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Supervisor: Dr. A Oberg 

Durmg the nearly thirty years that I have been teachmg 

Fnglu,h, I have had frequent discussions about the aesthetic 

experience, especially as it arises from reading poetry. Through 

conversations with my students I have formulated a theory about 

how people can be brought to an aesthetic experience with poetry, 

and for that matter, with any of the domams of art. Further, I 

had come to the conclusion that while analysis of poetry was 

clearly a cognitive function, the aesthetic experience was intensely 

emotional rn vol vrng as it does, powerful feelmgs and sensations. 

The problem was to determme what students really experienced 

when they told me they had had an aesthetic experience. I 

wanted a more exact description of the feelmgs and the sensations 

associated with the aesthetic experience. Was the aesthetic 

experience similar for all the students? Or was each experience 

unique? 

I conducted two interviews with each of five of my 

former pupils. The first rnterview took place immediately after 

they graduated from school, the second two years later. With 

two years between mterviews the students had time to reflect on 

the aesthetic experience and to distance themselves from any 
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influence that I might have had durmg the first interview. Each 

pair of interviews WdS transcribed and exammed for con~istency; I 

looked at the phraseology, the expression of strong emotions and 

tht> ab1bty of the students to articulate these. 

I concluded that a strong s1mtlar1ty m how my students 

described the aesthetic experience was apparent. They described 

the aesthetic experience as 11 transformative", as one of the most 

powerful emot10nal experiences of theu young hves. Even 

Michelle, who had not had an aesthetic experience for over two 

yPars was 1n no doubt either as to its nature, or of its 

importance rn her hfe; she described 1t as II a pinnacle of 

experience. 11 

I have theorized that as a result of havrng analyzed 

1nten,;ely a work of art an individual comes to know the 

complexity and harmony of that work. Out of this ever deepening 

knowing comes the aesthetic experience which itself is 

characterized by mtense emotions and sensations. The words of 

my students confirm this experience. 
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CHAPTER 1 
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Background 

After five years at the University of British Columbia, 

rncluding one year of graduate studies m Enghsh Literature, I 

decided to become a high school teacher. After the one year 

teacher training program for graduates, I found myself, in 1961, 

teaching a variety of subJects at Masset School m the Queen 

Charlotte Islands. 

One of my subJects was Enghsh 11. I taught the short 

story, the novel, essay writmg, Shakespeare -- everything except 

poetry, which I was reluctant to teach. For three years I had 

been immersed 1n the 1ntens1ve analysis of poetry at the 

Umversity of British Columbia, and I had loved it. However, at 

some point I had become afraid to look at poetry. I do not 

know if 1t was because poetry had meant so much to me, or 

because I was afraid that as a teacher I would not be able to 

make poetry come ahve for my students. Still, I felt troubled 

that I was denying my students somethmg of value, an exposure 

to poetry. Eventually I knew I could put off teachmg poetry no 

longer, so I opened my books and began to reread poems I had 

not looked at for nearly two years. 

What happened quite stunned me. It was hke an epiphany as 

James Joyce would have 1t; the way I looked at poetry and all art 

was transformed. No longer was I only reacting to poetry m the 

mtellectual and abstract way I had learned at umvers1ty. I was 
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experiencmg 1t as an mtense, emotional moment --feeling things 

that moved me profoundly. Here were poems that I had analyzed 

very thoroughly, some I had spent months on. And here was I 

seeing them as 1f for the first time, 1n the throes of emotions and 

sensations so strong that I still fmd 1t hard to describe them. I 

did teach poetry to my Queen Charlotte Island students, but I 

don't know 1f anythmg happened for them m the way of an 

aesthetic experience. 

Two years later I was teachmg Literature 12 at Carson 

Graham Secondary School m North Vancouver. Because this was a 

government exam course, I had to teach poetry 1n earnest, and 

smce I had learned about poetry by analyzing the style, imagery, 

structure and meamng, I did that, hopmg that through this 

approach the poems would come to W'e for my students as they 

had for me. In my first years of teachmg the approach seemed to 

be successful. However, by the late 1960's, eight years mto my 

teaching career, my confidence was shaken. Many teachers, 

myself mcluded, wanted to make curriculum more immediate and 

relevant for students. The vague idea that if students persisted 

long enough m the analysis of poetry they would have an 

aesthetic experience did not seem to be either relevant or useful. 

A few students complamed about this lack of relevance m my 

teachmg toward an aesthetic experience. However, I beheved I 

was domg somethmg of value, and I persisted. Besides, I had 
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seen some students come to delight m the beauty of poetry. 

In the early 1970' s, I moved to Victoria, and, m 1976, I 

began to teach at Esquimalt Secondary School, where I am today. 

In 1978, I developed a program for the mtellectually g1ftPd 

Literature 12 was made a compulsory part of this program. Nearly 

twenty years had passed smce I had begun teaching, and I had 

become clearer about what I wanted to achieve. My rum was to 

make 1t possible for students to experience poetry not only 

intellectually and analytically, but emotionally as well. My 

confidence m the value of what I was domg and my ability to 

explam that to my students was I believed, enabhng me to lead 

many more students to the aesthetic experience. 

One of these was Jenny. Jenny was an attractive, bright 

young lady who was what I would call a friendly complainer. 

Each day she would ask me plamtively 1f we were gomg to 

analyze poetry, and each day I would tell her yes, today and 

every day. Eventually I begged her to stop balkmg and trust me, 

to follow along patiently before she made a fmal Judgement on 

the value of what we were domg. In early April, I read aloud 

Shelley's Ode to the West Wmd. I paused to let the meaning and 

beauty of the poem smk m. Then Jenny said, "This 1s a beautiful 

poem. " Her v01ce seemed filled with awe. "How do you know 

this?" I asked her. Jenny smiled; she turned to the class and 

said, "He's right, we do know." For me that was a turning point. 
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I believed I had been right rn my approach to poetry. Some 

students I felt were experiencing the poetry aesthetically, although 

Just what this experience was like for them I did not know. 

And then there was Kevm. Kevm was an mterestmg boy 

who raced formula Jumor cars and planned to become an engineer. 

He never wavered from the conviction that the aesthetic 

experience would not happen for him, nor did he really believe it 

happened at all. He thought me well meanmg but deluded, and he 

continued to thmk this even after he graduated. I heard little of 

KeVIn over the next five years unttl I had coffee with one of his 

former classmates. I asked her to say hello to KeVIn. We had 

coffee again a few weeks later and she told me she had a 

message from Kevrn. "Tell Mr. Bowker he was right," he had said. 

Here was another trrnmph. KeVIn too it seemed had come to know 

something of the aesthetic experience. 
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Focus 

Five years ago I deC'ided to begm a Masters Degree. One of 

the first courses was with Antoinette Oberg. Quite soon we were 

redding Greene, Grumet, Aoki, Novak, van Manen and others on 

autobiography and story. We began Journal w ritmg. In my first 

Journal I quickly trotted out my metaphor for teachmg. I was the 

conductor of the orchestra and the students were the players. 

Under my direction we made beautiful music together. "A man 

does not 'mvent' his own story out of whole cloth. In part he 

'discovers' it" (Novak, 1971 p. 60), and I had discovered the 

conductor metaphor years ear her; it seemed most appropriate. 

HowPver, as the course and my readmg progressed, I began to see 

how "the abstractions of primary experience presented m these 

autob10graphical reflections are vulnerable to cntical scrutmy. 

The wnter can turn back upon [his] own texts and see there [his] 

own processes and biases of selection at work" (Grumet, 1981, p. 

141). 

I became uneasy with the power I had as a teacher. My 

metaphor of the conductor no longer seemed right. I was 

begmnmg to senously question the values with which I had so 

long been comfortable and successful. What was it that I was 

domg to my students? Did I have theu consent, or was I 

coercing them mto followmg me? "As we analyze the narrative, 

we reveal mterests and biases we rarely see because they are 
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threaded through the thick fabric of our daily lives" (Grumet, p. 

142) I began to talk to my students about my uneasiness. As 

Maxine Greene says, "the great climactic moments m teaching 

come when we find ourselves thinking in front of the class, with 

the end open, unresolved" (1987, p. 12). And m another paper she 

writes· 

So I reveal all of that to them. I reveal my own 
consciousness of contrad1chon, my ambivalence with 
regard to their freedom, my ambivalence with regard to 
my own. After all, I realize that learning happrns only 
when persons choose to pose the questions, choose to 
garn the understanding that will empower them to see 
and say and hear and feel. (1987, p. 13) 

Through dialogue with my students and through reflexive analysis, 

I gradually changed my metaphor. I no longer saw myself as the 

conductor but as one of the players, the first v10linist. This new 

metaphor seemed more respectful, less mampulabve. I might set 

the tone for the orchestra, but I was still one of the players, not 

the leader. 

As part of this new metaphor I could no longer blithely 

accept that what had happened to me in Masset all those years 

ago was also happening for my students. Just because I had been 

transported by a powerful and repeatable experience did not mean 

that my students were similarly moved even if their words to me 

implied that they were. I knew I needed to look more deeply mto 

the nature of what I called the aesthetic experience, to discover 

what that experience was really like for my students and how they 



8 

valued it. That meant that my comfortable convict10n that all was 

well and that things had been moving along nicely in the 

classroom had to be challenged by a close exammahon of the 

nature of the experiences that a number of my graduates 

described. This desire to challenge my practice, and to seek more 

fully for the truth, the reahty as the students knew and felt it, 

must inform my methodology. However, another necessary step 

intervened. What did other writers, philosophers, teachers have to 

say about aesthetics and the aesthetic experience? 
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Literature Searc h 

Although I had studied philosophy and taught courses m it at 

high school, I had done little readmg m aesthetics, and what 

rPadmg I had done convmced me that it was perhaps the most 

d1ff1cult and ab s truse of all branches of philosophy. 

"Aesthet 1cs ... is d conceptual philosophical study, ... Aesthebcs we 

come to understand better by thmkmg about the arts and other 

aesthetic obJects and the language and concepts relevant to them" 

(Reid, 1973, p. 166). Further, Reid says, "philosophy (and 

aesthetics) is obstmate and persistent questiomng: there is no 

frnal full stop" (p. 167). However, the purpose of this review is 

to look at the language used to discuss the aesthetic experience 

and aesthetic encounters with art. 

There arP certain terms used to describe mteracbon with art. 

In order to make more clear what it is that I am lookmg for m 

my conversations with students I will review some of the different 

v1ewpornts held with respect to the terms aesthetic experience, 

aesthetic encounter, aesthetic pleasure and connoisseur. These 

are terms to which I will add my own defmihons. 

Aesthetic experience is one of the most frequently used 

express10ns m talk about art. It may be used to describe the 

encounter or interaction with art. It is frequently used to 

describe either a cogmtive or an affective experience with art. 
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The mam emphasis rn describmg the aesthetic experience has 

been on the cognitive dimension. 

Wes tern philosophy only sporadically rn veshgated 
humans' relationship to beautiful obJects unttl about two 
and a half centuries ago. It is fair to say that the 
main area of mqmry m Western philosophy has been the 
development of the cognitive dimens10ns of human 
consciousness--the study and the Justification of the 
rational processes of the mrnd. (Csikszentmihalyi & 
Robrnson, 1990, p. 5) 

Two other prominent writers, Harold Osborne and Ruth Saw, 

explain that "the view that appreciation is pnmartly a cogmhve 

act rather than an emotional response seems to be true" (19, p. 

31 ). 

In The ~ll of Seemg, Csikszentmihaly1 and Robmson, rn the 

most comprehensive research to date on aesthetic experience, 

interviewed a number of museum professionals about that 

experience. They reported that "95 percent of the museum 

professional<; made references to the 1ntellectual or cogmtive 

dunens10ns of the experience. Just over half saw the mtellectual 

aspect as primary" (1990, p. 41). One of the subJects they 

rnterviewed observed that even among such sophisticated viewers 

"there are many art historians who don't have aesthetic 

experiences. They respond to obJects rntellectually, but they often 

aren't moved by the beauty of a work of art" (1990, p. 151). The 

cogmhve dimension of aesthetic encounter represents one pole of 

the aesthetic experience. 
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The opposite pole 1s the feeling or emotional dimension of 

the aesthetic experience. This pole contains withm it everything 

from simple pleasure to emotional experiences approaching the 

mtensity of a mystical moment. L. A. Reid (1973) describes 

aesthetic pleasure. "It is only through intensely active attention 

to the aesthetically meanmgful forms of art that aesthetic 

'pleasure' arises" (Reid, 1973, p. 176). 

Susan Langer comments that "the aesthetic experience is different 

from any other, the attitude toward works of art is a highly 

special one, the characteristic response 1s an entirely separate 

emotion, something more than common enJoyment" (1953, p. 36). 

Ralph Smith, one of the foremost commentators on aesthetic 

education holds that "Aesthetic experience is both euphoric and 

Pxhdaratmg, serene and contemplative" (1989, p. 200). In Smith's 

view, both the cognitive and emotional aspects of aesthetic 

experience are com b1ned in art. "Aesthetic exper1ence ••• shmulates 

the senses and provides ms1ght which is to say that it is both 

affective and cogmhve" (1989, p. 201). I thmk this recogmhon of 

the importance of both cogmhon and emotion m the mteraction 

with works of art 1s important; a fuller discussion of this point 

will me made m the conclusion of this thesis. 

There 1s another, more extreme position with respect to the 

aesthetic experience. It 1s beautifully expressed by that gentle 

and reclusive poet Emtly D1ckmson. 



If I read a book and it makes my whole body so cold 
no fire can ever warm me, I know thdt 1s poetry If I 
feel physically as 1f the top of my head was taken off, 
I know that is poetry. These are the only ways I know 
it (Bianchi, 1930, p. 276) 
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Cs1kszentm1haly1 and Robinson provide two transcript descriptions 

that illustrate this type of aesthetic experience. 

When I see works that come close to my heart, that I 
thrnk are really fine, I have the strangest reaction 
which is not always exhilaration, it is sort of hke being 
hit m the stomach. Feelmg a little nauseous. It's Just 
this completely overwhelmmg feeling. (1990, p. 35) 

Another of the md1v1duals mterviewed talks about a transcendent 

expc>r1ence that: 

takes you out of the realm of everyday hfe. You lose 
the sense of where you are and become absorbed m the 
obJect ••.• It's not common experience, it doesn't happen 
that oftf'n. (1990, p. 69). 

This moment, that for me 1s completely overwhelming, I 

mtend to describe as the aesthetic experience. Some of my 

students and a number of adults who are qmte deeply mvolved m 

the arts have described the aesthetic experience as somethmg 

nearly subhme. Often sophisticated people confess that words fail 

them when they attempt to describe the mtensity of emotions and 

sensations that they associate with the aesthetic experience. 

Gentler expressions of feeling associated when people 

experience works of art I am gorng to describe as aesthetic 

pleasure. This 1s not to demgrate aesthetic pleasure. It is by far 

the most common result of encounters with art and is very 

gratifymg. "Aesthetic experiences are mtrmsically valuable m that 
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they are hked, or enJoyed or desired" (Beardsley, 1958, p. 540). 

Csikszentmihalyi describes aesthetic pleasure as an autotehc 

experience " that is, one that contams its goal 1n 1tsclf .•• 11 (1990, p. 

7). Therefore aesthetic pleasure 1s generally viewed by writers 

and by me as m itself a worthwhile part of aesthetic encounter. 

Aesthetic encounter 1s the last of the terms usmg the word 

aesthetic that I wish to clarify. 

In contrast to how we acqmre knowledge m the other 
domains, in the domain of art we requirP both 
encounter with art itself (the art statements themselves) 
and encounter with the language of art criticism: the 
critical language about art. (Chambers, 1989, p. 12) 

An encounter with a work of art may result in aesthetic pleasure; 

1t may stimulate the intellect, and on rare occasions 1t may lead 

to an aesthetic experience. 

The fmal defm1hon, that agam will be emphasised at the 

conclusion of this thesis, 1s that of the connoisseur or of 

11 C'onno1sseursh1p" as Elbot Eisner (1976, p. 335) calls 1t. "The 

expert critic 1s one who can sense this amplitude and fmeness of 

value more qmckly and surely than the ordmary man" (Broudy, 

1960, p. 317). James Z1gerell talks of the connoisseur as one who 

1s interested "m mastering a method of close reading that opens 

the door on the aesthetic experience" (1969, p. 487). Other 

writers use synonyms for conn01sseur, but the idea 1s the same. 

(Parsons, 1984; Greene, 1978; Smith, 1968). 
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Research Question 

My research question is, what 1s the aesthetic experience hke 

for my students? To answer this question I want to know, how 

does the experience feel? What are the sensations experienced? 

Do these high school students have trouble articulating the 

aesthetic experience? And finally, how important is readiness 1n 

enabling students to experience aesthetically? 
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CHAPTER 2 
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Methodology 

As I thought more about my research question I decided to 

do what Max Van Manen calls a phenomenological, hermeneutic 

study because pedagogy reqmres "a phenomenological sens1tiv1ty to 

hved experience (Children's realities and hfe worlds)," and "a 

hermeneutic ability to make interpretive sense of the phenomena 

of the hfeworld 1n order to see the pedagogic s1gnif1cance of 

s1tuatiorn, and relations hvmg with children" (1990, p. 2). The 

interview with each student is phenomenological m so far as 1t is 

"attentive to how thmgs appear, 1t wants to let thmgs speak for 

themselves." It is hermeneutic because there 1s "no such thing as 

unmterpreted phenomena" (1990, p. 180). Usmg the students' 

words, which I attempted to let flow ummpeded, I as researcher 

endeavoured to mterpret them in hght of the aesthetic experience. 

The manner m which the students' words were elicited was m the 

form of a conversation. 

To conduct a conversation reqmres first of all that the 
partners to it do not talk at cross purposes. Hence its 
necessary structure 1s that of question and answer. 
(Gadamer, 1975, p. 330) 

So we, my students and I, have a conversation m which I as the 

questioner try to brrng rnto the open the idea of aesthetic 

experience as the students understand it, and as I am able to 

mterpret and understand their experience. 

A conversation is a process of two people understandmg 
each other. Thus it is characteristic of every true 
conversation that each opens himself to the other 



person, truly accepts his point of view as worthy of 
cons1derat10n and gC'ts 1ns1de the other to such an 
extent that he understands not a particular md1vidual, 
but what he says. The thmg that has to be grasped 1s 
the obJechve rightness or otherwise of his op1n10n, so 
that they can agree with each other on the subJect. 
(Gadamer, 1975 p. 347) 

17 

Terry Carson describes what he calls a "hermeneuhc­

conversahon" which "has been particularly attractive, both because 

of its richness and because 1t is a friendly and natural form of 

intercourse w h1ch allows for an easy exchange of experience" 

(1986, p. 81 ). By the simple' act of "askmg someone to participate 

m an 1nterv1ew, we are thus m a sense extending an 1nV1tahon to 

conversation" (Weber, 1986, p. 65). 

In a con versa hon I taped with Doug who writes poetry I was 

able to begm to understand what the aesthetic expenence meant 

to him 

D: I thmk the fust time I really said, "wow this 1s 
1ncred1ble, this 1s beautiful," was when I was 
fourteen, and I was Just walkmg along the 
promenade along West Bay. I Just looked out 
over the water and there was the ocean, the 
rocks and the seagulls and the way the light hit 
the water and the arbutus tree behmd me and 
all this was Just beautiful for some reason. And 
when I began to thmk about it, that's when I 
felt the spear through the heart. I thought I 
was having a heart attack. You know what's 
happening to me, and that's when I started 
becoming really religious, not religious m the 
sense that I started gomg to church or started 
behevmg m a god who rewards and punishes and 
has hghtmng bolts and thmgs hke that, but Just 
my thoughts about pantheism, began to emerge. 

Through such conversations as the one I had with Doug, I 
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tried to answer my research question, and to do 1t as a 

cooperative venture m which I dS researcher and my students 

deepened our understanding. Carson says that "conversational 

re~earch does offer the possibility of devf'lopmg a community of 

, cooperative investigation into s1gn1f1cant educational questions" 

1 ( 1986, p 83). Mishler talks about rnterv1ewer and participant as 

I bemg "research collaborators" (1986, p. 126). I thmk that has 

happened through my research mterv1ews. From the conversations 

I have deepened my understanding of what the aesthetic 

experience was hke for my students. That deepening 1n turn wtll 

affect my practice. For my former students I hope the 

conversations have helped to focus and enlarge their understandmg 

and appreciation of the aesthetic experience. 
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Procedure 

From this pornt on I will talk about mterviews although m 

the context of this thesis, interview and conversation are 

rnterchangeable. Imhally, I interviewed eight students who had 

graduated Just two or three months before. I selected these eight 

because I thought, based on earher conversations, that they had 

an idea of the aesthetic experience. Most of the mterv1ews were 

conducted at the students' homes, although two were at Esqmmalt 

School, and one was at a restaurant. The mterv1ews averaged 

around forty mmutes. Part of the rnterview was devoted to chat. 

I talked with the students informally before the tape recorder was 

switched on. For both the student and myself the chat renewed 

our acquaintance and, I hope, eased us into the conversation. 

The interview usually started with hght conversation and 

moved mto a dialogue about the nature of poetry and aesthetics. 

At this pomt I began recording. I wanted the mterview to be a 

conversation about the idea of aesthetics and the student's 

thoughts about the emotional nature of the experience. Durmg 

the interview, when I detected myself leadmg the student to a 

conclusion or admission that might be designed to please me, I 

made sure to challenge the response. 

The important thmg is to be aware of one's own bias, 
so that the text may present itself m all its newness 
and thus be able to assert its own truth agamst one's 
own fore-meanmgs. (Gadamer, 1975 p. 238) 

Gadamer 1s speakmg of texts m the broadest sense and mcludes m 
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them conversation. The students know me well smce I taught 

them English 10, English 12 and Literature 12, and have not been 

surprised by my cauhonmg. What good would 1t do me to get the 

answer I want, at the expense of what the student really thmks 

and feels? When we both felt we had said all that needed to be 

said, I shut off the recorder. Then we talked about other thmgs. 

After the mterv1ews I listened to the tapes and transcribed 

those c-onversat1ons to form the basis of my thesis. I hstened for 

the kind of enthusiasm and phraseology that md1cates that a 

person has had an aesthetic experience. Max van Manen explains 

the importance of searching 1d1omahc phrases. "Ordinary 

language is 1n some sense a huge reservoir where the incredible 

variety of richness of human experience 1s deposited" (1984, p. 54). 

This richness 1s shown m the words of Doug who described the 

aesthetic experience. It was for him as 1t had been for John 

Keats, "Like a kmfe through the heart." Words and phrases that 

represent strong emotion, these are the thmgs that I believe 

md1cate that a student has a feehng for the aesthetic experience. 

"The pomt is not that one blmdly collects a multitude of hngmshc 

items associated somehow with the phenomenon, but that one 

reflectively holds on to the verbal mamfestahons that appear to 

po!>sess mterpretive significance for the actual phenomenological 

descnphon" (van Manen, 1984, p. 55), The transcriptions and the 

student's own words, I thrnk, enabled me to reflect on the 
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phenomenon of the aesthetic experience. I had too of course, the 

visual cu es and the intonation of the v01ce to further gmde my 

Judgement rn understanding the students' talk about the aesthetic 

experience. 

Some of the questions I asked students were: How did you 

experience aesthetics as a child and what does an aesthetic 

experience mean to you now? When did you become aware of 

the aesthetic experience? What are the feelings, emotions and 

sensations that you associate with the aesthetic experience of 

poetry? Do you have difficulty talkmg about it? These questions 

led me to their stones, their hved experience. 

Out of 1t all I have tried to relate their stones, their view 

of the phenomenon we call the aesthetic experience and to deepen 

my understanding of that experience. Carson suggests a 

"hermeneutic conversation" occurs when the "participants in the 

conversation seek to deepen their understanding of the topic of 

conversation itself" (1986, p. 76). I used parts of each conversation 

to show how each student talks about the aesthetic experience. I 

examined excerpts from the student's transcripts so that the 

thoughts and ideas of one student are presented before the next is 

d ealt with. As I quote from the transcripts I will comment on the 

language, the phraseology and what these show about how students 

understand the aesthetic experience. Their stones and the talk 

from our tape recorded sessions form a rich tapestry which helps 
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to illustrate the question· What 1s the aesthetic experience hke 

for my students? 
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Another ~ m the Process 

Two years after I 1nterv1ewed my former students I 

transcribed the tapes. I had listened to them a number of times, 

and on a few occas10ns I had talked to those same students often 

touching on the topic of aesthetics and the aesthetic experience 

Of th£> origmal eight students interviewed, I selected five for this 

study After several reviews of the tapes, I could not be sure 

that the other three had really had an aesthetic experience. The 

five remaining students were fairly typical in personality, talent 

and mtellectual abihty of graduates from a program for the 

academically gifted that was located at Esqmmalt Secondary School 

in Victoria. Michelle was working, Mehssa, Camilla and Doug 

were at the University of Victoria, Ryan was studying music at 

McGill. Camilla and Doug were studymg the humamties with a 

probable maJor m Enghsh; Mehssa was plannrng a career m 

molecular biology. While these young people may not represent a 

cross section of high school graduates, they were fairly typical of 

the kmd of students I taught. 

After transcnbmg the tapes m their entirety, complete with 

umms, ahs, um hums and repetitions I began to search carefully 

for the kmds of expressions and observations that I felt rndicated 

that the students were talkmg about an aesthetic experience. 

They were there, but with the exception of Doug who described 

his aesthetic experiences as "like a spear through my heart" most 



24 

of the talk was hesitant. The students often commented on how 

hard it was to talk about the ff'ehngs or sensation~ associated 

with the emotional aspect of their aesthetic experience As I read 

and reread, reflected and talked about the transcripts I began to 

thmk how dt..fficult it was to make a convmcmg case that they 

indeed had had, as they themselves believed, an aesthetic 

experience of an intense kind. More and more I questioned 

whether I had rn fact conditioned most of them to the pomt 

where they beheved that something had happened. This concern 

might be resolved by domg a follow up mterview. 

After transcribmg the last of the tapes and readmg them 

over I made the decision to do that second interview; the 

students were two years older and had been out of school and 

away from my mfluence for all of that time. I reasoned that any 

cond1honmg I had done as their teacher should be somewhat 

mitigated after two years. Also, I was alarmed by how much 

talkmg I had done m the first interviews. There were times 

when I was transcribmg that I srud aloud to the tape, "for Gods 

sake shut up and let the students talk. Be patient, give them a 

chance to be silent while they collect their thoughts." Even 

though I had considerable experience with mterviewmg I learned 

much more about the process by transcnbmg those tapes. I 

determined m the commg interviews to remrun silent and let the 

students talk. As soon as I made the decis10n to do a follow-up 
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interview, I felt a flood of relief. Now I would have a chance to 

confirm what the studPnts had said m their first interview. 

Ryan was the first student I phoned; he agreed to an 

interview the following day. He greeted me, lookmg fit and 

happy, on the driveway of his parents' house m Gordon Head. We 

chatted about his studies m music and the dirPchon those studies 

were taking which was quite different from the focus on Jazz 

studies with which he had started. Before we began the 

interview, Ryan talked animatedly about his aesthetic experiences 

of the past two years. I was becoming more and more excited as 

I listened to the words he used, and I marvelled at how much 

more articulate and prPc1se he was. At one pomt Ryan mentioned 

that I was lucky to get him at ham ,, -lt all. I asked him why. 

"Well" he said, "I got home last mght from Montreal about fifteen 

minutes hefore you called and I'm going away tomorrow camping 

for two weeks," Smee I was departing for England withm a week 

for the rest of the summer, I realized he was right. Bemg able to 

interview Ryan, who had been the student with whom I had 

started the interviews, at the only moment when the two of us 

would be m Victoria, seemed to be a marvellous example of what 

Jung calls synchronic1ty--an event that is more important and 

f ortmtous than simple comcidence and that also defies rational 

explanation. The interview seemed to confirm that the tentative 

Pxpress10ns of an aesthetic experience that Ryan had described 



26 

two years before were authentic. 

Next I interviewed 1\,fehssa, the second of my original group. 

Over the phone Melissa told me that she had done no readmg '>O I 

thought that perhaps she would not remember or be able to 

confirm her former aesthetic experiences. I went to see her with 

some trepidation. When we met, Melissa was apologetic for not 

having read much literature, but she did describe an aesthetic 

experience she had while readmg Mitchell's Who Has Seen the 

Wmd a few months earher. Toward the end of the mterview I 

asked Mehssa rl' I could read her, or if she would read herself, 

Shelley's Ode to the West Wmd. I remembered from our first 

interview that she described an mtense aesthetic experience with 

this poem, and I thought there was a chance that she might have 

one agam. After I read the poem to her, I looked up to ask her 

how she felt. Mehssa looked surprised and withdrawn, and I could 

t(>ll that somethmg had happened. Askmg her questions seemed 

hke an intrusion into something private so I waited a while. 

After a few moments Mehssa told me that she had experienced the 

same feehngs of two years before, but this time she was able to 

des cribe them VIvidly. 

I went home elated. The rightness of my decision to go 

ahead with that second mterv1ew was confirmed. In those two 

mtervenmg years some real growmg had occurred in my former 

students and they were now able to talk about their aesthetic 
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experiences with a clarity and vitahty that had been lacking rn 

the first mterv1ew. It was later whtle I was explammg to my 

thesis advisor, Antoinette Oberg, that she said, "1t seems as 1f 

you've had an aesthetic experience with these second 1nterv1ews." 

I reflected on her comment and realized that it was not an 

aesthetic experience I had had, but aesthetic pleasure. I had 

thought about my thesis for so long, I had read about it, talked 

about 1t, written about 1t and of course analyzed 1t, that the 

rehef of seerng it comrng together, the enthusiasm of my former 

studf'nts, lead me to that feehng of dehght and excitement. This 

pleasure lasted for quite a long time and still comes back to me 

as I write this. 

In order to give the full effect of each paired mterv1ew, I 

will write about each student separately so that the reader may 

get to know a httle about how that person thmks about the 

aesthetic experience. To make my thesis question more clear I 

also talk with the students about the drl'f1culty of arhculatmg the 

aes the he experience especially rn high school, and what part 

readmess and maturity play m enabhng an md1v1dual to have an 

aesthetic experience. For the sake of clarity, I have omitted most 

of the umms, and ahs, the hesitations, repe~ihons and false starts 

except where they show more clearly the thrnkmg processes of the 

students. These omissions are not mtended to change the meanmg 

of what students say, but they do make understandmg simpler. 
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A final pomt, Melissa was the second person I interviewed. 

As with Ryan, I handed her the transcription of the first 

rnterv1ew expecting her to glance at it and read it later at her 

leisure However, she took twenty minutes and read it over 

completely. Once we began the taprng, I realized that Melissa had 

qmte> a complete grasp of the first interview, and that this 

understanding enhanced the whole conversation. For the final 

three rnterv1ew s I had each person read over the transcript 

completely. 
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Ryan 

Ryan 1s a good looking young man with an open countenance 

and a ready smile. His classmates admired him for his 

Pxtraordmary piano playmg. The Jazz studies teacher thought 

Ryan was one of the most talented young musicians he had met m 

a long career. Ryan had played suc-cessfully in national and 

mternahonal Jazz festivals; he had recently returned from one m 

Switzerland. H<' had a scholarship to McGill to carry on with his 

Jazz studies. The mterview took place m his parents' Gordon 

Head home. 

After a brief chat I turned the tape recorder on and said to 

Ryan, "I'll start off by saymg what is aesthetics to you or the 

aesthetic experience?" Ryan's response took me off guard. He 

said, "Can you defme the word aesthetics for me?" I had not 

expected after so much classroom d1scuss1on such hesitancy on 

his part. However, I hoped he was bemg careful so I asked 

BB: Do you have a sense of what it means? 
Ry: I keep forgettmg. 
BB: O.K. Well. 
Ry: To me , from what I understand the word 1s 

your sense of feehng somethmg, such as art 
work or, ~omethmg other that gets beyond the 
analytical part of it. Is that right? 

This was more hopeful although I could see that Ryan was 

hesitant and wanted to let me lead him. We talked about 

paintmg, and Ryan admitted that he had no real knowledge or 

appreciation of painting. But he did recognize that he was 
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becomrng expert m the study of Jazz. He talked about Bill Evans 

whose work he particularly hked. 

Ry: Well when I hear the great ones play, I hear 
not so much the individual n o tes they' re 
playmg--1 can sit down and analyze 1t and say 
well this guy played this, this, that and the 
other and then after a couple of playbacks I 
can play 1t on the piano, but with the really 
good ones, I stop thrnkmg about what actual 
notes they're playmg, and I Just hsten to-- well 
I consider 1t their voice comrng through their 
fmgers m the keys. And its really mterestmg; 
this 1s a bit of an aside, a piano can have one 
v01ce or ten or twelve v01ces; so I consider it 
their voice, and I start hstenmg to that, and say 
whoever it 1s, Bill Evans, some of his ear her 
work appeals to me better now. I hear his deep 
introspection and his almost sadness. Remmds 
me a lot of a poem called "Dover Beach" and 
then when I listen to someone hke Thelomus 
Monk, I hear his creativeness and his 
inventiveness and his humour--there's this one 
song he recorded called "Just a Gigolo" and that 
1s so funny to hsten to-- Just so funny. 

Ryan seemed to be talkmg about the ideas m the music, the 

humour but I was not sure he was talkmg about what I would call 

the aesthetic experience. I asked, "so Ryan, you're talkrng about 

what you hear a lot of the time, and your understandmg, but I 

want to ask you agam, what 1s 1t you feel, the feelmg?" The 

following conversation occurred. 

Ry: The feelmg. 
BB: Not the sound but the feehng that goes through 

you when you hear this music as you say played 
by the great ones. 

Ry: Well, when I listen to a ballad, for rnstance-­
there's one that I hke by Lomse Rose that she 
recorded, called "My Foolish Heart," when that's 
over I always stop it before the audience comes 
in with the clappmg because that really 



destroys my mood. 
BB: Um hum. 
Ry: You know after the ballad, and sometimes after 

I play it, I get the same feeling. Like when I 
play late at mght I play somethmg recilly slowly, 
and then I finish and there's no sound because 
you can't hear the cars with the wmdows shut. 
The feelmg is well how do you describe feelmgs? 
It's really peaceful and warm and do you know, 
you've heard of the term a loud silence. 

BB: An oxymoron. 
Ry· Yeah, well that's what it's hke, because there's 

no more sound; I've stopped the tape or I've 
stopped playmg and there 's no sound but, there's 
certainly, how shall we say, mner sound which 
you can hear. 

BB: Um hum. 
Ry: And maybe feel's a better word for that. 
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At last I behPved Ryan was talkmg about the feelmg 

dimension of the aesthetic experience. It seemed to me that 

"inner sound" was a term that earned a deeper sense of feehng 

about the music. 

A httle later Ryan expressed another feelmg. 

Ry: Well when I hear someone playmg and I really 
enJoy it, an exhilaration that I get. 

The use of the word exhilaration was perhaps the strongest 

language that Ryan had yet used. A httle later I asked Ryan If 

he had any similar experience or feelings about poetry. Ryan 

mentioned "The Tiger" by Wilham Blake. 

Ry: I read that poem m grade eight and I hated it 
hated 1t, hated 1t; I couldn't stand to hear 1t, 
and of course everybody recited it. Because 1t 
was easy to remember because there was so 
much repehhon. And then when I read 1t when 
I was studymg, I got the goose bumps and the 
chills. And I really enJoyed 1t; and I had never 
felt that before; that is I guess the first one 



that had that happen. 
BB: And when 1t happened did you thmk to yourself 

this 1s weird, this has never happened before? 
Ry: Oh yeah, yeah, that had never happened; I don't 

even think, well that's, that's even rare for a 
piece of mu<;1c. It's really strong. Yeah. 

BB: Yeah. Do you know why you felt that way 
about 1t? 

Ry: No. You know, "Tiger tiger burnmg bright m 
the forests of the mght what immortal hand or 
eye, dare frame thy fearful symmetry;" I dunno. 
When I read that "dare frame" there was some 
power 1n there. 

BB: In the words themselves? 
Ry: Yeah. There was, there was power and 1t almost 

moved me back physically. And that was really 
exc1tmg bec-ause I thought well hey, now I know 
what this guy's talkmg about. You've been 
standing there all year telhng me this 1s 
possible, and that was Just m June I thmk. 
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When Ryan said about the poem that "it almost moved me back 

physically" I was convmced that he was really talkmg clearly 

about the power of the aesthetic experience. The expressions, 

"goose bumps" and "chills" as physical sensations were to be 

repeated by all the students I mterviewed. 

We talked about other poets, Matthew Arnold and John 

Donne, both of whom moved Ryan. We talked also of maturity 

and readmess. Ryan mentioned that it was only withm the past 

few months that he had felt the aesthetic experience and when it 

occurred it happened with music and poetry w1thm a few days. 

We ended the mterv1ew and Ryan played some of his favourite 

pieces for me. 
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The Second Interview 

Ryan met me at his home 1n Gordon Head. It was obvious 

that he had matured both physically and mentally. He seemed so 

much more pmsed, rE>laxed and confident. We sat m the hvmg 

room and chatted for quite a time. He told me he had gone 

through a crisis the prev10us summer when he had decided to drop 

hie:; Jazz studies at McGill and concentrate on computer 

apphcations 1n music. He would then have trainmg m computers 

and music, especially classical. Before I had a chance to begm 

the tape, Ryan talked with great energy of his aesthetic 

experiences with classical music; he used the term "transported" to 

describe the feehngs. 

Ry: Well, my attitude has changed s1gmf1cantly smce 
then, because of my forced studies. I was 
forced to do a paper m history survey class on 
Mozart and his piano concertos. I learned to 
really, really enJoy it. Just the overall texture 
itself and the mtellectual parts of the way he 
writes. You know he does some neat thmgs 
which are mterestmg to an analytical mmd I 
would say. But beyond that there are parts of 
his music, that Just move me, move me on the 
mside rather than tell my mmd that oh hey this 
is neat to hsten to. As I was saymg to you 
earher, the second movement of his slow 
movement of his last piano concerto was hke 
that. I was sittmg m a hbrary and whtle I was 
hstemng to 1t, even the first time, I was totally 
obhvious to anythmg else g01ng on around me. 
And I couldn't see or hear anybody else even 
though I had my eyes open, and could still hear 
thmgs through the head phones. And the work 
was a peaceful work and it made me feel that 
way, but 1t was hke being transported 
somewhere else, but I was still physically there. 
It wasn't what you call an out of body 



experience because I was still there. But 1t 
was definitely not what you study in the 
classroom, and it's not something that you can 
be told to fmd. 
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The use of "obhv10us" and "transported"seemed to express more 

surely the aesthetic experience than anything Ryan had said m the 

first 1nterv1ew. 

Later he described another experience in listening to a piece 

by Verdi. 

Ry: lt was at this pomt that I could feel the chills 
going up my spme, and hftmg my hair on end, 
and the words at that pomt were Lahn and "free 
me lord from eternal death and tremendous 
tPrror," and it's something that had been 
repeated thousands of times before m the piece, 
but that momPnt, every smgle time we played it, 
like clockwork, it made me shudder mside. You 
know it was so tremendously terrifymg that 
every time there was a physical reaction. The 
sh1vermg of the spme and the, the pullmg of 
the top of the head which I talked about, and 
that was very grabfymg. 

BB: Would you call that an aesthetic experience? 
Ry: Oh, absolutely. 
BB: Yeah, so would I. 
Ry: That's, that's one of the most powerful, and I 

would say it's more basic because of the real 
mvolvement, than say I have at the Mozart 

BB: So there are levels of the aesthetic experience, 
levels of feeling of mtensity? 

Ry: Oh, yes, and, this is very mtense, very powert'ul 
and hke I said, it was very regular. Every time 
we did that, even rn rehearsal, that would 
happen, and even If I thmk about 1t with a calm 
state of mmd, so I'm not Just passing over it, 
the same thmg will happen. 

BB: O.K. let me ask you ... when you described your 
experience with Blake's "The Tiger" you used 
some of the same phraseology, about chills. 
Would there be a similarity m that kmd of 
experience with the Blake's Tiger? 

Ry: Yes, it was close to the same feelmg. The 



Blake 's "Tiger" was not as fearful. It was not 
as charged. I mean Verdi's Requiem is all about 
dyrng and gomg to hell. And he makes that 
very, very scary. 
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Here was as strong a statement of the feehng level m music and 

poetry as I have heard from anyone. 

I asked Ryan why it had been so difficult to articulate this 

two years earher. 

Ry: Well to start off with, there's an mcredible 
language barrier .•• about how to express your 
feelmgs anyway. 

BB· You mean the hmitations of language? 
Ry: Yes. Aside from that one of the difficulties that 

I thmk I had was not knowing what was gomg 
on. I thmk I spoke about m the piece. Before 
I was mature enough to understand thrngs and to 
enJoy them then nothmg would happen. But 
when I became mature enough to understand 
thrngs and to get a feehng from them; quite 
often m the first times that happened I would 
not know that anythmg of mterest or of note 
was gomg on. Does that make sense? 

BB: Does that mean even if you were having an 
aesthetic experience you weren't sure you were? 

Ry: That's correct. 
BB· Yeah. So you could, and m fact were having 

experit>nces because we talked about them but 
you weren't very clear about what they were. 

Ry: That's correct. 
BB: And now you are. 
Ry: More so, yes. 
BB: Yeah. O.K. and what makes the difference? 
Ry: I have no idea. (we both laugh) 
BB: That's not what you're supposed to say. 

After this amusmg interchange Ryan and I talked about the 

feehng of awe that 1s often associated with the aesthetic 

experience. 

Ry: What does it feel hke? (long pause) Well, you 
know I've thought about this sort of because, 



when 1t happens I'd like to know hey what's 
gorng on here? And the best way I could 
describe 1t m the English language that I can 
thmk of right now 1s that 1t feels to me hke I 
would imagine being moved by a very large mass 
very slowly. I know that sounds hke somethmg 
someone might say after a drug trip, but that's 
sort of what 1t frels hke. There's this mner 
sense of motion, of something that is very, very 
weighty, and forceful, but not crushmg. 

BB: That's awe? 
Ry: In a sense yes. I can be awed by the sktll when 

last summer I played some of the pieces by 
Beethoven that I had 1n some of my anthologies 
and compared them to some of the pieces that I 
have by say Scarlatti. I was awed with how 
skilfully Beethoven worked. Because at that 
pornt I had taken a course m basic harmony 
prmciples, and I was awed by the sktll at which 
he could move the notes, and how easy he made 
all this very difficult stuff look. But the awe 
that I get after an aesthetic experience is not 
hke that. It's somethmg very ethenal and 
transportmg. 
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Agam we talked of the difficulty of explammg a feehng 

experience. Ryan gave an interesting example. 

Ry: Well articulation of it 1s always very hard. I 
listened to the Walstein Piano Sonata by 
Beethoven with one of my friends, and we only 
hstened to the exposition which is the first part 
of the movement, and we both had the same 
response which was, wow, and that was very awe 
inspiring as well. 

BB: That you both had it? Or the movement? 
Ry: The work itself. The feelmg it gave. Once 

agarn because of the nature of the piece it's a 
different feelmg than say the Mozart or the 
Vaughn Williams. After we fm1shed hstenmg to 
1t and were forming our op1n1ons on it, the 
words don't come easily. It's not somethmg that 
you can articulate that simply because we were 
sayrng things hke "wow that was neat" and "gee 
I hke that" and maybe we even got to "oh that 
moved me a lot." But beyond that it's very hard 
to say thmgs unless you comment on the mood 



of the piece And that, that g ets closer, but it's 
not the same thmg. 

BB: But there was s omething deeper happenmg that 
you weren't arhculdt1ng. 

Ry: Oh, that ' s correct. 
BB: Right. 
Ry: Absolutely. That ' s one of the most wonderful 

works I've ever heard. 
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We ended the interview after this, but I was confident that 

Ryan had both described viVIdly his aesthetic experiences and 

explamed the drl'f1culty that people have m talkmg about those 

feelrn g s. The second interview consolidated the ideas of the first 

and made them much more comprehensible. 
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Melissa 

Meh~sa 1s a very bright, attractive and pleasant young lady. 

Because s he 1s po~1t1ve, hkeable and responsive, she 1s every 

tf'acher's dream of what a student should be. She has an 

rnterestlng habit of turning up her sentences at the end as 

though askrng a question rather than statmg a fact; Mehssa 

seems to be seekrng confirmation of her thoughts with this krnd 

of response. The 1nterv1ew took place In her parent's home not 

far from Spectrum School. 

As with Ryan, I began by askmg her If she was clear about 

the meaning of aesthetics and the aesthetic expenence. MPhssa 

had been 1n the senior choir where they had been intensely 

mvolved with music; they had competed widely and successfully. 

Mehssa's first words about aesthetics were, "It IS very difficult to 

put rnto words. Aesthetics to me are things, I don't know. 

Would you say aesthetics 1s a feehng about something? 

We talked further about music and her expenences with 1t. I 

asked her: 

BB: What do you feel? What are the sensations, 
could you descnbe those for me? 

Mel: It's hard to say what I feel. It's sort of a 
sense. I don't know; almost it's kind of a rush 
in a way. L1ke, I don't know I can't thmk of 
an example. Like fallmg in love. It's a really 
happy feehng. I can't thmk of the right words. 

Here agarn, Melissa was feeling the frustration of a lack of 

language, but 1n the word "rush" I felt was the essence of the 
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aesthetic experience. 

We talked about the difference m the experience of music 

now and a few year s previously. 

BB: Would you say the emotional experiences, the 
rush 1s quite different now than your 
experiences of five or six years ago? 

Mel: Yes I would say they are, definitely. 
BB: Quahtati vely different as opposed to ••• ? 

Mel: Yeah. Before I don't know if I would have even 
gotten a rush. In some types of music, I'm not 
sure ••• I think 1t has a lot to do with knowmg 
more about what makes the music; I ' m not surP. 

BB: I was mterested rn what you were sayrng. I 
was saymg 1s 1t quahtat1vely different compared 
to say four or five years ago, and you Just said 
maybe 1t has somethmg to do with Just knowmg 
what makes the music. 

Mel: Yeah, I think 1t defrn1tely is, different m 
quality, there's, lets see. Before I would listen 
to music but I don ' t thmk I actually got an 
aesthetic experience from 1t; I enJoyed it and I 
really loved 1t, but 1t wasn't somethmg that I 
would say oh, wow, this 1s really fantastic, 
because I didn't know what was really fantastic. 
I ' d think oh, wow, that was really good. I 
would never be absolutely ••• it's really hard to 
say. 

Although Melissa was still experiencmg difficulty with language, I 

f elt that she had a good grasp of the difference knowledge and a 

f e w y ears make m readymg a person for the aesthetic experience. 

Next we turned to the subJect of poetry. 

BB: Now let me talk about poetry. And I'll ask you 
have you ever had an aesthetic experience with 
a poem? 

Mel: I thmk so. When I was dorng my paper on 
Percy Shelly, and I was readmg a lot of his 
poetry, and when I read Ode to the West Wmd, 
I really loved 1t. And that was the first time 
that I had actually felt strongly about a poem. 
Before it was Just something that had to be 



done. I really didn't analyze 1t and whatever. 
Every once 1n a while I W" uld read a poem, and 
I ' d thmk--oh, that's kmct of neat--or, I really 
hkP that. But nevn somPthmg that I felt really 
s trongly about. But with two of his poems--1 
can ' t rem e mber the name of the other one--1 
really felt strongly about them. 
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Interestingly , Mehssa's aesthetic experience came again while 

she was cramming for exams. 

Mel: Actually when I reread 1t, 1t may have been 
because I was cramming all the information mto 
my brain, and I was Just gomg through and 
readmg everything and after a while I thmk I 
almost became immune to the poetry. I wasn ' t 
really readmg 1t, I wasn ' t really mterpretmg 1t 
or thmkmg about 1t. 

BB: It was mechanical. 
Mel: Yeah, so I t h1n k I would have probably 

prevented myself from having any sort of 
experience, but when I reread Ode I took my 
hme with it. I wanted to read 1t slowly, and I 
read 1t out loud. 

BB: Um hum. And how was 1t? 
Mel: Oh, 1t was the same as before. It was still 

really beautiful. I still got a rush out of 1t I 
guess. 

These s tatements seemed to md1cate that mdeed Melissa had had 

an aesthetic experience with poetry. She said that her aesthetic 

expenences with both music and poetry were qmte recent. 

Mel: It's probably Just been m the last year and a 
half that I felt really strongly about music. 
Like it's Just some thrngs blow me away I 
guess. 

Expressions like "rush" and "blow me away" 1n the language of 

students are md1cators of strong feelings. I felt that they 

s howed Mehssa clearly understood the aesthetic experience. 



had been so immersed rn sciences that I had to 
read some good literature and I ended up buymg 
W.O. Mitchell's Who Has Seen the Wmd, which I 
told you about earlier. And there was one 
pas sage rn it, the descriptions he used, or the 
imagery, I don ' t know, I thmk you used the 
word imagery. Well, descrtbmg how this little 
boy felt when he was s1ttmg m the middle of 
his garden, and he looked at this flower for the 
f1rc;;t time and Just all of a sudden 1t Just came 
to him; he realized how beautiful this flower 
was, and he looked down at his puppy with his 
ears turned inside out, and that passage in the 
book, it was Just one very short paragraph, that 
was, as I read it I Just felt this mcredible surge, 
hke Just rush of emotions and almost to the 
pornt of tears. And I'm not sure tf maybe I had 
a similar experience as a child (laughs) and 
somethmg m it brought that back to me or tf it 
was an aesthetic experience, cause the hair on 
the back of my neck rose and everything, it was 
Just a really touchmg passage. 
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Here was a much stronger statement of feeling than Melissa 's 

more tentative descriptions of our first mterv1ew. Although I 

have left m all the hesitations and repetitions of her speech 

hstPmng again to the tape I am struck by the mtens1ty of her 

description and the absolute clarity that her words conveyed when 

they were listened to rather than read. 

A little later Melissa explamed how a rush felt. 

Mel: Happiness 1s a word that comes to mind, also 
sort of flutter, you know the fluttery feelmg m 
the stomach, hke rereadmg this transcript I s8.ld 
sounds hke falling m love. But m a way I guess 
1t 1s because, Just because of that sort of 
excitement that, maybe not even knowmg why 
you feel that way at that time. 

I then asked her why we had so much dtff1culty talkmg 

about this m our first mterv1ew. 



BB: Why is it so hard for us to talk about, why was 
it hard? I thmk Wf' had difficulty here. I had 
difficulty. You did I thmk. 

Mel: Oh, yeah, df'fmitf'ly. I don't know; I thmk it's 
probably due to the 1Im1tahons of the English 
language maybe. Just because there isn't, I, I 
fmd it really difficult to fmd words to describe 
that feelmg. I don't know. It's almost hke, you 
have a sense, you know exactly what you're 
trying to say, but you Just can't put it rnto 
words, and I thmk that's probably Just due to 
the fact that there aren't the right words maybe. 
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I thought this was an apt description of the dlff1culhes we have 

with language when we are trymg to talk about aesthetic feehngs, 

sometimes any feelings. 

A sudden mspirahon took me and I asked Mehssa If she 

would let me read Shelley's Ode to the West Wmd to her. Or 

would she hke to read it herself? She said she would hke me to 

read it. I turned the tape recorder off and read the poem. Then 

I 5w1frhed the recorder on agam, I looked at Mehssa's face after 

I had read the poem; she was almost pale and very still. I had 

hoped that !>he might react to the poem but the mtensity of her 

facial expression still surprised me. It seemed hke an mtrus10n to 

ask her questions so I waited; it was a few minutes before she 

spoke. 

Mel: It still affects me m the same way. 
BB: It does does it? 
Mel: Yeah, especially the last stanza. The hne "make 

me thy lyre even as the forest is", it's a very 
powerful poem. 

BB: So what's the effect? 
Mel: Just what we talked about, fluttery stomach, my 

hands were Just shakmg (laughs) I don't know 
it's such a beautiful poem. 



BB· And you really, feel, you'd call that the 
aesthetic experience? 

Mf'l: I would yeah. I feel sort of flushed and 
BB: I can see that yeah. It's almost an intrusion it 

seems to me for me to ask you the questions. It 
takes away from your expenence. I don ' t 
experience thmgs when I read them aloud and 
I'm as conscious of my reading to someone else 
as I am when I'm by myself. But I felt it, I got 
a shiver 1n my palms and up my arms and a 
contraction. 
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Mel: Yeah. It's kmd of neat that it still affects me m the 
s ame way even though I haven't read 1t for almost two 
years, probably more than two years. 

BB: The rush too? 
\1el: Um hum. I thrnk it's mostly due to the 

beautiful imagery he uses m that poem. I can 
see as he said, especially m the last stanza. I 
think it's the imagery that makes it. 

Even our confusion and the words tumbhng over themselves 

seemed to emphasize the powerful feelings we had both 

experienced from my reading of Shelley's poem. As with Ryan, I 

felt that the second interview validated Melissa's early attempts to 

explain what the aesthetic experience had been hke for her. 



rn the past. I know the first feelmg you get is 
one of floating, one of Just exploring and 
begmnrng to understand what the poem is. 
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A little later Michelle was talking about the experience she 

had with Dylan Thomas's "Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good 

\h e: Yeah, yeah but that feelmg is defmitely there. 
And it hits me, almost to the pomt where I 
don ' t thmk about the poem. Like I Just feel 
with it. And I know what you mean by that 
welling sensation because it's almost as 1f .... it's 
like gettmg lost almost, but, for me anyway, 
it ' s hke gettmg lost m the poem. And I'm not 
cogmhve of anythmg that's gorng on around me 
or anythmg, and I Just, ! ..• it 's very hard to 
explam. 

BB: It ' s hard to talk about. 
Mic: It's a feeling almost of, I guess maybe I don't 

know for me maybe emotions are more cogmbve; 
I ' m not too sure, but of ultimate Just 
understandmg. Like not m a mmd sense, but m 
a heart sense, and Just bemg able to feel many 
emotions at one time. 

In looking back over this tape and the one I did with Ryan, I 

noticed that both of them talked about a kmd of out of body 

experience. Ryan called it "transported" and Michelle saJ.d it was 

"hke leavmg yourself". As with the other students, Michelle 

commented on how hard it was to explaJ.n the experience. 

One of Michelle's first aesthetic experiences was with 

Shakespeare's The Tammg of the Shrew. Michelle was particularly 

moved by an exchange between Petruch10 and Katerma. 

Mic: She was talkmg about how unfair 1t was, and he 
wasn't hstenmg to her at all, and she started to 
kmd of be tricky with him and say, O.K., well if 
it's the moon it's the moon, 1f it's the sun, it's 



the sun. And, I don't know why, but 1t was 
those phrases, and that wa s the fir s t time I felt 
that. It wasn ' t that I was sensmg her 
frustration or anything, it was Just a really deep 
feelmg. And it wasn't any trick of phrase or 
anything, it was 

BB: So 1t was the beauty of the language. 
Mic: Yeah, Just the beauty 
BB: Would that be right to say? 
Mic: Yeah, I thmk so. It was the beauty of the 

language and the play between the two people. 
I was Just really moved by 1t. 

BB• Right. 
~he: I couldn't explam 1t. 

We then turned to John Keat's "Ode to a N1ghtmgale" . 

Mic: That one did 1t for me; it ' s really strong, I 
don ' t know maybe it ' s easier to explarn 
musIC, because that ' s how I felt with what 
I was trymg to say before about when I 
really had that experience with poetry. But 
Just the way that he describes the 
mghtmgale and how 1t made him feel and 
that Just blew me. I was silent for I 
thmk a good twenty mmutes after that 
poem was read out. 
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For students of Michelle's age, "blew me" 1s perhaps the strongest 

phrase they can use to describe powerful feelings. I had heard 

many other students use similar phrases when talkmg about Keat's 

Odes. 

When Michelle was seventeen she went on a school tour to 

France and I believe what she describes 1s Chartres Cathedral. 

Without any previous study of architecture Michelle was still 

overwhelmed. 

Mic: It was when I was 1n France; I went mto a 
church; it was m the middle of a tmy little city. 
And this church was Just huge. And I knew 
that these thmgs were butlt by hand. But this 



was Just incredible. The stone work on the 
outside was so intricate, and I didn't rea11y 
notice it until I walked back out, because when 
I walked on the floor, all the tiles were httle 
coloured pieces and they made a mosaic on the 
floor. There was a centre ch01r chamber, and 
the stone looked hke lace, and it was meant to 
look like lace, and I knew it had been done by 
hand And the front part was all painted on the 
ceilmg. And agam it was that spirallmg feeling 
that I got. It Just took my breath away, and 
there wasn't anything, but I could hear chanting. 
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Michelle was describing herself m the grip of powerful aesthetic 

feehngs and I think clearly awed. 

Mic: I knew that they had to do it by hand, and they 
were talkmg about how It took three hundrC'd 
years to build the C'hurch. And it Just awed me 
that generations of people were so dedicated to 
an ideal, to a behef that they would spend their 
hves bmldmg 1t, and make it so beautiful. Like 
it was mcredible. 

Throughout this description Michelle was so ammated that her 

words poured out; it was as if she were rehvmg the experience. 

The sense of wonder, of awe that humans could create such 

monumental beauty was an aspect of the aesthetic experience for 

Michelle. 

We talked about maturity and readmess to experience a thmg 

aes thetically. 

BB: The more I thmk about 1t, the more I thmk I 
couldn't brmg a grade 10 kid to an aesthetic 
experience 1f I started 1n grade 8. There's 
somethmg not yet ready m that grade 10 person. 
Even if we'd done 1t for three years. 

Mic: Unless they'd done a lot of hvmg. Like some 
grade !O's have had an extraordmary amount. 

BB: So it ' s interesting. There's analysis that's 
necessary, but there ' s also life's experience, 



there ' s also a kind of inner growing and 
emotional readiness because we know there are 
subtleties in learning that aren't Just the 
incorporation of 1nformahon, but the kind of 
absorption of ways of looking at thrngs. I 
certainly see that 1n analysis. Analysis seems to 
be a contrived process, but fmally becomes a 
natural process. 

Mic: Definitely. I thrnk also the process of analysis 
1s necessary to induce almost the interest, 1n 1t. 
Because Just takmg the grade 8 average student 
for example, I don't thmk the interest m the 
poetry 1s there because the cogn1hon of what's 
g01ng on 1sn 't there. So by the hme you' re rn 
grade 10 with the analysis process you're 
begmmng to understand what's bemg said m the 
poem. And then as the life's experience grows, 
I guess by grade 12, which seems to be the 
average tune, the two come together allow mg 
the aesthetic expenence to occur. 
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I recognized a lot of my own ideas m what Michelle had said; 

another 1nterv1ew two years later ought allow enough time for 

Michelle to accept or reJect what she had learned from me. 
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I recognized a lot of my own ideas m what Michelle had said; 

another mterview two years later ought allow enough time for 

Michelle to accept or reJect what she had learned from me. 
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The Second Interview 

Michelle was hvmg 1n a very attractive house 1n Fairfield 

which she shared with her sister and another roommate. Her face 

had matured and she looked as 1f she was six or seven years older 

rather than Just two. She was poised and relaxed when she 

greetf•d me at the door. On the phone she told me somewhat 

sadly that she had done no real readmg of poetry and had put her 

ed ucahon on hold. Before I turned the tape recorder on she 

informed me that she had not had any aesthetic experiences smce 

she left school. After she had read the transcript we began to 

talk. 

Mic: I can really connect with what I was saymg 
from before. I still beheve all the thmgs that I 
said, I can't say that I've had one (aesthetic 
experience) srnce then, Just because my school 
process has stopped, and the learnmg and 
growing has stopped so I haven't been 
mvestigatmg art or literature lately. It's not 
somethmg I do every day, which I thrnk you 
have to be a part of you constantly m order to 
have these experiences. I can remember very 
vividly, I thmk I've only ever had two m my 
h.fe. The one that I had m the cathedral, sorry 
three. The one that I had 1n the cathedral. 
The one that I believe we all had up at Bar klay 
Sound that mght looking at the stars, and the 
third one, Dylan Thomas's poem. 

I had forgotten that Michelle had once described what she felt 

had been an aesthetic experience with her fellow students campmg 

m Barklay Sound. I was rE>assured to hear how positively she 

spoke of her earlier experiences. 

I asked Michelle to recall those aesthetic experiences and 



describe them for me. 

\he : Well all three had s1mtlar charadensbcs. 
BB· O.K. tell me about those. 
Mic: I lost feelmg of my physical surroundmgs. It 

was like gomg either out of my body, far, far 
away, or deeply mto my body. I guess either 
one 1s an unknown realm. Not bemg able to 
hear or feel the physical surrounding at all, and 
that spmmng sensation. And then a feelmg of 
floating, and feeling very close to somethmg 
large, and bcmg very awed by it. Understandmg 
a force that you know works in your world but 
you never see it. And being m touch with that 
force, and almost kind of a hippy thmg, bemg 
one with that force. And you're awed by 1t, 
you ' re a part of 1t. You' re astounded by 1t. 
And it's Just an mcred1ble feeling. It is, it's a 
huge blow to your emotional system I think, to 
my emotional system, and it's many different 
emotions all In one. It's not a feeling of 
extreme ecstasy or extreme sorrow; it's both 
mixed together, and I thmk those feelings are 
what makes 1t seem so mcredible. To know that 
you could feel so many thmgs at once, from one 
thmg. 
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I was startled by the mtens1ty of her description so I said about 

these feelmgs. 

BB: It seems to me you ' ve described them with 
perfect clarity, as if you remember them VIvidly. 

Mic: Oh, It's, I could never forget 1t. I think back 
on them and wish that all my experiences could 
be so mtense. It's somethmg that I will never 
forget. It's hke a large event m my life. It's a 
pinnacle of experience. 

Michelle expressed confidence that the aesthetic experiences would 

be repeated sometime m the future when she again embarked on 

what .;;he called "learnmg and growmg." 

I wanted to know why she was able to talk so much more 

forcefully and clearly about the aesthetic experience when at the 



time she was much less pre<'tse and articulate 

Mic: It's awful to say, but I think it's becaus e I'm 
older. I am further away from the experienc-e. 
I ' m sure that any person couldn ' t describe the 
fePlmgs that they had at bemg married two days 
after they were married, but ten or fifteen 
years after they've been married they can look 
back on that experience and describe it with 
clarity, about how they were feeling, and what 
they were thmkmg. I would assume that that's 
a f eehng close to one of these experiences. I 
don't know for sure. 
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This seemed to me to be a remarkably astute observation. Life's 

experience which she had mentioned in our first interview and 

maturity had certamly enabled Michelle to explarn herself simply 

and clearly. She had a further explanation about bemg able to 

talk about the aesthetic experience. 

BB: So you ' re older, and you say you hate to say 1t, 
but that makes a difference. What 1s 1t about 
bemg older? What has happened? Is it Just 
distance? 

Mic: No, I thmk for me as I grow older, I know that 
1 t' s not wrong to look w1thrn yourself and 
examine how you actually felt. I don't thmk 
that when you're younger you take time to look 
mto yourself and fmd the words to describe how 
you are feelmg and you are thmkmg that day. 
So an experience hke this which 1s so 
mcred1ble, 1t Just 1s, and trying to explam it 1s 
very difficult because you don't, or I didn't have 
the tools back then to be able to do that. 

BB: What do you mean by tools? 
Mic: I'd never really stopped to ponder how I felt, so 

I d1dn 't know how to explam 1t beyond "I feel 
happy today, I feel sad today." But now gettmg 
older there's Just thmgs that you have to do to 
figure out how you ' re feelmg and what you want 
to do. You know there's been some maJor life 
dec1s1ons that I have had to make, and m order 
to make those hfe decisions I've had to look 
ms1de myself and describe to myself what I'm 



BB: 

Mic• 

thmkmg or fePling. Which makes describing an 
experience hke this much easier because now the 
feelrngs that I have I can shape mto words I 
guess is the best way to describe 1t. 
So language is there. Your hfe's experience, 
your knowledge, your language 1t' s all come 
together, because I've noticed that with Ryan, 
and with Mehssa and with you, each of you 1s so 
much more articulate about this subtle thmg 
than you were two years ago. It's a different, 
it's like you've grown many, many years in a 
very short time. 

that I have definitely, 
1s a hmitation for an 
I thrn k maturity to 

Yeah, I thmk, well I know 
yeah. I don't thmk age 
aesthetic experience. 
describe that aesthetic experience or reahze it 
as one is needed. 
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Michelle was very dear about this pomt, that maturity, life's 

expenence and the closer examindhon of one's feelings made 

talkrng about the subtleties of the aesthetic experience much 

easier. 

Michelle's made a final statement a bout the aesthetic 

experience. 

Mic: You know an aesthetic experience kmd of feels 
hke all the parts that you appreciate m life 
come together and Just frnd a way mside of you, 
and all of those parts carry you away. So it's 
Just an overwhelming experience of all the 
thmgs that you treasure or that you work hard 
to see, to understand come together as one and 
form that experience. 

This umty of thrngs commg together to form the aesthetic 

experience was a theme that the other students talked about. The 

umty was m itself transformmg. 

I was particularly pleased with my interview with Michelle 

because she of all the students had become most distant from 



55 

school and my influence. In my earlier interview with Michelle, I 

was still the teacher and she was my student. I said to her, 

"You're not a former student now, you're another person, an 

adult who has had experience m hfe and a p01nt of view that has 

been shaped quite separate from my interact10n with you." This 

distance made me realize that if m fact I had conditioned Michellr 

to think and speak about the aesthetic experience as she Just had, 

then these thoughts had become part of her. She believed them 

and expressed them with the fervour of conviction. 



56 

Camilla 

Camilla 1s a very striking young person, She dresses 

unu<;ually but m a way that complements her appearance; <;he 1s 

very poised and her carriage and bearing are elegant. She 

d1stmgmshed herself m my literature class m two ways. First 

she got the top mark m Literature 12 m the province on the 

Gov er n men t and Scholarship exams--100% Second she has 

pubhshed some poetry, one poem that I consider to be quite 

brilhan t and which moved me aesthetically. The first hme I 

started the mterv1ew the radio nearby broadcast the start of the 

war m Kuwait and Iraq. We were both so depressed by this 

news that we decided to do the mterv1ew at a later time. This 

rnterv1ew I conducted at Clover Pomt m a camping van. 

We began our conversation by talkmg about Camilla's 

honours English program at the University of Victoria. Camilla 

1s unusual 1n taking English as a maJor. Many students 

contemplate taking English but choose something else as Melissa 

did for practical and career reasons. We also talked about the 

role analysis plays m preparmg a young person for an aesthetic 

experience. Then I asked: 

BB: When did you start feeling poetry as opposed to 
Just thinking about it in an abstract or 
rntellectual kmd of way? Or Just saymg gee 
isn't that pretty or I hke that? 

Cam: I'm trymg to remember. I have a feelmg that 
there was a specific poem that I once read that 
wasn't beautiful m the way I thought of poetry 
as normally bemg beautiful, but I sbll had the 



same feelrngs as 1f 1t was I thmk it might have 
been a Dylan Thomas. I'm not sure, it was 
probably 1n about Grade 9 or 10. 

BB· But 1t struck you • How did that feel? What 
did you feel? 
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Cam: It was sort of shrrmg I guess It had this kmd of 
impact on me that was as if I was suddenly aware m a 
way that I hadn't been before. Even If I hadn't read 
it before, but 1f I had read 1t say three years earlier I 
wouldn ' t have had the same understandmg exactly as I 
had 

The word stirring did not seem to me to be a strong 

statement of feelmg, but Camilla was not given to extravagant 

statements either m her spoken or written work. 

Next we talked about her own poem, "Golden Boy." 

BB: And so now, makmg a big leap, when you do 
write poetry and you read 1t, I'm assuming that 
there are times when you Just feel something 
qmte profound for a poem. 

Cam Yeah. 
BB: Could you describe that? That's something I 

really want to know about. 
Cam: Sure. O.K. It happened when I was writing the 

"Golden Boy" and also when I reread 1t about 
two months later, after 1t had been published. 
It was Just the most amazing feeling actually; 1t 
almost made me shiver. It was Just really 
shrrmg I guess 1s still the word. Kmd of 
electric. It made me feel a bit more alive and 
also a bit amazed when I reread it, that that 
wa<; what I had written. Because it seemed, 1t 
wasn 't Just a part of me. Almost it seemed 1t 
was a separate thmg. 

I found this an rntriguing idea, that an artist could have an 

aesthetic experience with her work. Camilla explamed. 

Cam:I thmk there's a point at which 1t sort of becomes really 

separate from the writer. You know, it's a whole work in itself. 

During this mterv1ew Camilla would pause, sometimes for a 



58 

mm u te or more as though colledmg her thoughts. She later 

explamed that s h e hadn't really thought about most of these ideas 

for a long time. After much talk about writers, poets and 

technique, I asked Camilla about readiness and maturity as factors 

rn experiencrng aesthetically. We also talked about Parson's stage 

theory m developmg the aesthetic and my own stage theory. 

Cam: I haven ' t really thought about that much. I 
mean I know 1t was around Grade 10, for me 
that I started to experience things more 
profoundly than I had before. But I don ' t 
remember, I didn ' t feel as if I passed through 
stages of understanding things more and more 
until I reached this pomt. 

BB: Looking back on it now though, does it look hke 
you've reached stages? Do you think you could 
have been ready for that kind of experience 
when you were m grade 8 for example? 

Carn: Oh I don't think I was Just because I didn't have the 
experience then although maybe If I had been readrng 
poetry from a very early age I would have. But I 
thrnk personal experience maybe has somethmg to do 
with 1t and maybe before grade 10 you Just haven 't 
h ved enough hfe partly to be able to tdenhfy with 
what you're reading, and I mean words can be 
beautiful, but it ' s what they mean that ' s most 
important I think. So even if you could appreciate 
how beautiful the words were and how they sounded, 
how they fit together, 1f you didn't have much of an 
idea of the experience the poem was talkmg about, you 
wouldn't appreciate the entire poem. 

We talked about the difficulty of under standing without 

experience. We had discussed that same idea m grade 12 when we 

studied Margaret Laurence's A Bird m the House. Whtle Camilla 

was very hesitant about many of her responses, she spoke more 

confidently when we talked about the part that awe played m the 

aesthetic experience. 



Cam: Well I think people have a similar experience 
when they look at say a view that's beautiful. 
Yeah I guess say a VIew--somethmg beautiful m 
nature, but it's not quite as profound because 
there's something that has to do with the 
mystery of how 1t was created by a human 
bemg that really makes you aware of the beauty 
in a poem or a piece of art. Whereas nature is 
Just sort of more spontaneous and any idea of 
how it might have been crPated is so far beyond 
us, I mean it's Just •••• 
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She tratled off as though lost m the magmtude of this thought. 

However , I thought she had put it very well. The awe of the 

aesthetic experience has to do with the sense of mystery of how a 

human could create something so beautiful, complex and um.fied as 

a poem, a parntmg or a piece of architecture. In her careful, 

hesitant way, I thought Cam11la had expressed herself quite 

dearly about the nature of the aesthetic experience. 
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The Second Interview 

Thi s mterview took place in Camilla's home m FaJ.rf1eld. We 

sat 1n a very comfortable kitchen nook surrounded by three 

charming bttle dogs. Camilla seemed unchanged. Whereas some of 

my other student 's faces had changed Camilla looked as she did m 

Grade 12, but then m grade 12 she could have been 17 or 25. 

We talked with enthusiasm of our trips to England; we had both 

Just retu rne d from a month abroad although on separate vacations. 

Apparently we had even been rn London on the same day. 

Camilla read over the transcript of our first rnterv1e w 

carefully. I asked her 1f there was anythmg she wanted to 

comment on from the tape. 

Cam: Mostly I thought it was rntereshng that I had 
articulated things that I don't remember havmg 
thought about, you know, as consc10us thoughts then, 
but have thought about qUite a few times smce talkmg 
to you. 

BB: Oh really? 
Cam: Yeah, talkmg about let ' s see, Just some of the thmgs I 

said about aesthetic experience and structure. Well 
actually I think it was techmque, but I meant 
structure. Structure of poetry and the way thmgs are 
constructed as bemg a way to understand aesthetic 
experience. I was Just thmkmg about that the other 
day, but I didn't remember how I felt about it before; 
I thought it was a new thought. 

BB: That's mterestmg how often this happens. So do you 
feel durmg that interview that was the first time you 
articulated some of those thmgs? 

Cam: I thmk so, yeah. And also when I actually saJ.d some 
of these thmgs I felt kmd of unclear as If I wasn't 
really quite sure that what I was saymg would make 
s ense once it was saJ.d, but it seems clearer on paper 
than it did when I was saymg 1t. 

Then I asked her "How would you describe the aesthetic 
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so much trouble explaining and talking about the aesthetic 

experience? 

Cam: I thrnk it's partly that you need a wealth of 
other experiences to compare it with. Becau-;e, 
I mean I said hke fallmg m love, hke this thmg 
that I had that I C'all the spiritual experience, 
those are thmgs that you maybe haven ' t felt by 
grade 12. So I thmk it's partly that. It has a 
lot to do with fmdmg vocabulary and knowmg, 
really knowmg what the words mean, not Just 
because you know what they mean as they are 
defined in the dictionary, but having experienced 
what they mean. 

BB: Particularly 1n terms of words with emotional 
connotation. 

Cam: Yeah. So it's. What was the question again you 
asked? 

BB: Why 1s 1t so hard. 
Cam: That's right, particularly when you're m grade 

12, and I thmk also Just having read more 
poetry after grade 12. I'm not quite sure why, 
perhaps because there's so much poetry that's 
available for you to read and you don't maybe 
reahze that till you start. And it's the same 
kind of awe that you might feel readmg one 
poem, and then Just this sense of this creation 
that occurs, I mean over so many years and with 
so many different voices. And all so beautiful 
and of course all the great poets have such 
unique v01ces. 

It seemed that m the two mtervenmg years all these young people 

had a wealth of hfe experience. They certamly talked as though 

they had, and felt that they had. 

Camilla and I talked once again about her aesthetic 

experience with her poem "Golden Boy". 

BB: Did you say when you were writing "Golden Boy" 
you had an aesthetic experience with it itself? 

Cam: I talked about somethmg about that. It's not 
quite the same experience when you're writmg. 
I did feel I guess inspired when I wrote it, 



because I had this whole picture of what the 
poem should be hke almost as if 1t was already 
existent in my head m some form, and wrote 
down qmte a bit of 1t, and then kmd of lost 
that feeling. It wasn't really the same though 
as reading a poem, a different experience I 
think. But after a while, quite a while after 
writing it, I wrote it over November, December 
January, and I wrote it again when it was time 
to do the book m probably April or May and I 
had an aesthetic experience almost as If, well, I 
thmk almost as I would from a poem which I 
had not written, and it was partly the feel.mg of 
Just bemg amazPd that I had created that, the 
same way that I feel when some other poet has 
crPated something because it was, I don't know 
how to say why I had the experience, but I 
defmitely did start to have that feelmg. 
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We talked for a time about her writing for she was domg quite a 

lot, and then ended the mterview. 

Camilla still spoke with frequent long pauses, and took her 

hme before re>spondmg to a question or a statement of mme. 

However, I thought she was much less tentative and much more 

assertive m expressing her thoughts on the aesthetic experience. 

Her comparison of the experience to falhng m love and to a 

spiritual awakening gave a lot of force to her talk about the 

feeling level of the aesthetic experience. 
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Of all the studentc:; 1n his class, Doug was the most 

intellectually energetic. He seized upon every idea; he couldn ' t 

bear to miss anything. On one particular occasion, when someone 

had mad e an observation that he hadn't heard properly, he 

demanded that it be repeated. He was so frustratt>d that he lost 

his temper completely. Later, in his typically open handed style 

he apologized for his outburst, but he admitted he Just couldn ' t 

s tand to miss anything. As a writer Camilla was Doug's only 

equal; the two of them are the most talented young writers and 

poets I have yet taught. Doug writes much poetry that 1s 

excellent; he, as Camilla, has pubhshed a number of his poems. 

The mterview took plac-e in my home. 

After conversation on a number of topics we turned to the 

subJect of aesthetics. 

BB: What does the aesthetic experience mean to you? 
What does that term mean to you? That may be 
sort of a bit sudden; do you want to go more 
slowly? 

D: Sure. Well my first impression of that question is 
what meaning does it have, m my life? 

BB: Yeah, what meaning, and I guess I should specify 
what feehng as well when you have an aesthetic 
experience? 

D: Well the most mtense aesthetic experiences came 
hke as John Keats s8.ld, hke a spear through my 
chest or something hke that and you have the 
burmng sensation. 

BB: Um hum. 
D: Or at least I do, through my chest. And, when 

its less intense I think you recogmze it more 
cogn1hvely. You might not agree with this, 
maybe I ' m mixmg up intensity with suddenness 



kind of? The more sudden it is for me the 
greater that burning sensation. The more 
cognitive it 1s the greater the kind of 
mentahzahon--wow, this 1s beautiful and I begm 
to cry or something like that right. 
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This "spear through the c-hest" was I think, the strongest 

statement of feeling from anyone I interviewed. Doug expressed 

this with great energy; he made many gestures with his hctnds and 

a rms, h1s voice rose and fPU. There were pauses as if he was 

agam caught m the feehngs and passions he was describmg. 

Doug described his first aesthetic experience which was with 

nature. I quote 1t here because 1t is clearly out of our ordmary 

response to the beauty of a natural scene. 

D: I thmk the first time I rt>ally said wow this 1s 
incredible, this is beautiful, was when I was 
fourteen, and I was Just walkmg along the 
promenade along West Bay. I Just looked out 
over the water and there was the ocean, the 
rocks and the seagulls and the way the hght hit 
the water and the arbutus tree behmd me and all 
tlus was Just beautiful for some reason. And 
when I began to thmk about 1t, that's when I felt 
the spear through the heart. I thought I was 
having a heart attack. You know what's 
happening to me, and that's when I started 
becoming really rehgious, not rehg10us in the 
sense that I started gomg to church or started 
behevmg m a god who rewards and pumshes and 
has lightnmg bolts and things like that, but Just 
my thoughts about pantheism, began to emerge. 

A few minutes later Doug compared this intense experience 

to Shelley's "Ode to the West Wmd." 

D: About six months ago, or maybe even last summer 
when me and Chandra were out m the field and 
we were reading Ode to the West Wrnd by 
Shelley. 



BB: Um hum. 
D: And Just the rhythm of 1t and the idea it was 

talkmg about--the kmd of rebirth and the cyclical 
part of 1t. It really, it brought me back to that 
fePlmg that I felt when I was on the seashore, 
and also looking around the meadow. I don't 
know--I thmk with the elements that were m the 
poem and the bE>auty of the poem--1t was 
beautiful for the same reason that I found the 
ocean and trf'es beautiful. 
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I was not surprised that Shelley's "Ode" was the poem with which 

Doug had his first aesthetic experience. Qmte a number of my 

s tudents have had their first intense reaction to that poem. 

I then asked Doug if "as your knowledge and your 

understanding and sensih vity increases does you experience 

mtensify or occur more frequently? 

D: Yeah. I thrnk it occurs more frequently, that's for 
sure. Because, I'm seemg the aesthetic, at least 
the cognitive aesthetic m a lot of thmgs lately. 
For instance I read over Fern Hill a w bile ago. 
And I was Just blown away--the complexity, 
richness and how it was so present and real. 
You know, you still feel it, it's still present. It's 
not past, there's a presence to it that hasn't 
faded, and that's what great art of course is; it 
Just stays there, it sttll endures, it's strong. 

Doug believed that complexity and the understanding of 

complexity lent itself to the aesthetic experience. 

D: I t h1n k the cog m ti ve component helps us 
understand the complexity of the work of art. 
Because of the complexity of the thmg, and that 
the cogmbve mmd could underc;tand this, and it 
came mto a rapture because 1t was so complex 
and could not be imitated m a way. And I thmk 
the cognitive experience of a work of art, when 
we come to this stage 1s to figure out more the 
complexity, and we ' re Just awed and mystified by 
the way thmgs work together; it ' s kmd of when 



we see a great work of art, it ' s kind of hke with 
the <'ogmhve mmd, it's kmd of hke the phys1c1st 
looking at the universe 1n a way, and knowing 
the <'omplex1ty, the hvmg universe, and that 
complexity is mirrored m the great work of art. 
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In both nature and a great work of art Doug was awed by its 

complexity. For me also, the complexity 1s what makes the 

feehng of awe, of wonder. The phrase "I was Just blown away " 

was Doug 's way of describing awe. 

I asked Doug: 

BB: So what would be d1fferrnt about the adult ' s 
experience and the child ' s experience? 

D: I for one, re<'ogn1ze morE> those periods of intense 
happiness which are the experiences of beauty or 
the aesthetic experience. Perhaps I felt those 
experiences more when I was a child, but I was 
less aware of them, and so I guess the difference 
is that my mmd is in play now. 

I ask ed Doug 1f he thought "the child's experience 1s hm1ted by 

the lack of cognitive understanding. " 

D: That's right, he may see, I thmk the more we 
know the more we perceive perhaps, because we 
<'an connect more thmgs. A <'htld lookmg at say 
a tree would see the green, and some twigs or 
somethmg hke that, but when you pomt out the 
kind of bark to him, then pomt out the kmd of 
leaves and how it ' s different from others, and 
that's how 1t gets its nutrients, you start to see 
more of the tree. And once you see more you 
see how complex 1t 1s. So the child won't see 
how complex 1t 1s necessarily. 

BB: Yeah, so. 
D: And so when we see more, learn more about the 

tree we perceive more, and we see how complex 
1t 1s. Then I thmk that feehng of awe can set 
in. 

I thought Doug had clear ms1ght mto the aesthetic process and 
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the aesthetic experience; I felt 1t was not really necessary to do a 

second mterv1ew with him, but I was rPally curious to see what 

he would say after two years. 
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The Second Interview 

After a summer of tree planting, Doug had found himsf'lf a 

very tiny, but extremf'ly attractive one bedroom suite in a small 

house rn Cadboro Bay. We sat m a study that was not morf' than 

eight feet by six feet and talked about poetry. We spoke about 

philosophy, he had Just been readmg Foucault. It was with thf' 

greatest difficulty that we found even a moment for Doug to read 

the transcript. Eventually, we were able to remam stlent long 

enough for Doug to read over most of it. Then I only needed to 

set Doug gomg with a smgle question. 

BB: Do you have anythrng to say about what you 
read? I'd be interested m your reaction. 

D: I thought a lot of it was pretty sophisticated and 
mtere~tmg, you know, for a young mmd. (At this 
Joke we both laughed uproariously.) You know m 
t h e sense that I'm stlll thmkmg a lot of the same 
things I thought then, but m a more articulate 
way. Almost every paragraph I read I agreed 
with essentially. Gosh, I still believe that the 
aesthetic experience 1s to a certain extent 
mystical; you know that we're connectmg with, or 
at least 1n the sense that we're perce1vmg 
something greater than ourselves, a complexity 
that the human mrnd cannot fathom. This 1s 
partly to do with the aesthetic experience. That 
experience of awe, the experience wow, you know, 
the awe factor of the aesthetic experience. And 
I thmk it's still very much a formal thmg; that 
we respond to the compleXIty of an art work and 
to its different elements, and that this respondmg 
to complexity is somethrng that we can learn. 
We can be taught to look at a poem m terms of 
its metaphor, m terms of its synecdoche, 1n 
terms of its assonance, 1n terms of its 
alhterahon thmgs like this. And that we can be 
taught to look at a poem to see its umty. That's 
really where for me the experience of the 
aesthetic comes from because this complexity 



1n ter vol v ed w 1th the impact or the unifying 
impact of the poem 1s what really makes the 
aesthetic experience you know. Where all the 
quahties of the poem coalesce and cascade and 
come down at the end of poem into this 
experience of ah, wow' How did he do that? 
Or how did she do that? And I thmk that's 
basically my tram of thought as it went. 

BB: So what are the sensations that you associate 
with that? The physical sensations? 

D: A great aliveness of the body. You definitely 
feel that; it's a great physiological f'Xperience you 
know. It's no more that, at least I haven't had 
1t lately, this sense the spear gomg through the 
heart. That was pretty mtense, and it was more 
on the mystical side, a rush. You do feel the 
prickly sensations 1n your body, and for me 
lately I found my experience of beauty bemg 
rn vol ved with the experience of berng greatly 
moved, and 1n fact poems are about the only 
thmg that can ehc1t tears from me. Now I rarely 
get deJeded or sad that I have to beat my breast 
with my hand and weep, so this 1s quite an 
mterestmg thmg; sometimes I wonder whether I'm 
channelling some of my sadness or grief mto the 
readmg of poems and that ' s why I'm so moved. 
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These words seemed a confirmation of what Doug had said rn the 

ear her mterv1ew. At that hme he had not talked about the 

mystical experience, but he might if he had experienced it. 

I asked Doug 1f he would use the term "transported" m 

describmg the aesthetic experience. 

D: I bke the word transported because it connects 
with the mystical side that I was talkmg about. 
There's some fundamental connection between 
aesthetics and mysticism. The word transported, 
ah, it's doubly good m the sense that I see the 
aesthetic experience as good and healthy and 
beneficent to the growth of a consciousness, m 
that it can break through a lot of the patterns of 
preJudice and psychological defence and thmgs 
like that which we build up m our daily hves, 
and so for a moment all that kmd of garbage 1s 



wiped away and we're as it were, our pure being 
respondmg to the world purely. So that it's 
mystical in another sense, that we ' re experiencing 
more directly than we werf" before we rt-ad the 
poem, or before we had the aesthetic experience. 
And part of that comes from the way the 
consciousness focuses on all the details of the 
poem and goes mto a kmd of meditative state. I 
definitely thmk the aesthetic experience it ' s not 
Just a pleasurablf" thing for the body or 
pleasurable for the mmd, but it's almost essential, 
at least for me to becommg a better human bemg. 
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For Doug the word "transported" was connected to the idea of a 

mystical or a tran~formahve experience. As he put 1t, for a 

moment the aesthetic experience purifies us, releases us from the 

day to day preoccupations. 

Smee Doug had what I thought a very complete grasp of the 

aE>sthebc experience when I had first mterv1ewed him, I was not 

sure how he would respond to a question about what had changed 

for him m explaining the experience. 

BB: What do you thmk is the dlfference between you 
now and two years ago 1n talking about the 
aesthetic experience? 

D: I thmk firstly, my mmd has matured. It knows 
how to articulate more, and it has thought 
through the subJect m more depth than 1t had 
when I started talkmg about this. As I said, my 
mtmbons are still pretty similar. I'm not sure 
if my experience has matured so much more. 
Back when I first talked to you, gosh I can't 
really remember how I responded to poems back 
then except from this testimony. The only 
difference is that I understand the depth of 
poetry a lot more. I can see mto it more. I ' ve 
accreted tools durmg my schoolmg and durmg my 
experience 1n bf e as to how to look at a poem, 
how to look at character m a story. And the 
more ideology that I pick up, the more ideas that 
confront me, I can apply to poems. Does this 



have any bearmg on this poem? And I've looked 
back at "That time of year thou may'st in me 
behold/ When yellow leaves, or none,or few do 
hang/ Upon the boughs which shake agamst the 
cold./ Bare rumed choirs, where late the sweet 
birds sang". And 1t ends with "This thou 
perce1v'st which makes thy love more strong,/ To 
love that wf>ll which thou must leave ere long." 
It Just strikes me as so true now, the more I 
experience of hf f' the more that w tll seem true to 
me I bet. 
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For years I had loved and taught this sonnet by Shakespeare, yet 

I believed that few if any of my students could more than sense 

the meanmg of closmg couplet. And here, Doug, two years after 

graduating had obviously felt it very deeply. "To love that well 

which thou must leave ere long." 
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CHAPTER 4 
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CONCLUS[ON 

Af t er reading and analyzing the ten transcripts of 

convers ations with my five students I can begrn to make s ome 

s tatements about the nature of the aesthetic experience as 

desc ribed by these young people. There were clearly a number of 

sensations, feelmgs and thoughts about experiencmg aesthetically 

that were shared. My former students also expressed some 

common ideas about readiness for an aesthetic experience and the 

difficulties that most people m high school have rn expressing an 

expenPnce which 1s almost invariably new to them. 

Descriptions of the Aesthetic Experience 

Thomas Gray, once the best known poet of the 18 Century, 

speak<; of poetry as producing, "thoughts that breath[e], and 

words, that burn" (Starr & Hendrickson, 1966, p. 16). These 

words lend credence to those that flow from my students. 

Although my students do not express themselves so poetically, 

they too experience poetry as words that burn. 

First let me recount the s1m1larihes of the aesthetic 

experience as described by my students. The most powerful idea, 

which expresses a sensation and feehng level of experience 1s the 

idea of being "transported" or "moved." Ryan described himself as 

being "oblivious to anything else g01ng on around me." For 

Michelle, it was "like gomg either out of my body or mto my 

body. Not bemg able to hear or feel the physical surroundings at 
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all, and that spinnmg sensation." Camilla compared the aesthetic 

experience to a spiritual one, while Doug called 1t comparable to a 

mystical 11lummahon. Although Melissa did not use qmte those 

terms she did describe an "1ncred1ble surge, Just a rush of 

emotions and almost to the point of tears." Each of these 

descr1phons 1s of an emotional experience that 1s among the most 

mtense that a human bemg can feel. 

Perhaps Just as strong were the expressions such as havmg 

a "rush" or being "blown away" by the experience of aesthetics. 

Each person used these rather banal expressions. It 1s m the 

commonplace use of these phrases that we can recogmze and know 

them. A rush was origmally associated with the sensations after 

takrng drugs, and now with any experience that 1s electnfymg and 

stimulating to the senses. "Blew me away" 1s 1n the same 

category; 1t has the meanmg of bemg taken by storm as m a 

strong wmd, and of bemg transported m a physical and/or 

s piritual sense. 

A gentler and more poetic comparison of the feehng of the 

aesthetic experience was to compare 1t to falling m love which 

three of the young people did. They also described sensabons 

which are often used when talking about falling rn love. A 

shiver up the spme, shakmg of the hands, chills m the body, a 

fluttery feelmg m the stomach, these sensations are frequently 

associated with romantic love. 
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Finally the feeling of awe was also shared by the five 

studt>nts. An awareness of the complexity of a work of art, 1ts 

inner unity, the way its constituent parts all worked together 

gave to the person who experienced that work a feelmg of awe. 

Ryan talked about bemg "awed with how skilfully Beethoven 

worked. I was awed by the skill at which he could move the 

notes, and how easy he made all this very dlfficult c;tuff look." 

In describing her aesthetic experience when I read to her 

Shelley's "Ode to the West Wmd" Melissa said, "I thmk it's mostly 

due to the beautiful imagery he uses m that poem." It was this 

awarenesc; of language that inspired her awed response. Michelle's 

awe came from her awareness of the hme, the ded1cabon and the 

skill that went mto the bmldrng of Chartres Cathedral which she 

said, "took my breath away," This 1s an echo of the words of 

John Keats who said of poetry " ... touches of beauty should never 

be halfway, thereby makrng the reader breathless, mstead of 

content" (Rollins, 1958, p. 238). Doug and Camilla, writers of 

poetry themselves, recognized the amazmg skill of poets such as 

Dylan Thomas, and Percy Shelley. As Doug put 1t, "the awe 

factor of the aesthetic experience" comes when "we respond to the 

complexity of an art work and to its different elements, and that 

this respondmg to complexity 1s something that we can learn." It 

is the unity m complexity that produces the feelmg of awe that 

each of my former students see as rntegral to the aesthetic 
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experience. 

The language these y oung people u s ed, the consistency that 

they expressed from the first to the second mterv1ew two year s 

later, the forcefuln e ss of their convictions that an aesthetic 

experience was one of the most important emotional experiences of 

their hve s all combme to convmce me that they had mdeed had 

vivid aes thetic experiences whi<'h go far beyond aesthetic pleasure. 

Th e Problem of Articulation 

I had felt that the first mterv1ew provided me with enough 

dat a to write this thesis. However, most of the students I 

mterviewed would pause and say as Mehssa did, "It's hard to say 

what I feel." And a little later she said, "I can't thmk of the 

right words " when trymg to describe the feelmgs aroused by an 

aesthetic experience. All the students with the exception of Doug 

expressed similar du'f1culbes. These same du'ficulhes were not 

appar ent m the second mterview. Even Michelle, who had not 

had another aesthetic experience smce high school, seemed to 

have no difficulty expressmg her feehngs. There were several 

reasons for this, some may be obvious, but I think two are worth 

lookmg at here. 

Ryan referred to what he called the "mcred1ble language 

barner ••• about how to express your feehngs." Mehssa explained 

that "it's probably due to the hm1tations of the English language." 

For Camilla the difficulty has "a lot to do with fmdmg vocabulary 



78 

and knowing, really knowing what the words mean." This 

knowing the meaning of words came ac, the result not of 

d 1c t10 nary defini hons but as Camilla continued, " ha v1ng 

experH'nced what they mean." In the intervening two years their 

vocabularies had increased, and their experience of W'e had forced 

them often to learn to articulate their feelings on a variety of 

experiences. 

Havmg fallen m and out of love, havmg to make difficult 

choices m hfe about careers and university, having to move away 

from home, all of these enriched them with hfe experience. 

Michelle made an m terestmg observation. "I'm sure that any 

person couldn't describe the feehngs that they had at bemg 

married two days after they were married, but ten or fifteen years 

after they ' ve been married they can look back on that experience 

and describe it with clarity, about how they were feeling." 

Distance from the aesthetic experience, more experience of hf f', 

maturity were all factors that also contributed to the students' 

ability to explam more clearly and precisely what they felt when 

they experienced a work of art aesthetically, 

Readiness "The Freezing Burden of Mx. Inexperience" 

Each of the people I interviewed had their first aesthetic 

experiencf' withm the past three and one half years not earher 

than seventeen years of age. I tend to believe that a younger 

person has Just not had enough experience in life or attained 
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e nough physic al and mental maturity to have an aesthetic 

experience. I asked the people I interviewed if they thought they 

could have had an aesthetic experience much earlier than they did 

Each thought that 1t was unlikely that they would have been 

ready for such an experience. Margaret LaurenC'e 1n her novt>l A 

Bird rn the House (1981, p. 59) has hf'r young protagonist Vanessa 

lament on "the freezing burden of my inexperience" in trying to 

understand experiences which were Just beyond her grasp. She 

simply had not hved long enough, seen enough to be able to 

comprehend much of what the adult world already knew. Bemg 

able to understand the complexity of a work of art, to see the 

amazing umty necessary to great art takes a long time and 

requires some maturity of experience. Michelle said, "I don't 

think age 1s a hm1tahon for an aesthetic experif'nce. I thmk 

maturity to describe that aesthetic experience or reahze it as one 

1s needed." Doug put 1t very well m our first mterv1ew done at 

the end of his Grade 12 year when he described a chtld learnmg 

about naturP. 

D: I thmk the more we know the more we 
perceive perhaps, because we can connect 
more thmgs. A chtld lookmg at say a tree 
would see the green, and some twigs or 
something hke that, but when you pomt out 
the kmd of bark to him, then pomt out the 
kmd of leaves and how it's different from 
others, and that's how it gets its nutrients, 
you start to see more of the tree. And 
once you see more you see how complex 1t 
1s. The chtld won't see how complex 1t 1s 
necessarily. 
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Readiness to learn about and understand the complexity of a work 

of art 1s then essential to having an aesthetic experience. 
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Implications for Pedagogy 

The strong te<;timony as to the naturP and importance of the 

aesthetic experience suggests to me that 1t should be a larger part 

of every young person's educational experwnce. Michelle, who 

had not had an aesthetic experience m over two years, referred to 

1t as "like a large event 1n my life. It's a pinnacle of 

experience." And Doug said "it's not Just a pleasurable thing for 

the body or pleasurable for the mmd, but it's almost essential, at 

least for me, to becoming a better human being." Such 

uneqmvocal statements from these young people suggest that the 

quality of their hves has been enhanced by the aesthetic 

experience. The students' perceptions about art and literature 

have developed, and they have entered mto a fuller mastery of 

d1ffprent bodies of knowledge. With these ideas 1n mind, 

pedagogues might consider aesthetics and the experience of 

aPsthetics as a more Pssential part of education than they now do. 

Maxine Greene said: 

This, 1n part, 1s what leads me to propose that art 
education be infused with efforts to do aesthetic 
educahon ••••• By aesthetic education I mean the deliberate 
efforts to foster mcreasmgly mformed and involved 
encounters with art works that often free people to be 
fully present to a Cezanne, an Alley, a Stravmsky, a 
Joyce. To be fully present depends on understandmg 
what is there to be noticed m the work at hand, 
releasing 1mag1nation to create orders m the field of 
what is perceived, allowing feeling to rnform and 
illuminate what 1s there to be realized, to be achieved. 
(1991, p. 29) 
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Add1t10nally, w htle 1t 1s not the focus of my thesis, the part 

that analysis plays m prepanng the student for an aesthetic 

expenenre needs to be conc;1dered, for this reason I explain my 

theory of aesthetic development and how I came to form 1t. 

Theory of Aesthetic Development 

My vision of tE>aching aesthetics began when I made the 

dec1s1on to teach poetry to my students in Masset m my first year 

of frachmg. AftE>r my own aesthetic experience I began to 

analyze what had happened to me. I remembered my favourite 

English classes and professors. The classes had been the ones 

where we made an intense and close analysis of every word and 

hne of a poem. In one class we analyzed the imagery, the 

figurative language, every other poetic device and the structure of 

each pol'm with the carefulness of a lab techmcian, and I came to 

thoroughly enJoy this process of analysis. We spent four months 

di~cuc;smg first W.B. Yeat's Lap1s Lazuh and then Dylan Thomas's 

Fern Hill; those two poems are still among my favourites. Out of 

this m part had come my own feebng for poetry. Could not this 

process of analysis do somethmg similar for my students? I hoped 

so. 

In essence, I behevE> that there are three stages that lead 

an md1v1dual to the aesthetic experience. The first stage 1s the 

chddhke stage. Durmg this stage, we respond to beauty naturally 

and simply, but, I think, not very intensely. Young children 
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"naturally delight m appearances, a delight that 1s aesthetic m 

c haracter. The young chtld 1s a citizen of the aesthetic domam 

by birth and not by education" (Parsons, 1987, p. 26). 

The second of the three stagPs 1s the stage of analysis. It 

1s the stage that I thrnk school is all about. Analysis 1s necessary 

bPcause "arhshc learning 1s not an automatic conbequence of 

maturation, [but] 1t can be facilitated through mstruchon" (Eisner, 

1968, p. 391). Durmg this stage we learn self-consciously to take 

apart a poem, a paintrng, a piece of music and frnd what gives 1t 

beauty. We learn to ask and answer questions. What is It that 

makes us say a thmg 1s beautiful? What 1s 1t that enables us to 

say one poem IS morP beautiful than another? 

There are thmgs m the world m which students are 
mterestPd, but which themselves could not be called 
works of art. Yet these thmgs, whether they be cars 
or clothrng, can both become invested with greater 
meanmg and serve as vehicles for the development of 
aes thetic sens1hv1ty 1f they become the focus , In 
schools, of aesthetic analysis. (Eisner, 1968, p. 409) 

Ralph S m1 th 1n The Sense of Arj_ makes a case for 

deemphas1z1ng creative and performmg activities at the secondary 

level " •.. m favour of teachmg critical appreciative sktlls" (1989, p. 

207). The stage of analysis 1s long and arduous, and I believe 

thdt students must have attained a certam level of maturity and 

readmess to enable them to pass through it. There can, I thmk, 

be no substitute for the time that must be devoted to analysis. 
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The last stage is what Eisner (1976, p. 335) calls 

<'onnmssc>urship. At the stage of connoisseurship the labours of 

the analytical s tage reach fruition. The student responds to the 

poem mtensp)y, Pmohonally. There 1s an underlymg awarenPss of 

the qualities of the poem that can be analyzed, but there 1s no 

longer ,my need to use analysis exclus1ve]y. At this stage the 

mdiv1dual knows the beauty m a deeply spiritual way, which for 

me far surpasses the dehght of analysis and intellectual 

under~tanding. This 1s not to deny the importance of the 

cogmbve aspect of the aesthetic encounter. It comes before most 

aesthetic pleasure and is itsPlf pleasurable. Reflection usually 

follow<; the aesthetic experience, which is too mtense to be more 

than brief. 

Leadmg the students from the chtldhke stage to the stage of 

the conn01sseur through the process of analysis became my mam 

focus as a teacher. "A work of art, when attended to for its 

quahttes, for what it does, can release a reader into his own 

subJecbv1ty, his own mner world" {Greene, 1968, p. 205). 

Michael J. Parsons, m How We Understand Ar.!, attempted to 

create a cogmbve developmental account of aesthetic experience. 

Parsons focuses on pamtmg, but I believe his theory is relevant to 

any art form. His account parallels Piaget's theories of cognitive 

development and Kohlberg's theories of moral development. In 

comparison to my own theory of aesthetic development, Parson's 
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theory encompasses similar <;tages but his emphasis is entirely on 

the cognitJ ve. 

Par-;ons describes five stage~ begmnmg with what he calls 

stage one, " Favouritism", where children express liking based on 

such criteria as favourite color or an ammal that they hke m the 

painting, to stage five called "Autonomy", where the individual has 

become a connoisseur. His first two stages, "Favouritism" and 

"Beauty and Realism" correspond to what I call the chtldhke stage. 

"Young children respond aesthetically from the begmnmg, and ..• 

their response is strong and untaught" (1987 , p. 26). At the 

second stage, "the dominant idea is that of su bJect .... The basic 

purpo5e of pamtrngs is to represent somethmg" (p. 22). However, 

at this childlike stage Parsons states. 

There 1s a whole series of ms1ghts about pamtmgs that 
they (children) do not have and that are of great 
importance.... Aesthetic development consists precisely 
m the gradual acqmsibon of these msights. We reach 
the later stages only w1th an education m which we 
PnC'ounter works of art often and thmk about them 
senously. (p. 27) 

Encountermg works of art, and reflectmg about them 1s the 

process of my second stage, the analytical. This analytical stage 

corresponds to stages three and four of Parsons. In stage three 

"Expressiveness": ) 

We look at pamtmgs for the quality of the experience 
they can produce, and the more intense and mterestlng 
the better the painting. Intensity and interest 
guarantee that the experience is genume •••• (p. 23) 

At stage four, "Style and Form" "The work exists m a pubhc 
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space; aspects of its medium, form and style can be pointed to m 

an 1ntersubJective way; 1n this way interpretations can be 

corrE-cted and improved" (p. 24). Furthermore, at this stage also: 

It 1s reasonable to be gmded by what they (critics, art 
historians, teachers, connoisseurs) say and by the 
tradition they embody. This 1s not now a form of 
dommahon by outside influences; it is listening to the 
great conversation. (p. 85) 

However, I want to claim that at Parson's stage four the student 

1s becoming a connoisseur, and may be ready for the aesthetic 

experience. 

Stage five 1s called "Autonomy." At this stage Parsons says 

" ..• we make Judgements on our own authority and not on that of 

tradition" {p. 144). This 1s the place of the sophisticated 

individual and mcludes the art critic and the museum professionals 

of Cs1kszentm1haly1 and Robmson. I thmk my five students are 

located withm stages four and five. 

Parsons talks about the last two stages as a cogmhve 

process dommated by the mtellect. In this sense I thmk he 

m1sst>s what the aesthetic experience 1s all about. These cogmtive 

stages are necessary precursors to the aesthetic experience, but 

the experience itself 1s not cognitive, 1t 1s intensely emotional. 

To conclude then, "aesthetic ed ucahon ••• m vol ves mtenhonal 

efforts to foster mcreasmgly mformed and ardent encounters with 

art works" (Greene, 1991, p. 29). Each of the five people 

mterv1ewed believed that learnmg to analyze and understand both 
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the meaning and complexity of poetry led them to have an 

aesthetic experience. I fmd thu, conviction on the part of my 

former students reassuring. It gives me the energy to continue 

the teaching and analyzing of poetry especially when some 

s tudents resist the process. When Ryan said, m talking about 

Blake's "T1gpr", "1t almost moved me back physically, and that was 

really exciting because I thought well hey, now I know what this 

guy 's talkmg about. You've been standmg there all year telling 

me this, " I felt that all the effort had been worthwhile. This was 

the conf1rmahon that analysis worked, and that sooner or later 

many of my students and former students would come to know 

that. Perhaps other teachers too may fmd the teaching of 

analysis valuable m enabling students to gam aesthetic pleasure 

and to reach that pinnacle, the aesthetic experience itself. 



88 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Beards]ey, Mon roe C (1958). Problems m the philosophy of 
cr1t1c1 sm ~_e s_t__h_~tics. New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
Company 

B1anch1, Martha D1ckmson. (1930). The hfe and letters of }':m1l;y_ 
D1ckrnson. Boston: Houghton, MLf'fhn Company. 

Broudy, Harry S (1960) Fnhghtened preference and Just1f1cahon 
~ modern book of ~~thetics. New York: Holt, Rrnehart and 
Winston. 

Car son, T. (1986 ). Closing the gap bet ween research and 
paractice: Conversation as a mode of doing research. 
Phenomenology ±. Pedagogy. !(2) 73-88. 

Chambers, John H. (1989). The aesthetic-artistic domain, criticism 
and teaching. Journal of Aesthetic Education, 23(3). 

Cs1kszentm1halyi, Mihaly and Robmson, Rick E. (1990). The art of 
seerng. Mahbu: A Jomt pubhcahon of the J. Paul Getty 
Museum and the Getty Center for Education m the Arts. 

Eisner, Elhot W. (1968). Bmldmg curricula for art education • 
.Stu dies m Ar! Educ11-tion, !(3), 45-56. 

Eisner, Elhot W. (1976). Educational conn01sseursh1p and criticism: 
Their form and function rn educational evaluation. Jou_rnal of 
Aesthetic Education, (3 & 4), 135-150. 

Gadamer, I-LG. (1975). Truth and method. New York: Seabury 
Press. 

Greene, M ax1ne. (1987 ). Sense-making through story: an 
autob10graph1cal mqmry. Teachmg Education, 1(2), 9-14. 

Greene, Maxine. (1978). Landscapes of learnmg. New York: 
Teachers' College Press. 

Grumet, Madeline R. (1981). Autobiography and 
reconceptualization (from Giroux, J. A., Penna, A.N., & 
Prnar, W.F. (eds.) (1981). Curriculum and mstruchon: 
Alternatives ill education. Berkeley, CA: Mccutchan 
Pubhshmg Corporation 

Hunsberger, Margaret. The experience of re-reading. 
PhenomenolQ.g_Y__ ±. Pedagogy, ;!_(3), 161-166. 



89 

Lawrence, Margaret. 1981). ~- :!?.H .. 9 rn th~ .. _house. Toronto: 
Mc-Clelland and Strwart-Bantam. 

Langer, Susan K. (1953). Feelrng and form. New York: Charles 
Scribner and Sons. 

Mishler, E. (1986). Research mtervieF__mg___. Boston: University 
Press. 

Mulhns, Thomas G (1986) Th~x_ asl<~4 for storx., Unpubhshed 
paper. University College, Cork. 

Novak, Michael. (1971). An mvitation to rehg1ous studies. Ascent 
of the mountain fhght of the dove New York: Harper & Row. 

Osborne, Harold, & Saw, Ruth. (1968). Aesthetics as a branch of 
philosophy. In Harold Osborne (Ed.). Ae~..1.h~hcs m the 
modPrn }!9rld. London: Thames and Hudson. 

Parsons, Michael J. (1987). A Cognitive developmental account of 
aesthetic experience. How ~~ understand art. Cambridge: 
Cambridge Umvero:;1ty Press. 

Purve<;, Alan C. (1969). Bmldrng curricula for literature 
education. Journal of Aesthetic Education. -3_(2). 

Rollms, Edward Hydf'r (Ed). (1958). The letters of John Keats 
1814-1921. Cambridge: Canbndge Umverc:;1ty Press. 

S m1th, Ralph A. (1968). Aesthetic cr1hc1sm: the method of 
aesthetic education. Studies m Art Education. i(3). 

S m1th, Ralph A. ((1989). The sense of art: a study m aesthetic 
education. New York: Routledge. 

Starr, H.W., & Hendrickson, J.R. (Eds). (1966). The Complete 
Poems of Thomas Gray. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

van Manen, Max. (1984). Prahcrng phenomenological writing. 
Phenomenology ±. Pedagogy. ~(1). 

van Manen, Max. (1990). Researchmg hved experience; Human 
science for an action sensitive pedagogy. London, Ontario: 
Althouse Press. 

Weber, Sandra J. (1986), The nature of interviewmg. 
Phenomenology ± Pedagog.Y_. !(2) 65-72. 

Z1gerell, James J. (1969).On the method of exphcahon. Journal 
Aesthetic Experience, ~ 81-96. 



Surname: Bowker Given Names: Fredrick Osborne Bowker 

Place of Birth: Vancouver, B.C. Date of Birth:_lQ_ July,1937 

Educational Institutions Attended: 

University of V1ctor1a 

University of British Colt.nnb1a 

Degrees Awarded: 

1987-1992 

1955-1961 

B.A. University of British ColtIDbia 1959 



PARTIAL COPYRIGHT LIC EN SE 

I hereby grant the right to lend my thesis to users of the 
University of Victoria Library, and to make ~1ngle copies only for 
'>uch users or in response to a request from the Library of any 
other un1vers1ty, or similar mshtuhon, on its behalf or for one of 
its users. I further agree that permission for extensive copying of 
this thesis for scholarly purposes may be granted by me or a 
member of the University designated by me. It is understood that 
copymg or pubhcahon of this thesis for fmanc1al gam shall not be 
allowed without my written permiss10n. 

Title of Thesis: The Aesthetic Experience, Conversations With 
Students 

Author 
(Signature) 

FR ED R 1 C v, Os BaR rvt:_ 
(Name in Block Letters) 

(Date) 




