
American Beauty: Who is the American beauty? 
 
At first, we might assume the film’s American beauty is Angela (Suvari), the 
provocative and alluring friend of our protagonist’s daughter Jane (Birch). 
Mendes weaves a tale of voyeurism and exhibitionism, centred on the male 
gaze.  Angela is beautiful. However, the film reveals a human fragility beneath 
the plastic exterior  which has become a shield for her insecurities. In the 
film’s final act, she shows a human empathy that she has not shown before. In 
this way, she is an American beauty and not just the object of the male gaze of 
Lester, portrayed so perfectly by Kevin Spacey. 
 
We may assume that the American beauty, controversially, is Lester’s shrill, 
irksome wife, a woman who matches the handle of her garden pruning 
clippers to her shoes, ‘no accident’ as Lester informs us.  Physical appearances 
and the subjectivity which follows such notions aside, Carolyn (Burnham), is, 
at the outset of the film, anything but beautiful. As Lester tells her, material 
possessions, her career and spilling beer on the sofa are far more important 
than ‘living’. This narrow mindedness leads her to become the object of desire 
for Buddy (Gallagher), her competitor in real estate. They start a lurid extra-
marital relationship that hovers somewhere between physical attraction and a 
means of career advancement. For Buddy, perhaps, she is the American 
beauty, but this seems short of the mark of the film’s emotional core. 
 
The American beauty is, in many ways Lester’s daughter Jane. She is an object 
of desire for her neighbour and subsequent boyfriend Ricky (Bentley), who 
films her and watches her from his bedroom window. There are self-
referential notions here, as Ricky films life and the world around him, 
remarking upon its beauty as he firmly plays the role of appreciative voyeur. 
He observes Jane closely. Every movement of her body is beautiful to him has 
to be documented. She is, ostensibly, the main candidate for the title of 
‘American beauty’.  
 
On the other hand, Lester himself is, in many ways the American beauty of 
this film. Spurred on by his mid-life crisis, he slowly lets go of the middle 
class, suburban shackles that tie him down and starts to live. He begins a 
fitness regime, drinks fruit smoothies, indulges in marijuana and begins to 
truly love life by simply not giving a damn; “today I quit my job. And then I 
told my boss to go fuck himself, and then I blackmailed him for almost sixty 
thousand dollars. Pass the asparagus.” Lester also becomes an object of fatal 
desire in his own way, for the confused Colonel Fitts (Cooper), whose sexual 
issues are hidden deep beneath an army bravado. But this is not why Lester 
can be consider as the American beauty. It is his attitude to life that is 
beautiful. He is admirable in his ability to do what he wants, when he wants 
and still be a perfectly empathetic everyman without the slightest hint to 
pretence or arrogance.  
 
What the American beauty truly is, is simultaneously all and nothing of the 
above. 
 
After all, the question is not who the American beauty is, but what the 
American beauty is, illustrated through Lester’s attitude to life. American 



beauty is personified in Lester and is both an attitude to life and life itself. He 
tells us plainly;  “I guess I could be pretty pissed off about what happened to 
me, but it's hard to stay mad when there's so much beauty in the world. 
Sometimes I feel like I'm seeing it all at once, and it's too much. My heart fills 
up like a balloon that's about to burst. And then I remember to relax, and stop 
trying to hold on to it, and then it flows through me like rain, and I can't feel 
anything but gratitude for every single moment of my stupid little life. You 
have no idea what I'm talking about, I'm sure. But don't worry. You will 
someday.”  
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