaluation is undoubtedly influenced by socio-cultural, geographical and temporal parameters. An in-depth analysis of the role of the first two through the millennia would call for a separate discussion, due to the complexity and vastness of the topic, apart from the fact that it lies beyond the main theme of this journey. I would instead like to reflect on the temporal parameter, the so-called Zeitgeist, because I believe that it is too often and wrongly used to support the idea of the total subjectivity of aesthetic beauty. Zeitgeist is a notion – Introduced in Germany in the 19th century – which defines the intellectual and cultural climate, the judgement criteria and the way of thinking of a given era.


It is often associated with the changing canons of beauty through various eras, sometimes even used as a justification to praise creations that are considered by most people as not beautiful. The Zeitgeist, however, is not concerned with the rules underlying the process of constructing an emotionally satisfying aesthetic picture, but rather emphasises the judgement criteria in fashion at a given time.
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The birth of Venus, Sandro Botticelli, 1483-1484. Galleria degli Uffizi, Firenze© 2020. Foto Scala Firenze, concessione Ministero Beni e Attività Culturali e del Turismo.





It is my personal belief that a set of aesthetic solutions linked to a specific era can be assembled in such a way as to generate aesthetic beauty, or obtain a diametrically opposite effect. Thus, although the canons of female beauty in ancient Greece differed from those of the Renaissance, in no age was a disproportionate body ever preferred to a perfectly balanced one. The bust will always have a certain size in relation to the whole, as will the length of the legs or the size of the head. If we compare two expressions of feminine beauty one thousand five hundred years apart, such as the Venus de Milo, sculpted by Alexander of Antioch in 130 BC, and the Venus represented in 1485 by Botticelli in the painting The birth of Venus, we see that – despite the differences – both works are harmonious, well-proportioned and very pleasant. Both express, with different canons, considerable femininity. The hips may be more or less generous, the breasts may be small or large, the hair loose or gathered. But these are all elements of the composition that fit perfectly into the general picture, in accordance with some of the constructive rules that we will see later.


Donald A. Norman2, professor of Computer Science, Psychology and Cognitive Science at Northwestern University, Illinois, considers the different levels of subdivision of our cognitive and emotional systems, i.e., visceral, behavioural and reflective, as the basis for a similar division for design: visceral design, behavioural design and reflective design. The former is defined as that which considers the aesthetics, the appearance and the sensations that our creation induces in the observer. Norman argues that the principles behind visceral design are predetermined and common across different populations and cultures, and I agree. As if to say that a well-proportioned creation will be judged as such in both Greece in 500 BC and Asia in the third millennium. This goes to support what I propose in these pages, namely that a well-conceived aesthetic design will spark the same positive judgement in different eras, and cultural and intellectual contexts. Professor Norman also states that a design that aims to satisfy the reflective level, which is more sophisticated, can quickly become passé, because this step is sensitive to cultural differences, fashion trends and intellectual fluctuations. Indeed, sensitive to the Zeitgeist. Ultimately, judgement criteria may vary over time, but the rules governing aesthetic beauty do not. A well-designed composition will be considered attractive in any age.


Visual gratification, what happens when we say “I like it”?


I would now like to approach the subject from a different angle: what does “I like it” (or “I don’t like it”) mean? What mechanism lies behind the fact that we like something aesthetically? When we don’t like an object, does the fault lie within us or within the object itself? Let’s try to change perspective: instead of focusing on the expression “I like it”, which concerns the observer after all, let’s try to focus on what the object itself conveys to us. Isn’t there a very close link between our appreciation and the fact that what we are observing is conveying positive sensations to us? What generates this feeling of visual well–being? And what lies behind our approval? At some point we have all had a discussion with someone about the aesthetics of a certain object, and heard the other person say “I don’t like it”. If we ask why, most will answer in general terms: I can’t really say; it’s ugly; or else – with slightly more detail – because it’s overloaded, because it’s chunky (or narrow, or wide). In essence, very few people will be able to explain why the object causes a negative feeling in them. I believe that this happens for a very precise reason: it happens when the constituent elements of the object we are observing – i.e., the proportions, volumes, surfaces, graphic signs, surface treatments (colours, materials), their visual specific weight and their relative position with respect to the overall picture – are not correctly adjusted. If my hypothesis were true, this would imply that, by following the rules that we will talk about in the next chapters, it would be possible to provoke the opposite effect in the observer, i.e., a feeling of aesthetic satisfaction. This would mean that whoever conceives the creation aesthetically, has the faculty to make it be liked or not liked. The clear proof of this observation lies in the fact that, in the process of aesthetic refinement of an initially unsatisfactory object – a process that we designers carry out on a daily basis – we often achieve a successful result by simply re-elaborating the same elements already available to us, without introducing any new ones. The same thing happens in many other artistic disciplines. An important example is music, where the same compositional elements assembled differently can produce results ranging from the unpleasant to the sublime.
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