Hi, how is everybody tonight?  Are you getting hungry?
Students:  Yeah

Allyson:  Alright, I’m going to get you out of here soon.  Alright, I’m going to start tonight with a story.  Sort of an embarrassing one I think when you’re faced with a crowd like this you just tell an embarrassing story and you feel better.  Alright, when I was ten years old, my family took a trip to France.  At the time, I was literate, but I was not yet educated.  What I mean is that I could read pretty well, I could write a passable sentence, and I could do basic math, but I still had a lot to learn.  About Europe, I knew very little, and about France, I knew even less.  For example, I could not speak a word in French or any other foreign language, and I didn’t know many people who could.  In fact, while I was in France, I was under the mistaken impression that as an English speaker, I could say whatever I wanted at any volume without fearing that somebody else might understand me.  I was, therefore, a walking disaster, a total embarrassment.  My mother and father should have left me back at the first hotel zipped up in a duffle bag, but instead, (and how can I ever thank them for this, they are here tonight, just by coincidence) they brought me along with them.  They took me to city after city.  One afternoon while we were in Nice, in the south of France, my parents had the temerity to take me with them into a crowded art gallery.  I suppose it was a good art gallery, but I don’t remember any of the displayed works except one, (Let’s see if this works…there it is) a white canvas, unframed, with a bright yellow square painted on it.  The painting had no notable title, it was “Yellow square number two” or something like that, and I don’t know the name of the artist, but the white was very white and the yellow was very yellow, and the gallery had it brightly lit so that its solar qualities were enhanced.  Still, I thought it was a stupid painting.  “I could paint that” I said too loudly, instantly, a young man, not much older than most of you, who had just been speaking rapid French to his friends, turned to me and said in English “you could have painted that, but you didn’t.”  I was flabbergasted.  I think I tried to run away, but the young man introduced himself to my parents.  He was a reporter with the International Herald Tribune and he encouraged me back to the painting.  What is it a painting of?  My painting vanished, (looking behind her on the screen) has my painting ever been there?  What do I do, am I aiming at the wrong thing? Oh good.  There’s my painting! There it is!  Ok, a round of applause.  Ok, I swear, technology, it will kill you every time.  Alright, so there’s the painting, “what it is a painting of?” he asked.  “A yellow square” I said.  “You are such a literalist” he said, using a word I didn’t know, though his tone suggested that literalists were out of fashion.  “Listen” he said, “do you read music, do you play an instrument?”  What a relief to tell him that I did read music, I had taken piano lessons.  “Well maybe you can help me then” he said, squinting at the painting again, “I’ve always wondered, is that a picture of the tone E-flat, or is it that a picture of the tone F-sharp?”  I don’t remember the rest of our conversation, I’m sure I didn’t respond with any wit or insight, but I was at that moment thunderstruck.  At the time, I couldn’t have told you why I was so shaken, but in retrospect I can see that my education, my real education, had been kicked into high gear.  How do I know?  The answer is that all at once, the painting of the yellow square something I had found to be at best boring, and at worst, idiotic transformed for me into something meaningful, complex, valuable, something beautiful.  I’ll tell you this; the night after my encounter with the yellow square as I lay into the hotel bed, listening to my mother and father snore, it occurred to me that if a single yellow square could represent a single musical note, then what was this (changes picture on projector).  I’d been through more than one French museum and had seen a bunch of French paintings, but had I heard them?  What was this? (Changes picture again)  A symphony? Or this (changes picture again), cool jazz?  What was this? (changes again) Psychedelic rock?  (changes again) Techno pop? (changes again)  Could Beethoven’s “Eroica” be painted?  What about Jimi Hendrix’s “Foxy Lady?”  Maybe reds and purples emerging out of a field of smoky gray.  And here I will share with you the point of my talk today, which is that the ability to ask good questions – what might a yellow square on a white canvas signify?  The ability to use your own knowledge and creativity to see things from compelling perspectives will have the effect of filling your lives with beauty.  Beauty is sometimes obvious – who doesn’t appreciate a vivid sunset or a blooming spring garden, but I think that a persons most intense experiences with beauty happen when beauty is not obvious, when the encounter is unexpected.  My encounter with the yellow square is a good example, but it’s very important to note that I never would have seen the beauty of the yellow square had I not had some knowledge of music, however, limited.  That provided me with a new vantage point from which to see the painting.  That’s really weird!  A knowledge of music taught me to appreciate a painting?!  If you’d asked me when I was ten years old, I would have told you that music and painting were separate subjects like carrots and chicken on a dinner plate meant to be consumed separately.  Well, I wasn’t a very brilliant child, I was much, much older when I understood that all knowledge or all truth was related to all other truth – a lesson I learned in part through my encounters with beauty.  For example, a knowledge of the cardiovascular system, of the beating heart, helps you to hear the organic rhythms of language.  “Whose woods are these, I think I know, buh bum buh bum buh bum buh bum.”  Some knowledge of astronomy really helps you appreciate the sight of a cup of uncooked rice being poured into a large, smooth bowl.  Maybe you know what I’m talking about when I say that the personal experience of lifting a hay bale highlights the sense of kindness and gentleness radiating from certain pairs of old and battered hands.  It’s this simple – the more you know, the more beauty, the more unexpected beauty, you have access to.  And so, my message to all of you sitting here today is learn everything.  Biology, history, sociology, English, anthropology, music, physics and dance, math, foreign language, econ, philosophy – learn everything!  Learn everything, and the grades will follow.  Don’t worry about grades, learn everything because each one of you has only got one life to live and you want it to be soaked with value and complexity, and rich, satisfying encounters with beauty – learn everything.  There are, you know, fringe benefits.  For those who lead beautiful lives, a person who pursues beauty by studying her world from the trail of snails to the tails of comets cannot ever be bored.  A person who recognizes beauty in the intricate characters of all people cannot be bigoted and cannot hate.  A person who has been taught by oft repeated experiences with beauty knows that they cannot despair in the face of a difficult problem.  I can see by the avid expressions on some of your faces that you are all pretty bright and that at this point in my little spiel, you have probably got the point – learn….

Students:  EVERYTHING!

Allyson:  Learn everything, that’s right.  Commit yourself to getting a good broad based liberal arts education and your lives will be more interesting, maybe more beautiful like Loomis says – it’s not a difficult lesson or an unbelievable or controversial one, but there’s more to the relationship between beauty and education so don’t close your notebooks quite yet.  To explain this next part, I am going to have to fast forward nine years.  I’m nineteen now, and I’m sitting in my ancient philosophy course at Boston University where I went to college.  (Pointing to the screen) That’s kind of a bad image of a map of Boston.  The professor is the very sly, very sharp Aryeh Motzkin.  Motzkin never paid any attention to schedules to when classes were supposed to start or end, and so he found a convenient to hold his classes at a diner called “The Busy Bee,” where there was a table dedicated to him and to his students.  The wait staff emptied buckets of coffee into our mugs while Motzkin grilled us on questions of importance.  What is happiness he wanted to know.  What is love?  What is justice?  The conversations never went on for fewer than four hours, and everyone always left with a terrible case of the caffeine jitters.  Three weeks into the course I was beginning to lose patience.  Motzkin never came to any conclusions about anything.  Class ended not when we had answers, so what is happiness exactly?  But when Motzkin got tired of talking, then he’d put ten bucks on the table and say “my friends, we will finish this conversation next time.”  One evening, my class was working on the topic “What is Beauty.”  My hams were sore from sitting so long in my chair, and I could see that we weren’t getting anywhere with beauty just as we hadn’t gotten anywhere with love or justice.  Motzkin had pointed out to us a child who was sitting at the opposite side of the restaurant and he had asked us whether or not this child was beautiful.  We had already discussed the usual problems that beauty is in the eye of the beholder, that beauty may only be skin deep.  Still, Motzkin was absolutely insisting that we give him an answer.  He was practically poking the student next to him with a fork, “is the child beautiful or isn’t she?” (poking with the fork)  “Is she or isn’t she, is she or isn’t she?”  I must have been very frustrated because it was out of character for me to do what I did next which was to roll my eyes and throw my voice up above the general din and say “it’s an unanswerable question, you know it’s an unanswerable question so quit bugging us!”  Motzkin smiled, “Have we reached a moment of despair?” he said, “shall we now leave this place and throw ourselves into Boston Harbor?”  The man was absolutely grinning.  He turned to me, “of course the question is unanswerable” he said, “therefore, let us answer it, otherwise, we should swim with the fishes.  What will it be?  The question, or the harbor?  The question, or the harbor?”  “The harbor” I said.  Motzkin laughed and picked up his pen, he opened his hand and drew something on his left palm.  From where I sat, I could see that it was a cartoon of a cat.  With more difficulty, he wrote something in his other hand, something he didn’t reveal to us and I won’t reveal to you just yet.  He presented us with his cat hand, “what have you got?” he said “that this cat hasn’t got?”  Now, there a lots of viable answers to this question.  Cats don’t have eyeglasses, teapots, modeling clay, cable television, but Motzkin was looking for another answer.  Do any of you have any idea?  What do you have that the cat doesn’t have?  Shout.
Students:  Reason

Allyson:  Who said reason?  Do we have another book?  Yeah! Reason!  That was the answer that Motzkin was looking for.  The ability to reason, the ability to think about difficult questions, solve difficult problems, find ways to express difficult ideas.  “This,” said Motzkin, and I think he’s right, “is what differentiates humans from cats and just about every other critter on Earth.  Hang on (takes sip of water).  This idea that humans are differentiated by reason was one of the big ideas of that deeply ancient philosopher Plato, who lived and thought and wrote some 2,350 years ago.  He said that since reason thinking was a uniquely human ability, then thinking and reasoning were part of the essence, part of the truth, and definitely part of the beauty of humanity.  Plato said that humans were most human and least like cats when they were thinking, when they were striving for understanding.  Now, here’s what the sly professor Motzkin wrote in his other hand.  Beauty.  Ok, so, the cat is over here (extending left arm) and beauty is over here (extending right arm) and human beings are caught in the middle.  What I mean is, human beings are living animals like cats, right?  But we’ve moved beyond snacking on raw chipmunks and marking our territory with pee, right?  But beauty is a little bit beyond us, it’s a little bit beyond us, we can’t quite get to it, we can’t quite know it fully.  We can strive for it, we can chase after it, and we can encounter it by using our abilities to think and reason.  More than twenty-three centuries ago, Plato taught us a lesson that I hope you will find value in today:  if the ability to think is essential to humanity, part of the truth, part of the beauty of humanity, then you human, and you human (pointing to the crowd) and you human, and you human, are at your most beautiful when you are thinking, when you are learning, when you are pursuing beauty.  Your education, then, not only helps you to encounter beauty outside of yourselves, but to encounter beauty within yourselves.  Throw those fashion magazines away people, you don’t need them.  Learn everything.  Learn what?
Students:  EVERYTHING

Allyson:  Learn what?

Students:  EVERYTHING

Allyson:  LEARN EVERYTHING!  PURSUE BEAUTY!  BE BEAUTIFUL!  Look around, aren’t you something?  Aren’t you beautiful?  Use your college days to exercise your essential humanity and then go out there into the world, each one of you, and live a seriously beautiful life.  

