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When Alexander Baumgarten introduced the term “aesthetics” in the mid-18th century, it marked a
pivotal moment in the history of philosophy and art. His work laid the foundation for understanding
beauty, taste, and sensory experience, transforming how society perceived different art forms. But at
that time, the question arises: what types of art were considered most significant or esteemed? To
fully appreciate this, we need to explore the cultural, philosophical, and artistic landscape of the
18th century, particularly around the period when Baumgarten coined “aesthetics” in the 1730s.

The Cultural Context of the 18th Century

The early to mid-18th century was a period of intellectual awakening often referred to as the
Enlightenment. This era emphasized reason, scientific inquiry, individualism, and a reevaluation of
traditional authority. Artistic expression was deeply intertwined with these values, and certain art
forms gained prominence due to their association with reason, harmony, and moral virtue.

During this time, the arts served both aesthetic and didactic purposes. They were seen as vehicles
for moral improvement and intellectual engagement, shaping societal ideals and individual
sensibilities. Understanding which art forms were most esteemed requires examining the
philosophical ideals and societal priorities of the era.

The Dominance of Visual Arts in the 18th Century

Visual arts, especially painting and sculpture, were at the forefront of aesthetic appreciation during
Baumgarten's time. These art forms were heavily influenced by classical ideals from Ancient Greece
and Rome, emphasizing harmony, proportion, and beauty.

Painting and Portraiture

Portrait painting was highly valued, reflecting societal status, virtue, and individual character.

Artists like Sir Joshua Reynolds and Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin emphasized realism and
emotional expression.

Historical and mythological paintings aimed to educate and elevate moral virtues, aligning
with Enlightenment ideals.



Sculpture

Sculpture was esteemed for its mastery of form and its ability to embody timeless beauty.

Classical sculptures served as models for aesthetic ideals, emphasizing harmony and idealized
human forms.

Visual arts were considered the pinnacle of aesthetic experience because they could be appreciated
directly through sight, making them accessible and immediate in their emotional and intellectual
impact.

The Role of Literature and Poetry

While visual arts were dominant, literature and poetry also played vital roles in the aesthetic
landscape.

Poetry and Elegance

Poetry was seen as an art that could evoke emotions and moral reflections, aligning with the
Enlightenment’s focus on reason and sentiment.

Poets like Alexander Pope and Voltaire exemplified literature that combined wit, moral virtue,
and aesthetic beauty.

The Rise of the Novel

The novel was emerging as a significant art form, offering immersive storytelling that
appealed to both reason and emotion.

Works by authors like Daniel Defoe and Samuel Richardson contributed to the evolving
appreciation of narrative art.

Although literature was highly esteemed, it was often seen as complementary to visual arts in terms
of aesthetic experience.



The Musical Arts and Their Esteem

Music gained increasing recognition as an art form capable of evoking deep emotional and sensory
responses.

Opera and Instrumental Music

Opera, combining music, drama, and visual spectacle, was especially popular among the
aristocracy.

Composers like Handel and Mozart elevated music to a refined art that appealed to both the
intellect and senses.

Music’s intangible nature made it somewhat less tangible in the aesthetic hierarchy initially, but its
emotional power was widely appreciated.

Philosophical Foundations and Aesthetic Priorities

The late 17th and early 18th centuries saw philosophers like John Locke and David Hume exploring
human perception, taste, and the nature of beauty. Their ideas influenced which art forms were
considered most aesthetically valuable.

Focus on Sensory Experience

Alexander Baumgarten, often called the father of aesthetics, emphasized sensory perception
and harmony.

He argued that aesthetic judgment is rooted in the pleasure derived from sensory experience,
making visual arts particularly significant.

Art as Moral and Intellectual Enrichment

Art was seen as a means to elevate the mind and cultivate virtue, which favored art forms that
could communicate moral truths effectively.

This philosophical backdrop positioned visual arts—especially painting and sculpture—as the most
suitable mediums for aesthetic contemplation and moral education during Baumgarten’s era.



Why Visual Arts Were Considered Most Aesthetic

Given the cultural, philosophical, and societal influences of the time, visual arts, particularly
painting and sculpture, were regarded as the most refined and esteemed forms of art. Several
reasons underpin this prioritization:

Accessibility and Directness: Visual arts could be experienced immediately and directly
through sight, making their aesthetic appeal more instantaneous.

Harmony with Classical Ideals: Painting and sculpture embodied ideals of proportion,
harmony, and beauty rooted in classical traditions.

Educational and Moral Use: Many artworks aimed to instruct and inspire virtue, aligning
with Enlightenment values.

Influence of Philosophical Thought: The emphasis on sensory perception and harmony in
aesthetics naturally elevated visual arts in cultural hierarchy.

While literature and music were highly valued, they often occupied complementary roles, with visual
arts maintaining a central position in aesthetic discourse.

Conclusion: The Artistic Hierarchy at the Dawn of
Aesthetics

When Alexander Baumgarten first introduced the term “aesthetics,” the art forms considered most
significant were predominantly visual. Painting and sculpture were esteemed for their harmony,
beauty, and moral potential, aligning with the classical ideals and Enlightenment priorities of reason
and sensory pleasure. Literature and music, while influential and appreciated, often complemented
the visual arts in their capacity to evoke emotion and moral reflection.

This hierarchy persisted well into the 19th century, shaping debates about art’s purpose, value, and
criteria for beauty. Understanding this context illuminates how the concept of aesthetics evolved
from a focus on visual harmony and sensory experience to encompass broader artistic expressions,
including modern and contemporary art forms.

By appreciating the art forms most valued during Baumgarten’s time, we gain insight into the
origins of aesthetic thought and how perceptions of beauty and art continue to evolve today.

Frequently Asked Questions



What type of art was considered most prominent when
Alexander Baumgarten coined the term 'Aesthetics' in the
18th century?
During Baumgarten's time, visual arts such as painting and sculpture were considered the most
prominent forms of art, as they were highly valued for their beauty and sensory appeal.

How did the concept of aesthetics influence the perception of
art in Baumgarten's era?
Aesthetics introduced a philosophical framework that emphasized the appreciation of beauty and
sensory experience, elevating visual arts and making them central to cultural and intellectual
discussions.

Was music or literature considered more significant than
visual arts when Baumgarten introduced aesthetics?
Initially, visual arts were primarily associated with aesthetics, but Baumgarten's work expanded the
concept to include all sensory experiences, including music and literature, though visual arts
remained highly influential.

What was the primary focus of aesthetic philosophy when
Baumgarten first coined the term?
The primary focus was on the study of sensory experiences and the appreciation of beauty, aiming to
understand how art affects human perception and emotional response.

Did the idea of aesthetics as a field of study impact other art
forms besides visual arts?
Yes, the concept of aesthetics influenced the development of theories in music, literature, and other
art forms by emphasizing the importance of sensory experience and emotional impact in artistic
appreciation.

Additional Resources
At The Time Alexander Baumgarten Coined The Term Aesthetics, What Type Of Art Was Considered
To Be Most — these words reflect a pivotal moment in the history of philosophy and art, marking the
emergence of a formal discipline dedicated to the study of beauty, sensory experience, and artistic
value. When Alexander Baumgarten introduced the term aesthetics in the mid-18th century, the
landscape of art and its cultural significance was already rich and diverse. Understanding what type
of art was considered most prominent at that moment requires exploring the historical,
philosophical, and artistic context surrounding Baumgarten’s work. This guide delves into that era,
examining the dominant art forms, their cultural status, and the philosophical debates that shaped
perceptions of beauty and artistic value.



---

The Birth of Aesthetics and Its Context

In 1735, Alexander Baumgarten published Aesthetica, where he coined the term aesthetics from the
Greek aisthētikos, meaning perceptible by the senses. His goal was to establish a philosophical
discipline dedicated to the study of sensory experience, particularly in relation to beauty. Prior to
Baumgarten, discussions of art and beauty were scattered across different domains—philosophy,
poetry, and rhetoric—without a unified framework.

At that time, the arts were generally classified into several categories, but the reigning aesthetic and
cultural preferences favored certain art forms over others. The period was characterized by the
Enlightenment’s emphasis on reason, clarity, and classical ideals, which heavily influenced artistic
production and taste.

---

Major Artistic Forms in the Mid-18th Century

1. Classical Painting and Sculpture

Most Dominant Art Forms:
During Baumgarten’s era, classical painting and sculpture were considered the pinnacle of artistic
achievement. These forms drew heavily from the Renaissance and Baroque traditions, emphasizing
harmony, proportion, clarity, and idealized human figures.

Why They Were Considered Most:
- The influence of classical antiquity persisted, especially in European academic circles.
- Artistic training focused on mastering techniques derived from classical models.
- Paintings often depicted mythological, religious, or historical subjects that conveyed moral or
philosophical messages.
- Sculpture celebrated human form and ideal beauty, embodying ideals of harmony and proportion.

Cultural Status:
Classical art was associated with high culture, education, and refinement. It was often commissioned
by aristocrats, monarchs, and religious institutions, reinforcing its prominence.

---

2. Renaissance and Baroque Art

Though rooted earlier than Baumgarten’s time, Renaissance and Baroque art styles continued to be
influential:

- Renaissance art emphasized humanism, realism, and perspective.
- Baroque art introduced dynamism, emotional intensity, and dramatic use of light and shadow.

Perceived Value:
While their influence waned slightly by the mid-18th century, these styles remained highly regarded
and were studied as standards of technical mastery.



---

3. Poetry and Rhetoric

Poetry and rhetoric were also considered vital artistic domains, especially in the context of
Enlightenment education:

- Poetry was viewed as a refined form of expression capable of evoking emotions and moral insights.
- Rhetoric was central to effective communication, persuasion, and the cultivation of eloquence.

Relation to Visual Arts:
While distinct from visual arts, poetry and rhetoric often intersected with painting and sculpture,
especially in the themes they explored and their role in moral and philosophical discourse.

---

The Shift Towards Sensory and Experiential Art

1. Emergence of Sensory Appreciation

Baumgarten’s focus on aesthetics signaled a shift from purely moral or intellectual appreciation of
art to a recognition of sensory experience as a legitimate object of philosophical inquiry. This was a
significant departure from earlier views that prioritized moral didacticism or technical mastery.

Implication:
Art forms that engaged the senses directly—such as music and visual arts—began to be appreciated
not just for their moral or narrative content but for their capacity to evoke feelings and aesthetic
pleasure.

---

2. Music as a Prime Candidate

Although not yet universally considered the highest art form, music gained increasing recognition as
an art that directly appealed to the senses and emotions:

- Music’s non-representational nature aligned with Baumgarten’s ideas about aesthetic experience.
- Philosophers of the time explored music’s capacity to evoke feelings, making it a prime example of
sensory beauty.

Status of Music:
While still considered somewhat secondary to visual arts in institutional settings, music was gaining
prominence as a form that exemplified aesthetic pleasure rooted in sensory perception.

---

The Philosophical Hierarchy of Arts

In the 18th century, a hierarchical view of arts was prevalent, often based on notions of intellectual,
moral, and aesthetic worth.



1. The Fine Arts (Painting, Sculpture, Architecture)

- Seen as the highest because of their visual impact and capacity to represent ideals.
- Valued for their technical mastery and their ability to embody beauty and harmony.

2. Poetry and Literature

- Considered intellectually and morally elevating.
- Valued for their linguistic beauty, moral lessons, and emotional depth.

3. Music

- Recognized for its emotional power and sensory appeal.
- Considered less “noble” than visual arts but increasingly appreciated for its aesthetic qualities.

4. Applied Arts and Crafts

- Included design, decorative arts, and craftsmanship.
- Often regarded as utilitarian and subordinate to “fine” arts.

---

The Role of Artistic Institutions and Cultural Preferences

1. Academic Art and the Royal Academies

- Dominated by painting, sculpture, and architecture.
- Emphasized classical standards, technical virtuosity, and moral themes.

2. The Influence of the Church and State

- Religious themes remained prevalent, especially in painting and sculpture.
- Artistic patronage often reflected moral and political values.

3. Emerging Appreciation for Sensory Arts

- Less institutionalized but increasingly recognized were music and decorative arts, which engaged
the senses directly.

---

Summary: What Art Was Considered Most at Baumgarten’s Time?

In sum, when Alexander Baumgarten coined the term aesthetics, the art forms considered most
esteemed and central to cultural and intellectual life were:

- Classical painting and sculpture — the epitome of visual harmony and ideal beauty.
- Poetry and rhetoric — refined verbal arts that combined moral, emotional, and aesthetic qualities.
- Architecture — as an applied art that demonstrated harmony, proportion, and grandeur.

While music was appreciated for its emotional and sensory appeal, it had not yet achieved the same



high status as visual arts within the academic hierarchy. However, Baumgarten’s philosophical focus
on sensory experience laid the groundwork for elevating arts that engaged the senses—especially
music and visual arts—as central objects of aesthetic inquiry.

---

Final Reflections

Understanding what was considered most valuable in art at the time Baumgarten introduced
aesthetics helps us appreciate the historical evolution of artistic values. It also illustrates how
philosophical shifts can influence perceptions of art, elevating certain forms over others and
broadening the scope of what is considered worthy of study and admiration.

Today, the concept of aesthetics encompasses a diverse range of art forms and sensory experiences,
but its origins in the mid-18th century reflect a moment when visual arts, poetry, and architecture
reigned supreme, laying the foundation for modern aesthetic theory and criticism.
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