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Aesthetic Realism, the education founded by Eli Siegel, the great American poet,
critic, and philosopher, is knowledge that our turbulent world needs. 

I am Donita Ellison, an Aesthetic Realism associate; a sculptor, originally from the
Midwest; a New York art teacher;  a daughter and wife. I have seen—both personally
and professionally—the value of Aesthetic Realism. In my careful opinion, it has the
answers to the biggest questions affecting our nation:

How can our economy be just to all people?

How can men and women understand each other?—and how can
marriages be authentically romantic and kind?

How can education thrive, schools be safe, children love learning?

What can end the violence in our cities and towns?

Behind all of these is the question I’ll soon tell about in relation to my own life: How can
people see each other with real justice—in a way that truly enables us to like ourselves? 

In our Mission Statement you will see that the Aesthetic Realism Foundation is a
vibrant center of culture and ethics in America. At the heart of its thrilling curriculum
is this principle, stated by Eli Siegel: “All beauty is a making one of opposites, and the mak-
ing one of opposites is what we are going after in ourselves.” In Aesthetic Realism classes (in
poetry, music, anthropology, the visual arts, acting, marriage, and more), in the Foun-
dation’s vital outreach programs, in its outstanding theatrical and musical events, and
in consultations given to individuals, people are learning how our largest hopes and
most confusing worries are aesthetic situations, answered in outline in every instance of
good art.

Aesthetic Realism Consultations—& How We See People
How do we see people other than ourselves? is the biggest matter in everyone’s personal
life. It’s also the biggest matter in America’s economy, and in what happens in our streets,
schools, government. And it’s through Aesthetic Realism consultations that a person
can make sense at last of how he or she sees other people—and change magnificently for
the better! Consultations take place in person at the Foundation and by telephone and
Skype across the world. They are a new point in scholarship and the understanding of
oneself, bringing resounding logic and kind comprehension to questions such as Why
don’t I like myself? Why don’t I feel really at ease with people (even though I can put on a good
show)? How can I have more confidence?
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Those questions were mine when I began to have consultations via telephone from
my hometown of Springfield, Missouri. I wanted to understand, too, why my relation-
ships with men always ended with my getting and giving so much pain. I began to learn
what Aesthetic Realism is the philosophy to explain: there is a fight raging in every per-
son all the time—between our deepest desire, to respect the world and people, and the
desire to have contempt, “the addition to self through the lessening of something else.” 

As the articles included with this letter describe, contempt is the cause of
horrific cruelty—racism, economic injustice, the school bullying and violence
plaguing our nation. But also, the contempt we all have is a central cause of the
pain in our lives, of the mistakes we make, of the boredom we feel.

Very early, like most people, I had a disproportionate way of seeing myself. As a
young girl living in southwestern Missouri, I used the praise I got from my family to feel
I was ever so far above other human beings. Though my father, Don Ellison, was a re-
spected horseman and cattleman, and my mother, Beverly Burk, was a nurse, I felt their
role in life was to cater to me. And even though the sight, from my bedroom window, of
the Ozark hills and grazing cattle and horses was beautiful, I felt disdainfully that my
parents’ world of cattle auctions and horse races was demeaning to me.

I judged people according to how much they made of me. For example, in high
school I got mad when my best friend wanted to study for a Latin exam rather than hang
out with me. And with boys and later men, I was in competition with and resented their
interest in sports, politics, and persons other than me. All this is so common. But with-
out Aesthetic Realism people don’t know that it’s contempt and makes us suffer. I in-
creasingly felt troubled about how cold and hard I was,  but I didn’t know how to change.

Then, in an Aesthetic Realism consultation I was asked, “Is one of the things you
worry about, some lack of feeling in yourself?” “Oh yes,” I said, “that bothers me a lot.” I
was surprised when my consultants continued, “Do you cherish your superiority above
all other things?” I did! For example, they asked, about my parents, “Do you think
you’ve given yourself a sensitivity and awareness that you find inconceivable in them?”
I had. This contempt, I learned, was the very thing stopping me from having the feeling
about people I longed for—including in love. I felt new hope when my consultants ex-
plained: “The more you see yourself as like other people and things, the happier you will
be.” I am grateful to say I’ve seen this is true!

A New Experience of Justice
For the purpose of seeing my likeness to other people, beginning with my parents, I was
assigned to write soliloquies of my mother and father at age 18. What an experience it
was as I began to see Don Ellison and Beverly Burk for the first time as people in their
own right, with hopes and fears, longings and disappointments.  I had a new respect and
care for them.

My father is no longer alive. But he was thankful that, because of what I was learn-

2

• Outreach • Terrain Gallery • Support • Ways You Can Study • Theatre Company

http://www.aestheticrealism.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/FR-Reprint-2013.pdf
http://www.aestheticrealism.org/outreach/
http://www.aestheticrealism.org/terrain-gallery/
http://www.aestheticrealism.org/to-support-us/
http://www.aestheticrealism.org/ways-you-can-study/
http://www.aestheticrealism.org/theatre-company/


ing, he was able to see a much kinder daughter. As my mother saw how I was becoming
less self-centered and more interested in her perceptions—including her criticism of
me—she too began to study Aesthetic Realism. I cherish the friendship that Beverly
Burk and I now have. It is deep, warm, and encouraging—so different from my scorn
and coldness of the past.

Love—& Justice to People
How love fares in our lives depends on how we see people: after all, it’s a person we’re
trying to care for. I learned from Aesthetic Realism the way of seeing people a woman
needs in order for love to succeed. “Has any man ever been completely real to you?” I was
asked in a consultation. My answer was “No.” That’s because I wasn’t interested in who a
man was—how he saw the world, his opinions about things, his hopes, and what he had
against himself. 

What I was interested in was the adoration he could give to me. This lessening of
another’s fullness is pretty much standard in people’s lives. But what it can take in, is
described in this landmark statement by Eli Siegel, from James and the Children: “As
soon as you have contempt, as soon as you don’t want to see another person as having
the fullness that you have, you can rob that person, hurt that person, kill that person.”

Like many women, I felt love and knowledge were as incompatible as oil and
water. As an art major in college I spent hours studying, for instance, the difference
between archaic and classical Greek sculpture, a study I respected myself for. But
“real fun,” as I saw it, was what I went after with men.  After the pleasure of being
with a man I often felt ashamed—and also angry, thinking that men didn’t seem to
have the misgivings I did. It was in my first consultation that I began to learn that
the purpose of love and sex is to like the world— and this is the one purpose that can
have us feel proud.

My consultants asked: “Do you think it’s possible to use a man to like the world, as
you would use a painting or sculpture?” And how surprised I was when they asked: “Is a
man looking for something? Is it related to what you are looking for?” I began to see that
what a man was looking for, his purpose in life, was to respect himself for how he saw the
world; and that a man, and every person, wants to put together the very opposites made
one in art: like freedom and order, energy and calm, strength and delicacy, humility and
pride. As I learned how to have a new purpose with a man, I fell in love with Dr. Jaime
Torres. I’m so glad to be married to him and to feel that his relation to the world adds to
me. It enables my mind to be larger, my heart kinder. I am grateful that our education
continues in the magnificent professional classes taught by the Chairman of Education,
Ellen Reiss. It’s our opinion, one had by many people, that she is the most important
educator of our time.

The change in me (which I’ve described only a little) represents the change
Aesthetic Realism can make possible for everyone. It’s a change from contempt to
more respect, and the safety of our world depends on it.
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Art, Outreach, Education—& More!
I could say much more about the Aesthetic Realism Foundation. But swiftly—

There is the magnificent Aesthetic Realism Teaching Method workshop. It’s a great
pleasure to say from years of classroom experience: the Aesthetic Realism teaching
method is the answer for our schools. “The purpose of education,” Aesthetic Realism
explains, “is to like the world through knowing it.” And through this method, young
people—of no matter what background, neighborhood, or grade level—learn successful-
ly, and eagerly. And they are kinder!

There are the public seminars, in which the most pressing questions people have are
explained and discussed culturally. Two recent seminars, for example, were “What Does
It Mean to Be a Good Husband?” and “To Manage People or Understand Them: The
Historic & Intimate Debate.”

There are the Saturday evening Dramatic Presentations, new in their oneness of
entertainment and education.

There are the productions by the acclaimed Aesthetic Realism Theatre Company,
performed at the Foundation, other New York area venues, and nationally. Just this year
audiences have been moved and brought to their feet by such presentations as “The
Great Fight of Ego versus Truth: Songs about Love, Justice, & Everybody’s Feelings,”
and “Humanity’s Opposites—Beginning with Ireland.” 

The Foundation is also home to the Terrain Gallery. Since its opening in 1955, the
Terrain’s exhibitions have been true to its motto, this statement of Eli Siegel: “In reality
opposites are one; art shows this.” In my opinion, there is no more important sentence
about art than that. And no gallery in New York is more respected—or more exciting—
than the Terrain. 

There are the Foundation’s outreach programs, which bring crucial knowledge and
new hope to people young and older—through afterschool programs; anti-bullying and
anti-prejudice workshops; and presentations for seniors, in English and Spanish, on top-
ics such as “Using Love, the Family, & Age to Like the World.”

The Aesthetic Realism Foundation is clearly a center of the most beautiful and
important activity. I think everyone who truly knows of it will want to help sustain its
tremendously needed work!

Sincerely,

Donita Ellison
Aesthetic Realism Associate
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