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“I want to know, for example, why beauty exists,” she said, 
 “why nature continues to contrive it, and what is the link 

 between the life of a tree and its beauty, and what connects  
the mere existence of the sea or a lightning storm  

with the feelings these things inspire in us?  
If God does not exist, if these things are not unified 

 into one metaphorical system, 
 then why do they retain for us such symbolic power?”  

Anne Rice – The Vampire Lestat 

 

 

Simle ðæt unwlitige wlitigaþ ðæt wlitige (Shrn. 165, 35) 

‘the beautiful always beautifies the unbeautiful’ 

 

 

Do you want the truth or something beautiful?  

Paloma Faith 
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ABSTRACT 

This PhD thesis analyses 94 different lexical items that belong to the domain of aesthetic 

emotions. They are distributed along 1034 fragments from diverse Old English poems. This 

analysis is aimed at exploring the usage of lexical aesthetic emotion markers in Anglo-Saxon 

vernacular poetry. More specific goals of this study include understanding how the Anglo-

Saxons related to and understood the aesthetic emotions of the experience of beauty, aesthetic 

pleasure, wonder, the experience of ugliness and disgust as triggered and rendered by the poetic 

genre and what differences exist between emotion families. Combining methods from different 

disciplines like cognitive science, emotion research, corpus-based lexical semantics and 

computational linguistics, this thesis aims at discovering the implicit associations and exact 

semantic value of these aesthetic emotion terms, to undercover implicit figurative expressions 

in these terms and in their application, to come up with a list of the expected responses on the 

part of an audience, to determine if there was a social or religious intentionality behind the 

usage of these terms as mass control tools and, finally, to establish what role these terms play 

in the larger Anglo-Saxon poetic formulaic style. My analysis has highlighted a marked 

predominance of those lexemes that refer to beauty over those for ugliness or wonder. It has 

also shown that, in the poetic genre, these aesthetic emotion markers were, indeed, intentionally 

used drawing on the moral ideas that were frequently implicit through figurative language in 

these terms with the purpose of moralising audiences as well as entertaining them. This allows 

to predict very specific responses depending on the nature of the emotion that was being either 

described or that a given passage aimed at triggering on its audience. In essence, this study 

demonstrates that these expressions were fundamental constituents of the Anglo-Saxon 

formulaic style, particularly terms denoting beauty, aesthetic pleasure and wonder. The relative 

frequency of attestation of aesthetic emotion terminology in the complete corpus (more than 

one per cent, overall) further proves that poetry was certainly the domain of beauty, ugliness 

and wonder. 
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RESUMEN 

Esta tesis doctoral analiza 94 lexemas diferentes que pertenecen al campo de la emoción 

estética. Se distribuyen en 1034 fragmentos en distintos poemas escritos en inglés antiguo. Este 

análisis tiene como objetivo explorar el uso de los marcadores lingüísticos de emoción estética 

en la poesía vernácula anglosajona. Metas más especificas incluyen determinar cómo los 

anglosajones entendían y se relacionaban con las distintas emociones estéticas, cómo son la 

experiencia de la belleza, el placer estético, el asombro, la experiencia de la fealdad y la 

repulsión tal y como son desencadenadas y representadas en el genero poético, estableciendo 

así las diferencias fundamentales entre estas emociones. Combinando métodos de distintas 

disciplinas como la ciencia cognitiva, la teoría de las emociones, semántica léxica basada en 

corpus y la lingüística computacional, esta tesis tiene como propósito descubrir las asociaciones 

implícitas en estos términos y su valor semántico exacto, investigar las expresiones figurativas 

que pueden estar implícitas en estos términos y en su uso, predecir una serie de respuestas de 

la audiencia anglosajona a estos poemas, establecer si había una intencionalidad de carácter 

religioso o social en el uso de estos términos como herramientas de control de masas y, 

finalmente, averiguar el papel que estos lexemas asumen en el contexto más general del estilo 

poético y formulaico que caracteriza la poesía anglosajona. Mi análisis ha establecido que hay 

una predominancia de los términos que denotan belleza sobre aquellos que se refieren a 

experiencias estéticas negativas o al asombro. También ha determinado que, en el género 

poético, estos marcadores eran, efectivamente, usados intencionalmente valiéndose de las ideas 

morales que estaban implícitas en estos términos a través del lenguaje figurativo con el objetivo 

de moralizar y entretener a la audiencia. Esto ha dado lugar a una predicción de las distintas 

respuestas emocionales que podrían haber surgido dependiendo de la familia a la que estos 

términos perteneciesen, bien fuese a través de la representación de estas emociones por medio 

de los términos estéticos o bien a través de su uso para desencadenarlas. En esencia, este estudio 

ha demostrado que estas expresiones eran constituyentes fundamentales del estilo formulaico 

anglosajón, particularmente los términos que denotaban belleza. La frecuencia relativa de 

ocurrencia de estos términos, comparada con el total de palabras en la sección de poesía del 

corpus, subraya que el género poético era ciertamente el campo de la belleza, la fealdad y el 

asombro.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
It is a truth universally acknowledged that beautiful people are generally more successful, and 

they tend to be trusted more often. For centuries, writers, poets, philosophers and artists alike 

have equated beauty to truth and, by extension, to honesty and goodness. The poet John Keats 

famously wrote “Beauty is truth, truth beauty, —that is all / Ye know on earth, and all ye need 

to know.” More obliquely, Emily Dickinson, the recluse American poet, established an allegory 

between two people, one who had died for beauty and another that had died for truth, only to 

claim, in the voice of one of the poem’s characters that “the two are one” and that the two dead 

bodies who rest in adjacent graves “brethren are.” Such schemes are, of course, disrupted when 

one reads John Berger claiming that “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”  

 Conversely, decades of popular culture and literature have drawn upon ugly and 

deformed figures in order to portray characters with defective morals and evil intentions. It 

seems to be a rule of thumb in audio-visual entertainment that the innocent and good-natured 

main character should be handsome or attractive in any way, shape or form, while the antagonist 

is supposed to be far less good-looking, often physically deformed, and they usually bear visible 

marks of their evilness. This is a cliché that more recent artworks or products of entertainment 

have begun to alter in favour of different aesthetic and cinematic models. However, the reason 

why this stereotype has been (and still is) used ab nauseam is because it is a very effective one 

at its core. By means of this association, audiences and readers instantly recognise, at least at a 

subconscious level, who is the good guy and who is the bad guy.  

 As a fiction writer myself, I have often overused this recourse, thinking that it made the 

symbolic dimension of my work richer, only to realise that readers do not necessarily want to 

be spoon-fed. Nevertheless, this made me reflect on the origins of this ‘myth’, so to say, the 

idea that a person’s physique reflects their morals. I started to wonder the extent to which this 

association has permeated the literature of earlier periods and how and why it was used, whether 

it might have been a sort of weapon of mass control if applied by religious authorities and how 

exactly words of beauty and ugliness affect a person’s perception or imagination of a given 

reality, fictional or otherwise.  

 I first started studying words for beauty back in 2017, when I began to prepare my 

undergraduate dissertation under the supervision of Prof. Díaz Vera. I had been previously 

pursuing what I thought were mutually exclusive interests in historical linguistics and literature, 

only to discover that they were, in fact, complementary. By July 2017, I had presented an 

undergraduate dissertation on the analysis of a random sampling of the Old English adjective 

fæger, one of the main descriptors for beauty in that language. Next year, for my Master’s 
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thesis, I embarked on a significantly larger project that would set the bases for the present study. 

In it, I analysed the complete array of attestations of OE fæger through the Old English corpus. 

That study yielded significant remarks that oriented further research. On the one hand, it 

provided me with some basic knowledge as to the usage of aesthetic terminology on the part of 

Anglo-Saxon authors. On the other hand, it informed about the frequency of usage of this term: 

my analysis proved that this adjective was used ten times more frequently in verse than in prose, 

despite the fact that the poetic genre is clearly underrepresented in the corpus of existing 

writings in Old English. My Master’s thesis also was a great opportunity to familiarise myself 

with both the Old English language and Anglo-Saxon vernacular literature, as well as with 

cognitive linguistic methods. Similarly, I discovered the benefits of implementing a database in 

diachronic and lexical semantics research. I presented said study in June 2018.  

 I did not have a clear idea as to whether I wanted to immediately enrol myself in a PhD 

programme, so I took some time off and devoted myself to teaching English for a few months, 

partly forgetting about the Anglo-Saxons and their notions of beauty. It was not until December 

2018, when I received a PhD contract funded by the University of Castilla-La Mancha and the 

European Social fund, that I started thinking about Anglo-Saxon England again. It was clear to 

me that I wanted to write about the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic emotions, as I knew that topic had a 

lot of potential, and it appealed to me at a personal level, but I was unsure about the approach 

that I should adopt. I did not want to exclusively rely on computational linguistic methods as I 

did in my Master’s thesis, because that implied the challenging task of interpreting fragments 

in the abstract without a solid knowledge of the surrounding context, and the complete Old 

English corpus was big enough for me to not consider doing a continuous reading of every 

single text. Basing on the results that my Master’s thesis yielded, that OE fæger, one of the two 

main aesthetic emotion marker in Old English, was attested far more frequently in poetry, I 

assumed that that could tentatively be the case of other terms as well.  

 Doing more research on the nature of Old English poetry at an initial stage, I realised 

that there was far more potential in an analysis of how aesthetic emotions were rendered and 

triggered in the poetic genre than in prose. Because poetry was mainly an oral genre, I assumed 

that these pieces of literature would have been more widespread and well-known than other 

genres like the verse lives of saints or other Biblical or entertainment literature. While there 

was evidence that poetry was recited in communal settings, there is no certainty as to whether 

common people who were not literate knew of Ælfric’s Lives of Saints or The Wonders of the 

East, for example. Bearing this in mind, I decided to narrow my scope and limit my study to 

the Anglo-Saxon poetic production, as some cognitive linguistics researchers have done in 

recent publications in the field of Old English emotions. Because I limited my corpus, I 
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reasoned that I could, instead, focus on a greater variety of emotions. This is when I realised 

that an analysis of beauty in Anglo-Saxon vernacular poetry could also benefit from a similar 

study on ugliness. Additionally, I also thought that I could include in this study the emotion of 

wonder because, by then, I understood it as a potentially ambivalent emotion, particularly in 

the Anglo-Saxon context. In my view, analysing these three different emotional families would 

provide with interesting information about how the Anglo-Saxons related to beauty, ugliness 

and wonder and the ideas that were culturally associated with them.  

 Beginning this study, I had several aims and objectives in mind. The different chapters 

that compose this study enumerate in the opening sections the self-contained goals of each of 

these chapters, sections and subsections, and they assess them in the conclusion, but this study 

also contains larger and more general goals, which I will enumerate briefly in the following 

lines:  

 

· To understand better human emotion processes and highlight the ideas that can be 

applied to the Anglo-Saxon poetic corpus.  

· To look into the dynamics of the aesthetic emotion process and to explore its different 

layers and families, both in general and in the Anglo-Saxon content.  

· To investigate the aesthetic ideas from the Medieval period as they were represented 

in art and literature and to try to retrieve a canon of beauty, ugliness and wonder from 

the existing Old English poetry.  

· To briefly make an overview of the existing research on cognitive science and 

computational linguistics and how these methods can assist the study of the Anglo-

Saxon aesthetic emotions.  

· To draw from studies on the Anglo-Saxon senses, psychological thought and emotions 

in order to ground this study of aesthetic emotions.  

· To explore the attestations of the different linguistic aesthetic emotion markers to a) 

decipher what poets and audiences particularly understood by a given term, b) discover 

the connections, associations, cultural and symbolic meanings that are implicit in these 

terms, c) establish if there are instances of figurative language in the application of these 

terms, d) look into how audiences would have evaluated and appraised these poems, e) 

determine how these poems might have affected Anglo-Saxon audiences, drawing from 

contemporary aesthetic emotion theories, f) ascertain if there are precise poetic, social 

or religious strategies behind the usage of these terms, g) pinpoint the differences 

between their usage in religious and entertainment contexts and see whether these 
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overlap or not, and h) to determine what part these terms play in the Anglo-Saxon poetic 

formulaic style.  

 

With the aim of attaining these goals I have structured the present study into eight different 

chapters.  

 The first chapter contains an overview of the contemporary research on emotions and 

aesthetic emotions, departing in the latter case from historical research on aesthetic experience. 

It provides a theoretical basis, and it defines the concepts that will be recurrently used in the 

next chapters. The second chapter adopts a different perspective on beauty, ugliness and 

wonder, and it discusses them from the perspectives of philosophy, art history and literature. 

This chapter similarly aims at contextualising Anglo-Saxon aesthetic canons into the larger 

Medieval Western canons for beauty, ugliness and wonder, highlighting the religious, social 

and artistic ideas that were most frequently associated with these aesthetic ideas. Chapter three 

outlines and explores Anglo-Saxon writings, placing a focus on the emotional, cultural and 

psychological phenomena that are represented in them. This chapter also makes a summary and 

commentary of the existing research on Anglo-Saxon aesthetics, if not necessarily on aesthetic 

emotions. In chapter number four, I explain the methodology that was used for this study, 

detailing the nature of the corpus that I have used, the structure of the database in which I have 

categorised the attestations and the importance of the tags that I have used in doing so. The 

experience of positive aesthetic emotions in Anglo-Saxon poetry is explored, analysed and 

discussed in one of the longest and more exhaustive chapters of this thesis, chapter number five, 

which divides the aesthetic emotion terminology attending to the lexical domain to which they 

belong. Chapter six is shorter than the previous one and it explores the negative counterparts of 

beauty and aesthetic pleasure, the experiences of ugliness and disgust and their representation 

in the Old English poetic corpus. In chapter seven, I discuss the experience of WONDER on its 

own, in order to determine its exact valence and how it is triggered and represented in and by 

Anglo-Saxon vernacular poetry. Chapters five through seven contain, as I mentioned above, 

opening sections that state the specific aims of these chapters and self-contained conclusions in 

their closing sections that make an overview of the chapter and offer partial concluding remarks 

that draw on some of the attestation tables that are drawn from the database. Furthermore, 

chapter eight offers final conclusions that assess the emotions analysed in chapters five, six and 

seven and it also contains a comparison based on the types of evaluation that the fragments in 

the concordance exhibit and the genres in which they are used. It similarly contrasts the 

evidence in this study and its analysis with the information from the theoretical framework that 

is developed in chapters one through three, with the intention of confirming or denying the 
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research questions that it poses. Finally, appendix number one contains some of the images to 

which I have made reference through the chapters with the aim of giving visual referents for 

some of the ideas that I have discussed. It should be mentioned that chapters one through eight 

were written using a consistent adaptation of the Chicago-Style Citation system for the body of 

the text. However, for the bibliography section, I have opted for the American Psychology 

Association bibliography style. 

 Broadly speaking, this study fills the existing gap on research on Anglo-Saxon 

emotions. Even though there are many publications that explore the conceptualisation of the 

mind and the treatment of sensory data, and many different volumes and publications on diverse 

Anglo-Saxon emotions have been written from several perspectives and theoretical angles, very 

few academic articles focus on Anglo-Saxon aesthetic emotions and no volumes have ever been 

written on this emotion family. This study opens the door for the examination of the Anglo-

Saxon aesthetic experience and their relation to ideals of beauty, ugliness and wonder, which, 

at a more basic level, can not only inform about the Anglo-Saxons’ aesthetic preferences, but it 

can shed some light on how and why humans are so fascinated by the experience of beauty, the 

contemplation of the universe and the many natural and manufactured objects that can be found 

in it, and why it is that the negative side of aesthetic emotion can repel or appeal to the human 

character.  
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1. Aesthetic emotion and aesthetic experience  

Aesthetic emotions are experienced continuously throughout a person’s lifetime, but one rarely 

stops to think about the cultural, psychological and physiological processes that they entail. In 

this chapter, I will present an overview of the key-concepts in aesthetic emotion theories. In 

order to do so, I will go over the different theories of aesthetic emotions that have been proposed 

both recently and over the last centuries, focusing at large on the components of aesthetic 

experience. This comprises the complete chain of events that takes place from the moment a 

person perceives a certain stimulus until the moment in which they express its perceived beauty, 

ugliness or wonder, among other aesthetic emotions, without losing sight of the different 

underlying processes that occur in between. Before doing this, I will make some initial and 

necessary remarks on emotion and emotional experience that will frame aesthetic emotion in 

the larger framework of the different emotion theories proposed during this and the last century 

by various scholars, philosophers and writers. Likewise, I will clarify or detail the definitions 

of some of the most relevant terms surrounding emotion phenomena in order to provide some 

homogeneity regarding terminology throughout this study. Thereafter, I will produce an 

overview of the different aesthetic emotion theories to try to establish a general and more or 

less consensual depiction of the aesthetic emotion process.  Finally, I will focus individually on 

the three emotion families traditionally distinguished for aesthetic emotion, namely: positive 

aesthetic emotions, negative aesthetic emotions and mixed emotional phenomena.  

 

1.1 Preliminary notes on emotion 

Emotions are a fundamental part of human experience. They play an important role in the 

survival of the individual, but they also account for the most pleasant and unpleasant sides of 

human nature. Love, joy, happiness, sadness, hate or anger may be in some cases as vital for 

the individual as food or oxygen. Emotions drive human actions and give sense to human 

existence. They shape the human experience of the world and of oneself, but, despite this, there 

is a complex interaction between mind and body during the emotion episode that sometimes is 

overlooked. In this section, I will make a brief overview of the emotion process in order to 

determine what is meant by ‘emotion’. Similarly, I will discuss the biological and cultural 

dimensions of the emotion process in order to highlight the extents to which emotion is a 

fundamentally embodied cultural process.  

 There is no consensus in the academic field as to what exactly an emotion is. Each 

discipline has a specific approach to emotion, which inevitably has an effect on the scope of its 

definition. Scherer (2005: 697) agrees that “scholars from different disciplines in the humanities 

and the social and behavioural sciences rarely agree on [an approach to cope with these 
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theoretical differences.]” Scientists, doctors and psychologists, for instance Damasio (1999) 

and Scherer (2005), generally focus on the bodily responses and consequences of the emotion 

episode. Cognitive linguists, such as Ibarretxe-Antuñano (2013), Kövecses (2000) and Lakoff 

(1987), carry out research into the information that the expression of an emotion discloses about 

its conceptualisation and other underlying mental processes. Other researchers, for instance 

Díaz-Vera (2011), Jorgensen et al. (2015b) and Gevaert (2007) provide insights on what these 

mental processes and their expression reveal about the culture of a speech community.  

Even within the same discipline, there are several subdivisions or theories of emotion: 

the Natural Kinds (e.g., Panksepp, 2003), which traces emotion back to its mammal origins, 

Core Affect and Conceptual Acts (proposed by Russell, 2003 and Barrett, 2007, respectively, 

for whom emotions are mainly action-oriented and based on situational cues), and Appraisal 

Theory (put forth by Frijda, 1988 and Roseman and Smith, 2001, who state that emotions utilise 

bodily energy to channel pleasure and pain or a combination of both in varying degrees, 

constituting thus different emotions). There are also researchers who maintain that these 

theories are not mutually exclusive, like Cupchik (2016), who proposes a reconciliation of the 

different emotion theories by means of his staircase metaphor. According to Cupchik (2016) 

there are different levels of consciousness in the emotion episode, from the more specific 

experiences (the bottom of the stair) to the more abstract (the top of the stair) and he integrates 

these different theories in a metaphorical staircase which allows vertical mobility between these 

levels of consciousness and, when it is the case, between different theories.  

Considering these discrepancies in the field, it is of paramount importance to clarify 

what will be meant in these pages by ‘emotion’, drawing on definitions that encompass the 

different layers that are part of this study: the biological, the psychological and the cultural. 

Before continuing with these preliminary considerations on emotions, I will examine some of 

the most relevant definitions of emotions recently proposed. Doing a chronological and 

exhaustive overview is nearly impossible: as Scherer (2005: 696) points out, Kleinginna and 

Kleinginna (1981) already reviewed more than a hundred definitions in the 80s. Instead, I will 

highlight the most remarkable concepts in some of the most influential definitions of emotion 

from the last decades. Adopting this approach and combining definitions from different 

disciplines is the most suitable choice for a multidisciplinary study such as the present. As 

Scherer (2005: 697) remarks “affective and emotional phenomena need to be addressed in a 

genuinely interdisciplinary fashion.” Indeed, only a multidisciplinary approach can take into 

full consideration what takes places at linguistic, cultural, physical and psychological levels. 

There seems to be a deliberate vagueness surrounding the concept of emotion. Averill 

(1980) and Frijda et al. (1995) favour a folk definition of emotion by claiming that emotions 
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are what people say they are. Against this vagueness, Damasio (1999) makes a clear distinction 

between two concepts that speakers often use interchangeably but that have specific nuances in 

the framework of emotion theories. These are ‘feeling’ and ‘emotion’. Damasio (1999: 36) 

describes ‘feeling’ as “inwardly directed and private” and ‘emotion’ as “outwardly directed and 

public.” More specifically, Damasio (1999) defines emotion as: 

 
the representation of the transient change in organism state in terms of neural patterns and ensuing 

images. When those images are accompanied, one instant later, by a sense of self in the act of 

knowing, and when they are enhanced, they become conscious. They are, in the true sense, feelings 

of feelings (Damasio, 1999: 282). 

 

In other words, for Damasio (1999), an emotion is the realisation of a feeling and the subject’s1 

position with regard to this feeling that becomes an emotion. James (1884: 196) explains that 

an emotion is the perception of changes in the body, while Munteanu (2009: 117) points out 

that an emotion is “a transaction between the person and the environment,” understanding by 

environment a specific object, action or reality.   

 Juslin (2013: 236) also provides a series of working definitions in his work, among them 

those of ‘feeling’ and ‘emotion’. First, Juslin (2013: 236) defines ‘emotion’ as a “term used to 

refer to a quite brief but intense affective reaction that usually involves a number of sub-

components –subjective feeling, physiological arousal, expression, action tendency, and 

regulation– that are more or less ‘synchronized’.” Then, he defines ‘feeling’ as a “term used to 

refer to the subjective experience of emotions” (Juslin, 2013: 236). Lastly, he establishes the 

basic difference between ‘emotion’ and ‘feeling’ in that emotions are “typically measured via 

verbal self-report” (Juslin, 2013: 236). Although these definitions are slightly different to those 

shown above, the key factor that divides these terms is clearly the expression (and therefore 

implicit realisation) of this feeling that becomes an emotion.     

Cupchik (2016) introduces the idea of ‘threshold of awareness’ in the distinction 

between ‘feeling’ and ‘emotion’. “When bodily changes are above threshold and therefore 

salient, we deductively search [...] for situational or internal causes” (Cupchik, 2016: 12). It is 

after this search that the subject can realise the feeling and so it shifts into an emotion. However, 

even if feelings are not consciously realised, they also affect the subject. When feelings “are 

below the threshold of awareness they tacitly shape the form of experience” (Cupchik, 2016: 

 
1 For the purposes of consistency, when using the term ‘subject’ I will refer to the individual who processes 
stimuli that are responsible for the triggering of the aesthetic emotion. I will label this (aesthetic) reality in 
the broadest possible sense as ‘object’. Likewise, when referring to the subject, I will use they (and the 
personal pronouns them, their or theirs) as a third person singular gender-neutral pronoun. 
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12).  In other words, even before the subject becomes aware of their feelings and they become 

emotions (in the case that they eventually do), they interfere with the subject’s perspective, 

mood or appreciation of an object. This hierarchy between feelings and emotions can also be 

framed in the staircase metaphor proposed by Cupchik (2016): from the bottom (the general or 

the subconscious) the subject, in realising the feeling, moves towards the top (the specific or 

the conscious). Moreover, this metaphor also operates conversely: from the top (the abstract) 

to the bottom (the specific), that is, how the perception of a certain stimulus affects bodily 

systems without going as far as triggering an emotion and without the subject realising this 

feeling.  

Therefore, an emotion can be broken down into smaller constituents by stating that 

feelings are a preliminary state of emotions. However, there is yet another possible division that 

can be made: affects as a preliminary state of feelings. “Affects are the foundation of a hierarchy 

which moves upward toward feelings [...]. [They] provide an interface between bodily states 

and the mind” (Cupchik, 2016: 34). Considering affects as the basic component of the emotion 

episode, the next step moves towards feelings, defined slightly differently by Cupchik (2016: 

35) as an “awareness of emotional experience” and “bodily states” and onto emotions, defined 

as “feelings filled with meaning, related to the self, both personal and social, in a particular 

situation” (Cupchik, 2016: 35). The definition of ‘affect’2 proposed by Cupchik is closer to 

Damasio’s (1999) definition of ‘feeling’, while Cupchik’s definition of ‘feeling’ incorporates 

Damasio’s (1999) idea of an emotion as a realisation of a feeling. The main difference between 

the definitions that they offer is that for Cupchik (2016) emotions have a heavily psychological 

and social component, while Damasio (1999) focuses more on the corporeal.  

All that these specifications on the genesis of emotions have in common is the 

progressive movement from bodily sensation to the more or less conscious realisation of these 

changes in the body, filtered by the societal ideas and preconceptions that the subject has, which 

in most cases result in the triggering of one or other emotion. This structure is similarly 

described by Scherer (2005: 697-8), who develops further the componential theory of emotion, 

first proposed in 1982 (Scherer, 1982). Within this framework, Scherer (2005) proposes a 

definition of emotion and, in doing so, also details some components of the emotion episode; 

for him, an emotion is:  
 

 
2 Juslin (2013: 236) also discusses the concept of affect and defines it as: “an umbrella term that covers all 
evaluative –or ‘valenced’ (positive/negative)– states.” For Juslin (2013: 236) affect covers emotion, mood 
and preference and he refers to them on a general note.  
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an episode of interrelated, synchronised changes in the states of all or most of the five organismic 

subsystems in response to the evaluation of an external stimulus event as relevant to major concerns 

of the organism (Scherer, 2005: 697).  

 

Scherer (2005: 698) breaks down the emotion episode into the following components: 

appraisals (which are cognitive evaluations carried out by the central nervous system), bodily 

symptoms (whose function is system regulation), action tendencies (executed also by the central 

nervous system), and “facial and vocal expressions” (carried out by the somatic nervous 

system). These elements, processes and actions result in a “subjective feeling component” or 

“emotional experience” (Scherer, 2005: 698). These components, Scherer (2005: 698) points 

out, operate in the different organismic systems: the central nervous, the neuro-endocrine, 

autonomic and somatic nervous systems. It is in these systems where the stimuli are processed 

and trigger affects, feelings and emotions, which are materialised in these measurable bodily 

changes and expressed by means of language (not necessarily in utterances only but also in 

body language). Damasio (1999: 68) breaks down the emotion episode into similar components:  

 (1) “engagement of the organism by an inducer of emotion,” 

 (2) “signals consequent to the processing of the object’s image activate all the neural 

sites that are prepared to respond to the particular class of inducers to which the object belongs,” 

these sites being “the ventromedial prefrontal cortices, the amygdala, and the brain stem,” and  

  (3) “emotion induction sites give rise to a number of other signals toward other brain 

sites and towards the body,” these sites being “viscera and endocrine glands.” 

These signals that move towards the brain and the body ultimately result in the expression of 

the emotion.  

 The emphasis on the corporeal dismisses the idea of emotion as a disembodied 

phenomenon. Emotions exist only within the self and it is only in the records of its linguistic, 

auditory or visual expression where the emotion can be detached from the subject that originally 

experienced it. Every emotional experience is unique and unrepeatable: “We can never have 

the same emotion twice. Nor can two different people have the same emotion twice or at all” 

(Shibles, 1995: 44). Moreover, every emotion is deeply rooted in the subject’s own perception 

of their bodies. This idea is emphasised in the Embodiment Theory; as Rosch et al. (1991) state, 

 
cognition depends upon the kinds of experiences that come from having a body with various 

sensorimotor capacities, and second, that these individual capacities are themselves embedded in a 

more encompassing biological and cultural context (Rosch et al., 1991: 172).  
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The physicality of the emotion episode accounts for a certain universality across time and 

cultures. The fact that human bodies are biologically similar implies that they are bound to share 

a degree of similarity in how they experience their emotions and in how they conceptualise and 

express them.  

There is no firm consensus on whether cognition is a part of emotion or if these are two 

separate or even opposed phenomena. As far as the componential theory of emotion is 

concerned, cognition is an inseparable part of the emotion process. Scherer (2005: 700-701) 

points out appraisals as a fundamental cognitive component, and he goes on to identify two 

types of appraisals. Scherer (2005: 701) identifies “intrinsic appraisals,” which “[evaluate] the 

features of an object or person independently of the current needs and goals of the appraiser” 

and “transactional appraisals,” proposed by Lazarus (1968, 1991), which “evaluate events and 

their consequences with respect to their conduciveness for salient needs, desires, or goals of the 

appraiser.” The concept of intrinsic, according to Menninghaus et al. (2019: 178-9), refers to 

“intrinsic stimulus qualities” and “genetic and learned processing” on the part of the subject. 

Shibles (1995: 28) also acknowledges this cognitive component by stating that emotion is an 

instance of cognition that causes a bodily feeling and, by stressing the separation between 

feeling and emotion, he also stresses the idea that cognition is what separates feeling from 

emotion.  

However, there are more dimensions to the concept of emotion that should be taken into 

account other than the psychological and biological: the cultural. Ibarretxe-Antuñano (2014: 

318) highlights the “intimate relationship between conceptualisation and culture” and she also 

remarks that “experience cannot be disassociated from culture.” The definition of ‘culture’ is 

as equally problematic as the definition of ‘emotion’. Every discipline has its own definition 

with particular nuances. For example, the UNESCO defines culture as the  
 

set of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual, and emotional features of society or a social group, 

and that it encompasses, in addition to art and literature, lifestyles, ways of living together, value 

systems, traditions and beliefs (UNESCO, 2001).3  

 

This definition is similar to that proposed by Ibarretxe-Antuñano (2013: 324) in the framework 

of cognitive linguistics as “a system of collective beliefs, worldviews, customs, traditions, 

values, and norms shared by the members of a community.” 

 
3 Extracted from the UNESCO website, available at: http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-
URL_ID=13179&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html [last accessed 25 Sept 2020]. 
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Damasio (1999: 35) also acknowledges the role of culture in stating that “emotions have 

become connected to complex ideas, values, principles and judgments that only humans can 

have.” This is to say that the fundamental trait in human emotion is that it has developed in such 

a way that it has become different from animal emotion precisely in its cultural aspect. 

Likewise, Lakoff (1987: 216) points out how human categories and emotions vary from culture 

to culture. If the expression of emotion varies across cultures, its analysis can also yield 

different insights about how they are conceptualised. The manner in which emotions are 

expressed across cultures and time explains how they are conceptualised and felt, and it 

provides information about culture, ideas and experiences. The conceptualisation of an emotion 

and its linguistic expression are heavily influenced by culture to the point that culture and 

emotion are so intrinsically woven that the former cannot be understood without considering 

the latter. Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 57) describe how “we experience our ‘world’ in such a 

way that our culture is already present in the very experience itself.” It is, therefore, impossible 

to dissociate culture from language, because culture and human experience are deeply encoded 

in language.  

Yet, to say that there is a cultural dimension in the experience of emotions is to make 

an extremely general claim. In a similar way to Cupchik (2016), Ibarretxe-Antuñano (2013) 

also establishes a hierarchy between the bodily and the cultural, giving priority to the first over 

the second, because  
 

since all humans share the same body, this first stage should be the same for every human experience, 

regardless of their background. In the second stage, this bodily-based experience is purged, adapted, 

and modified by the cultural information available, and therefore, the result is not universal, but 

culture specific. […] It is in this context that I would like to introduce the concept of a culture sieve. 

This is defined as an active mediating device that makes our physical, sensorimotor universal 

experiences shift through the complex and socially acquired particular beliefs, knowledge, and 

worldview(s) intrinsic to belonging to one or several cultures (Ibarretxe-Antuñano, 2013: 324). 

 

Ibarretxe-Antuñano (2013) also alludes to the theory of embodiment, stressing the fact that the 

emotion episode occurs in bodies that are similar and, hence, the emotion is processed by the 

same bodily systems pointed out by Damasio (1999). However, this information is filtered by 

the culture in which the subject lives or has been raised in and this can cause a different 

emotional experience and a different conceptualisation. In her paper, she applies the culture 

sieve metaphor to the domain of conceptual metaphors, but her remarks can be seamlessly 

applied to the relationship between culture and emotion. This interaction between the cultural 

and the corporeal cannot be understood in terms of one or the other but rather as two 
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complementary and inseparable elements in the emotion episode. There is no disembodied 

emotion, and there is no emotion which is not “filtered” or “impregnated,” using Ibarretxe-

Antuñano’s (2013: 324) terms, by cultural meanings.  

In short, the emotion episode, seen as a transaction between the object and the subject, 

consists in a gradual transition from affects (mediating between mind and body), to feelings 

(internal and unrealised) towards a threshold of awareness where the realisation of this feeling, 

filled now with social, cultural and personal meanings, gives rise to the emotion. If the feeling 

is below this threshold of awareness, it does not become an emotion and it is not expressed, but 

it still affects the subject. This process is cognitive at its core and involves many different bodily 

systems. Emotions, therefore, standout as the conscious realisation, categorisation and 

expression of the bodily changes produced in our systems by external stimuli. Similarly, it 

becomes clear that the experience of emotions is a culturally and affectively influenced process 

that operates in different corporeal systems and may drive the subject to action. By emphasising 

both the corporeality and the cultural dimension of emotion, as well as by breaking down the 

emotion episode in smaller units, the importance of both the Embodiment Theory and the 

emerging view of culture as a fundamental part of the emotion episode has been made evident. 

The former explains the universality of certain emotions across times and cultures. The latter 

stresses how an analysis of how a given speech community expresses an emotion by means of 

language can provide information as to how it is conceptualised and experienced and this, 

ultimately, is bound to result in a better understanding of how this speech community relates to 

and understand this emotion.  

 

1.2 Early research on aesthetic emotions  

Instead of focusing on emotions from a general perspective, this study pays attention to a 

specific emotion family: aesthetic emotions. There exists now a clear-cut division between this 

emotion family and the others. Scherer (2005: 12) points out one of the possibilities in the 

classification of emotions: utilitarian and aesthetic emotions. ‘Utilitarian emotions’ is an 

umbrella term that refers to emotions which have a purpose in the life of the subject. A very 

illustrative example of a utilitarian emotion is fear. Generally, when the subject experiences 

fear, it is because there is a situation that threatens their physical well-being. Therefore, fear as 

a utilitarian and action-oriented emotion is aimed at restoring the safety of the individual; it has 

a purpose and a utility. There are other layers that can be appreciated in utilitarian emotions 

other than the strictly physical. One could also argue that shame is a utilitarian emotion, since 

it is aimed at maintaining the social position of the subject and, because of this, it also has a 

purpose, despite not being directly oriented towards the safety and integrity of the body.  
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 However, there is a family of emotions that “shows an absence of utilitarian functions” 

(Scherer, 2005: 12). These are aesthetic emotions. Juslin (2013: 238) elaborates on the notion 

of aesthetic emotions as emotions that are “constru[ed]” and “aroused by specifically aesthetic 

properties of a work of art.” The dichotomy utilitarian/aesthetic seems to suggest that aesthetic 

emotions do not have a purpose, but to say that something does not have a “utilitarian function” 

is not to say that it is useless. Aesthetic emotions are concerned with perception for its own 

sake. In aesthetic experience, the object is considered not for its value or for its purpose, but for 

its sensory qualities. In fact, the Present-Day English (henceforth, PDE) term aesthetic, despite 

being loaned from the German term Ästhetik and the French esthétique, goes back to the Greek 

aisthētikós ‘related to perception by the senses’. Consequently, at first glance, the term 

‘aesthetic emotion’ intuitively evokes emotions triggered by sensory information.  

 The first thinker to move from the study of beauty as a trait in the object towards the 

study of aesthetic emotions as a process that takes place in the body was the philosopher 

Immanuel Kant. This placed an emphasis on the subject and on the bodily processes that occur 

during the aesthetic emotion episode, rather than on the qualities in the object. In one of his 

most influential works, The Critique of Judgment (Kant, 1781, corresponding to Kant, 1987: 

41-85 in this edition), he established the initial terminology of what is now called aesthetic 

emotions and aesthetic experience.  

Kant (1987) tried to find the common traits within the multiplicity of aesthetic 

judgments and aesthetic tastes. According to him, “a judgment of taste is not a cognitive 

judgment and so is not a logical judgment but an aesthetic one, by which we mean a judgment 

whose determining basis cannot be other than subjective” (Kant, 1987: 44). In this short 

statement, the movement from the traditional conception of beauty (classic aesthetics), either 

as a reflection of God’s beauty or as the consequence of harmony within the parts that compose 

the aesthetic object,4 to a more scientific approach to aesthetic experience as rooted in taste and, 

at large, individual preferences can be fully appreciated.  

One of the concepts that is highlighted in his theory is that of pleasure, which is a central 

feature of aesthetic experience, and the result of the aesthetic emotion episode. Yet, this feeling 

of pleasure does not have any relation to the object itself and it is the result of the processes that 

occur in the subject: “the presentation is referred only to the subject, namely, to his feeling of 

life, under the name feeling of pleasure or displeasure” (Kant, 1987: 44). Kant (1987: 52) points 

out three “relations” that trigger this feeling of pleasure: the good, the beautiful and the 

agreeable. Emphasising again subjectivity as the principal feature of aesthetic experience, he 

 
4 These ideas will be developed more extensively and in depth in the next chapter.   
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elaborates on the notion of ‘taste’ as “the ability to judge an object, or a way of presenting it, 

by means of a liking or disliking devoid of all interest” (Kant, 1987: 53). This lack of “interest” 

implies that an aesthetic object is not considered or “judged” in terms of its purpose or material 

value but evaluated as pleasing to the senses (or to cognition, even if Kant (1987) does not 

include the cognitive as part of the aesthetic). As a result, pragmatic evaluations are not a part 

of aesthetic experience. More specifically, the judgment outcome, as Juslin (2013: 14) also 

points out, “is devoid of all pragmatic5 purpose.” Kant (1987: 55) highlights three possible 

outcomes of aesthetic experience: the experience of the good, the beautiful or the agreeable, but 

he does not consider the experience of ugliness or wonder to be aesthetic emotions. The limits 

of aesthetic experience for him are that of positive aesthetic experience. His work does also 

discuss the sublime (Kant, 1987: 97), but it does so separately. All things considered, despite 

the fact that he establishes the foundations of contemporary aesthetic emotion theories, Kant 

(1987) does not fully develop a theory of aesthetic emotions. Instead, he focuses on taste and 

on the subjectivity of the aesthetic experience. As it will be seen throughout this chapter and 

the next one, subjectivity is one of the main traits that characterises aesthetic emotions.  

It would take another hundred years for such a theory to be proposed. In 1894, English 

philosopher and theorist Bernard Bosanquet developed a theory of aesthetic emotions. He had 

previously published History of Aesthetics in 1892, concerning how different poets, playwrights 

and artists had treated beauty throughout history, but this previous work qualifies better as a 

treatise on beauty rather than as a writing on aesthetic emotions. In his article “On the Nature 

of Aesthetic Emotion,” Bosanquet (1894) adopts a more scientific approach to the experience 

of beauty and tries to find the elements which are “common throughout the whole range of the 

beautiful” (Bosanquet, 1894: 153).  

Bosanquet (1894: 153) begins by stating that “states of pleasure and pain which 

accompany ease or obstruction of the flow of ideas” can no longer account for “the feeling of 

beauty and the reverse.” In his view, this perspective is simplistic. That beauty triggers pleasure 

and ugliness pain is to omit a large part of the aesthetic emotion episode. Instead, Bosanquet 

(1894: 153) points out a “circle of effects” that is in effect in the experience of beauty. His 

assumption is that each aesthetic experience is different by nature, an idea that is consistent 

with the remarks pointed out in the preceding section as to how “[w]e can never have the same 

emotion twice. Nor can two different people have the same emotion twice or at all” (Shibles, 

1995: 44). This also applies to aesthetic emotions, and it presupposes the uniqueness of each 

 
5 These assumptions have been empirically proved by Cupchik et al. (2009), who exposed people to images 
as artworks and images with a more pragmatic function. Their study determined that while artworks activated 
neural sites traditionally associated with emotion, pragmatic images did not. 
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aesthetic experience. In other words, there can be no two identical aesthetic emotion episodes, 

even if they are triggered by the same stimulus. It similarly implies that two different aesthetic 

objects will never cause the same emotion, even in the same subject. Nevertheless, despite the 

impossibility of experiencing identical aesthetic emotions, there must be some common traits 

in their experience that can yield some information to determine the manifold factors and 

conditions necessary for aesthetic emotion to be triggered. Consequently, Bosanquet (1894: 

154) aims at finding, in the experience of beauty, “a common element which somehow attaches 

to the circle of effects.”  

Traditionally, the experience of beauty had been understood as a passive experience. It 

is the aesthetic object with its qualities or “power,” in Bosanquet’s (1894) terms, that actively 

affects the subject. Following this stance, the study of beauty reduces itself to analysing how 

the aesthetic object affects the subject, instead of focusing on how the subject elevates the 

ordinary object to the category of aesthetic object. “This has, as I think, been to a great extent 

the attitude of British psychologists” (Bosanquet, 1894: 154). Those who view aesthetic 

emotions in these terms “tend to think of aesthetic science as an analysis of given pleasurable 

effects” (Bosanquet, 1894: 155). However, Bosanquet (1894: 154) also acknowledges that this 

is not the only approach to beauty: “[i]t is possible, in considering the data of beauty, to start 

from a passive or from an active attitude.” The active approach to beauty fits into the conceptual 

structure of the aesthetic emotion episode proposed by contemporary scholars, for instance 

Juslin (2013), Scherer (2005) or Menninghaus et al. (2019), which will be discussed in the next 

section. However, Bosanquet (1984: 154) points out that the active state of mind is more 

frequent in the experience of beauty as triggered by art and literature, because, in his view, it 

requires the active cooperation of the subject. This establishes a now obsolete6 division of 

aesthetic objects into different categories. On the one hand, there are those of a higher quality; 

they are more complex and, therefore, the subject needs an active attitude to engage with them. 

On the other hand, there are those of a lower quality or just ordinary objects, which are simpler 

and demand less attention from the subject. Because they are simpler, the subject pays less 

attention to them and is, so to say, struck by their beauty.  

Nonetheless, Bosanquet (1894) also contemplates the possibility of a third attitude 

where there is a movement from the passive reaction to the active contemplation of what is 

beautiful:  
 

 
6 Even if some of these concepts are seen as obsolete in hindsight or they do not agree with contemporary 
emotion theories, there is some interest in exploring them. As Cupchik (2016: 21) remarks “concepts in 
psychology should […] be considered from a historical perspective to get a sense of how they have evolved.”  
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We do not, at the first feeling of a charm or pleasure in a beautiful thing, fully enter into its peculiar 

and individual character. And in the same degree we remain, no doubt, passive or receptive. But in 

proportion as through continued attention we are seized by the special delight or emotion which the 

perception in question has power to produce, so far, that is, as we appreciate the diversity of the 

beautiful in all the depth of its individuality, we depart from the attitude of the mere spectator, and 

assume that of the mind which is impelled to the expression and utterance, the mind of the “maker” 

(Bosanquet, 1894: 155).  

 

The “continuous attention” and “appreciation” of the “diversity of the beautiful” are, for 

Bosanquet (1894), the key constituents in aesthetic experience. It is what transforms the subject 

as a spectator into the subject as a “maker,” a maker of beauty. Another remarkable point in 

this description of aesthetic experience is not being presented with an object, but rather 

“[entering] it as something which embodies for us the emotion that craves utterance” 

(Bosanquet, 1894: 155). Aesthetic emotions, as defined by Scherer (2005: 12), being non-

utilitarian and not as oriented towards action as utilitarian emotion, are chiefly expressed in the 

utterance, even if they can be physically measurable in bodily changes like goosebumps or a 

dilated pupil, or other physical symptoms (described at length by Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020). 

However, what Bosanquet (1894) conveys is that the object itself is an embodiment of a deeper 

need to express this emotion: beauty invites expression.  

In consequence, one of the most distinct features of aesthetic emotion as opposed to 

utilitarian emotions is its expression. At the end of the aesthetic emotion episode, the subject 

feels the need to manifest the beauty that they perceive in the aesthetic object, the most common 

utterance in Present-Day English being how beautiful! Bosanquet (1894: 156) also stresses the 

following characteristic in aesthetic emotion: “I suggest therefore as the most fundamental and 

universal feature, from which all the common characteristics of aesthetic emotion may be 

deduced, the simple fact that it is expressed.” Indeed, “the explanation of beauty reduces itself 

to expressiveness” (Bosanquet, 1894: 155). If the expression of aesthetic emotion is its central 

feature, it follows that its expression is rooted in the bodily sensations experienced by the 

subject and their sensory representation of the aesthetic object. In the mind of the subject, the 

aesthetic object, the bodily feelings and the expression that connects them are part of a whole. 

On this relation between emotion and expression, Bosanquet (1894: 158) adds that “an emotion 

assumes its character, or becomes what it is, through the mode and degree of expression.” 

Aesthetic emotion does not only lead to expression, but it is also modified by it. There is a 

change in how this emotion is experienced before and after it is expressed; its mere expression 

produces an emotional release on the subject.  
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Bosanquet (1894: 161) points out a mistake often made when analysing aesthetic 

experience: to confuse what is beautiful with what interests the subject. Personal associations 

have a key role in the appreciation of the beautiful: sometimes the subject’s own background 

can be responsible for triggering an aesthetic emotion. Thus, the subject may experience 

aesthetic emotion when beholding a certain object that they associate with a given pleasant 

personal experience, even if the characteristics of this object would not normally trigger the 

same emotion in this same subject. Despite the fact that Bosanquet (1894) does not make such 

concession, this highlights the fact that aesthetic emotion is not only triggered by sensory cues, 

but it can also be the result of cognitive evaluations. The same could be said of affection: the 

subject is more likely to experience aesthetic emotion after experiencing something that they 

esteem or love. As Thornton (1940: 199) states “an aesthetic experience devoid of affective 

content is a contradiction in terms.” For him, affection is an irreplaceable part of the aesthetic 

experience. This completes the list of the three different types of stimuli that can trigger 

aesthetic emotion as they would be later on detailed by Juslin (2013): sensory, cognitive and 

emotional.  

On the nature of aesthetic objects, Bosanquet (1894: 162) concentrates on art as the only 

possible generator of aesthetic experience (an idea that some contemporary aesthetic theories 

do not support, as it will be discussed shortly), and he makes yet another conceptual division of 

art in terms of quality, which is similar to the one that he proposed for aesthetic objects. In 

Bosanquet’s (1894: 162-4) view there is “bad” art: that which aims at causing aesthetic emotion 

but cannot do so because its formal or technical qualities are not salient enough to achieve this, 

and there is “good” art that which “mimic[s] the expressive power of aesthetic sensations” and 

goes beyond “aesthetic pleasure.” By drawing this conceptual line, Bosanquet (1894) separates 

aesthetic experience as triggered by artworks of a “good” quality from the aesthetic experience 

that everyday objects may trigger, and he limits aesthetic emotions to the contemplation of 

technically excellent forms of high culture.  

All in all, Bosanquet’s (1894) aesthetic theory analyses aesthetic emotion by looking 

into the common elements in the chain of effects that cause it, based on the premises that, since 

two different people cannot feel the same aesthetic emotion and since the same person can never 

recreate a former aesthetic emotion, there must be some dividable elements in it. His theory 

was the first to propose a movement from the passive contemplation of aesthetic objects to a 

more active perspective. This movement is, in fact, what characterises his theory: in moving 

from the passive to the active the subject enters the object and expresses the aesthetic emotion 

that it triggers by means of utterances. At the same time, the very fact of expressing it, which 

is the central part of aesthetic experience, modifies the emotion felt by the subject, unifying 
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aesthetic object, aesthetic emotion and the utterance or other manner of expression. The most 

discordant note in Bosanquet’s (1894) aesthetic theory, at least from a contemporary 

perspective, is not only that he exclusively considers works of art or literature to qualify 

aesthetic objects, but that, even within these areas, he establishes a highly subjective and 

problematic distinction between good and bad art.  

The next scholar to put forth another theory of emotion was William Thornton. It was 

not until 1940, almost fifty years after Bosanquet had proposed his own theory, that Thornton 

published his “Aesthetic Emotion: A Study in the Phenomenology of Aesthetics” (1940). In 

this article, he proposed a more detailed theory of aesthetic emotion, which gave more 

importance to what Bosanquet (1894) had called the “circle of effects” that take part in aesthetic 

experience. Thornton (1940) draws upon the James-Lange theory (see James, 1884) 

summarising it as follows:  
 

Certain bodily changes follow directly the perception of an exciting fact. The changes stimulate 

sense organs in the viscera and muscles which give rise to afferent nerve impulses. These latter, upon 

reaching the sensory projection areas of the cerebral cortex, provide the immediate physiological 

conditions for the emotion as felt, that is as a phenomenon constituting part of the stream of 

consciousness at a given moment. The emotions then, upon examination, turn out to be nothing more 

than complexes of sensations located within the body. Therefore they are called subjective in 

opposition to colors and sounds, which being located outside the body, are called objective 

[emphasis mine] (Thornton, 1940: 200).  

 

The description of the emotion process fits into those definitions mentioned in the preceding 

section, but there is a concept that needs to be highlighted because it is pivotal to Thornton’s 

(1940) theory. Making allusion to James’ (1884) depiction of the emotion episode, Thornton 

(1940) differentiates between emotions as subjective, since they are located inside the subject 

and they are part of the subject’s bodily awareness, and sensory information as objective 

because it is outside the subject. “The most important reason for our regarding emotional 

qualities as subjective is probably their great variation from individual to individual” (Thornton, 

1940: 200). Aesthetic emotions, therefore, are highly subjective, as they are heavily filtered by 

the subject’s experience, which is bodily, cultural and social, among other possible variations. 

Taking these remarks into consideration, the similarity between different aesthetic emotions in 

different subjects is only due to the fact that the objective qualities of the aesthetic object affect 

different subjects in similar ways.   

 After these theoretical remarks, Thornton goes on to “construct” a theory of aesthetic 

emotion that can be “psychologically sound and yet true to the widely accepted conceptions of 
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aesthetic experience” (Thornton, 1940: 203), and he bases it on the grounds of three main 

assumptions:  

 a) “Whatever phenomena are experienced simultaneously are experienced as a unity” 

(Thornton, 1940: 204). Thornton draws on Gestalt psychologists to justify the importance of 

organised units. For instance, in works of art, the notions of proportion, symmetry, harmony or 

colour are individual traits, but they are experienced simultaneously and, therefore, as a whole 

in the subject consciousness. Thornton (1940: 203) acknowledges that a single mental state can 

be analysed and divided into smaller parts but, in doing so, the original unity is destroyed, and 

the object of study disappears. “Consciousness at any given instant remains a unified totality” 

(Thornton, 1940: 204). These remarks are similar to the idea proposed by Bosanquet (1894) 

that in aesthetic experience, the aesthetic emotion, the aesthetic object and the expression of the 

emotion are experienced by the subject as a whole consisting of different parts. The subject 

does not differentiate between the outer objective reality, the subjective emotion and how they 

choose to verbalise it. It is all encompassed under the notion of aesthetic experience.  

 b) The second point in Thornton’s theory departs from the concepts of “objective” and 

“subjective” discussed above and treats “the location of emotions in the phenomenological 

space” (Thornton, 1940: 205). For Thornton, unless the subject really strains to search where 

exactly they are feeling these emotions and they are able to identify sensations in particular 

bodily sites, the emotion goes spatially unrealised and is experienced objectively. Thus, for 

Thornton, if an emotion is felt subjectively, it is spatially located and felt objectively if it is not 

spatially located. Thornton (1940: 206) puts it in more straightforward phrasing: “[a]n emotion 

which is not the object of attention, or which occurs when the body is neither perceived nor 

visualized, has no spatial location. It is neither inside nor outside the body. It is nowhere.” This 

is also echoed in Damasio’s (1999) distinction between feelings and emotions. A parallel could 

be drawn between these theories of emotion: feelings, which are inwardly directed and private, 

are bodily unrealised, and therefore non-spatial; emotions, which are outwardly directed and 

public, are realised at a bodily level and therefore spatial. In this sense, Thornton (1940) seems 

to be using the term ‘emotion’ to encompass both ‘emotion’ and ‘feeling’ as defined in the 

previous section.  

 c) Thornton’s (1940: 206) last proposition concerns the nature of aesthetic experience. 

He refines his second point and specifies what he understands by aesthetic object: “[i]n an 

aesthetic experience the work of art (object) is the center of attention, and the experience 

contains no phenomenological body or subject” (Thornton, 1940: 206). According to Thornton 

(1940), aesthetic emotion is always non-spatial, and he denies that it resides in the object, 

disconnecting thus the subject from the object. In every sense, the object, which is spatial, is 
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independent and detached from the subject. It is the subject who is responsible for “entering” 

the object, as Bosanquet (1894) proposed, and triggering this emotion. In consequence, 

aesthetic emotion and aesthetic object cannot be understood as synonymous. Nevertheless, even 

if the object and the aesthetic emotion are detached, they are experienced as a unity, as proposed 

in his first postulate.  

 The disconnection between the subject and the object can be salvaged by incorporating 

two concepts discussed in Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1781), which can be easily applied 

to aesthetic emotion theories. Kant (1781/1998: 369) distinguished between the noumenon, 

which is the thing itself, and the phaenomenon, which is our mental perception of it. For Kant, 

the noumenal cannot be known beyond its representations, that is, the phenomenal. In terms of 

aesthetic emotion theory, this implies that the subject cannot really know the aesthetic object 

because it is not truly real. What is real is the construct that the subject devises in their mind. 

Yet, as Zajonc (1998: 24) points out, scholars should not lose sight of the phaenomenon in 

theorising with it. Cupchik (2016: 26) proposes an alternative way of shortening the gap 

between the subject and the object, drawing on the concept of empathy. As defined by Lipps 

(1907: 713), it is the projection of the subject into the aesthetic object in such a way that the 

subject and object merge and the line between them disappears in the mind of the subject.   

 Likewise, applying the idea of threshold of awareness proposed by Cupchik (2016) and 

Damasio’s (1999) distinction between ‘feeling’ and ‘emotion’ to Thornton’s (1940) remarks on 

the realisation of emotion as “objective” or “subjective” can shed some light on the following 

idea by Thornton (1940: 206): “An unscrutinised non-spatial emotion adds a ‘background’, 

‘color’ or emotional tone to the perceptual content of the experience in which it occurs.” If the 

subject beholds an aesthetic object and they do not realise this aesthetic feeling (or non-spatial 

subjective aesthetic emotion, following Thornton’s (1940) terminology) and therefore it does 

not become an emotion, it still alters the aesthetic perspective of the subject and their mood. If 

the subject becomes aware of this aesthetic feeling (or spatial objective aesthetic emotion), it 

becomes an emotion which is experienced as a unity along with the aesthetic object and the 

utterance that connects them.  

 Regardless of small differences in terminology, Thornton’s (1940) aesthetic theory, 

postulated around three (sometimes interconnected) points, develops further certain ideas 

previously proposed by emotion scholars (James, 1884) and by aesthetic emotion theorists 

(Bosanquet, 1894). Nonetheless, at that stage, the focus of aesthetic experience was still placed 

on the work of art and, even if the line dividing ‘feeling’ and ‘emotion’ was conceptually clear, 

it was rather blurred in terms of confusing terminology. It would not be until the end of the 

century, when a renewed interest in emotion theories (for instance, Damasio, 1999) and the 
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conceptualisation of emotion (for instance, Lakoff, 1987) would eventually affect the study of 

aesthetic emotion and offer new insights into the experience of emotions of an aesthetic nature.  

 

1.3 Aesthetic experience: aesthetic emotion, its features and its scope     

There are now two main branches in the study of aesthetic emotion. Munteanu (2009: 117) 

explains that one of these branches focuses on expression, that is, “the artist’s emotional input 

into the work of art, which was seen as a product of creative intuition.” According to this theory 

(chiefly supported by Collingwood, 1938), the artist consciously inserts traits in their work that 

are supposed to trigger a highly specific aesthetic response on the subject. This idea implies 

that what the subject reads in a work of art is, in most cases, what the author intended to convey, 

and it also implies that there is no possible reading or aesthetic response outside the author’s 

intentions. In the 80s, following the remarks made by Collingwood (1938), scholars like Kivy 

(1980) and Behrend (1988) tried to link the traits in music and sculptures to movements in the 

human body to prove that the theory of expression was valid.  

Collingwood’s (1938) theories were disproved first by Tormey (1971) and later theories 

of expression were contested by scholars like Shibles (1995). Juslin (2013: 237) makes a similar 

point discussing aesthetic emotion in music by making a difference between “perception and 

arousal of emotions.” While Juslin (2013) acknowledges that it is possible to identify certain 

emotions in music (or largely in any work of art) that can be, to a greater or lesser extent, 

skilfully crafted by the author, the focus of his work is on how music (or any aesthetic object) 

makes the subject feel, what emotions it triggers. Ultimately, the subject cannot know what the 

artist’s intention in creating the object was, and this lack of knowledge does not prevent the 

subject from experiencing the object in their own terms. What one subject may identify as 

sadness, other may interpret as physical pain and, even if they identify the same emotion, they 

may experience the piece differently. Therein lies the pivotal distinction between the perception 

of a given emotion in an artwork and how a subject experiences an artwork or aesthetic object 

(i.e., arousal.)  

 The other branch of aesthetic theories is what Munteanu (2009: 117) calls “reception of 

art.” This branch “focus[es] on the manner in which audiences, more specifically viewers and 

readers, experience emotion” (Munteanu, 2009: 118). Before going into detail, it should also 

be pointed out that certain scholars (Munteanu, 2009; Shibles, 1995; Hagman, 2005) frame 

aesthetic experience exclusively within an artistic context. For them, the study of aesthetic 

emotion is limited to the way in which different forms of art (painting, sculpture, photography, 

music, literature, film, etc.) affect the subject, as well as focusing on the underlying 

psychological and biological processes in that aesthetic experience. However, other researchers 
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(Scherer, 2005; Menninghaus et al., 2019; Marković 2012) choose to broaden the definition of 

aesthetic object outside the realm of the artistic, encompassing thus all types of real-life objects 

and situations as well as art: “aesthetic emotions evaluate different types of perceived aesthetic 

appeal across a broad variety of experiential domains, including nature, the arts, design, fashion, 

social customs and events, and so forth” (Menninghaus et al., 2019: 185). 

 Some of the most influential studies setting down the contemporary bases of aesthetic 

emotions from a cognitive linguistics point of view have been published in the last decade (see 

Marković, 2012; Juslin, 2013; and Menninghaus et al., 2019). Scherer (2005: 705) describes 

some of the central features of aesthetic emotion; one of them, as mentioned above, is their 

absence of utilitarian functions, but Scherer (2005) elaborates on what exactly qualifies as 

‘aesthetic emotions’:  
  

aesthetic emotions are produced by the appreciation of the intrinsic qualities of the beauty of nature, 

or the qualities of a work of art or an artistic performance. Examples of such aesthetic emotions are 

being moved or awed, being full of wonder, admiration, bliss, ecstasy, fascination, harmony, rapture, 

solemnity (Scherer, 2005: 706).  

 

Aesthetic experience, therefore, does not limit itself to the experience of beauty. It also 

comprises many different emotions under the umbrella term of ‘aesthetic emotion’. For 

instance, in his paper, Konečni (2005: 27) describes an “aesthetic trinity,” which encompasses 

awe, being moved or feeling thrills.  

 Aesthetic emotions do not only differ from everyday emotion in their absence of 

utilitarian functions: they are diverse as far as the evaluation that takes place is concerned. 

Menninghaus et al. (2019) focus on those appraisals that are exclusive to aesthetic emotions. 

According to Roseman and Smith (2001: 3), an appraisal theory is based “the claim that 

emotions are elicited by evaluations (appraisals) of events and situations.” Roseman and Smith 

(2001: 6-11) summarise this theory in seven main assumptions: 

 1) “Emotions are differentiated by appraisals,” therefore, different appraisals give rise 

to different emotions. 

 2) “Differences in appraisal can account for individual and temporal differences in 

emotional response.” In consequence, even if the same subject experiences a similar object or 

circumstance in different moments in time, the fact that the appraisals involved are different 

implies that the emotional experience will be different.  

 3) “All situations to which the same appraisal pattern is assigned will evoke the same 

emotion.” Conversely, if the exact same appraisals, the same object and the same conditions 
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are given, the emotion triggered by the object in the subject will be the same. Shibles (1995: 

44) stated that one person cannot have the same emotion twice and this is, in part, due to the 

fact that it is nearly impossible to recreate these conditions, as it will be seen further on, because 

the appraisal of novelty is deeply involved in the aesthetic emotion episode.  

 4) “Appraisals precede and elicit emotions.” They are part of the subject’s judgment of 

the aesthetic object and may lead to the realisation of their own feeling, which subsequently 

becomes an emotion.   

 5) “The appraisal process makes it likely that emotions will be appropriate responses to 

the situations in which they occur.” Thus, appraisals are an internal regulation mechanism.  

 6) “Conflicting, involuntary, or inappropriate appraisal may account for irrational 

aspects of emotion.” As a result, when appraisals are not on point, the emotion episode results 

in an emotion expression that may be seem as inappropriate in certain contexts.  

 7) Lastly, “[c]hanges in appraisal may account for developmentally and clinically 

induced changes in emotion.” If appraisals are responsible for the type of emotion elicited, it 

follows that, if they are modified, they will alter the emotion experienced.  

This theory has been empirically proved. Frijda et al. (1989: 212) conducted a study to 

test the cognitive appraisal theory whose “findings more specifically support the theory that 

emotional experience consists both of appraisal and action readiness awareness [...] and derive 

their identities from them.” More recently, Silvia (2005) conducted a more precise study on the 

appraisals in the visual arts from the perspective of aesthetic emotions, the findings of which 

were that “[a]s predicted by appraisal theories, both appraisals [complexity and 

comprehensibility] significantly and strongly predicted interest at the within-person level” 

(Silvia, 2005: 119). Silvia’s (2005) study stems from a long tradition of experimental aesthetics 

established by Gustav Theodor Fechner (see, for instance, Fechner, 1876) in the 19th century, 

and whose most visible representative in the 20th century was Berlyne (1974). In short, the 

theory of appraisals is a reliable theory, and it has been successfully applied to the theory of 

aesthetic emotions.  

Scherer (2005: 703-6) states that all aesthetic emotion is inevitably subject to the 

appraisal of intrinsic pleasantness, that is, the pleasure the subject derives from the aesthetic 

object without regard to the subject’s needs or goals.  Menninghaus et al. (2019: 179) initiate 

their exposition of the appraisals that configure aesthetic emotion by stating that their approach 

to aesthetic emotion is slightly different to Scherer (2005) in that they do not “define aesthetic 

emotions by exclusive reference to this appraisal.” Menninghaus et al. (2019) also make 

reference to negative (aesthetic) emotions, which will be fully discussed in the following section 
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and how, in artworks and literature, they may also trigger aesthetic emotion and emotionally 

move the subject:  
 

artworks that involve positive and negative emotions are often experienced as more intense, more 

interesting, more emotionally moving, more profound, less prone to causing boredom, and 

occasionally even more beautiful than artworks that exclusively elicit positive emotion 

(Menninghaus et al., 2019: 179).  

 

Therefore, aesthetic experience cannot be only understood in terms of what is pleasant, and it 

should, furthermore, be understood as encompassing positive, negative and mixed emotions. 

What is more, considering aesthetic experience as just pleasant personal experience would 

imply excluding two branches of aesthetic emotions, which are also part of the analysis 

presented in this study: negative aesthetic experience, or, in more specific terms, the experience 

of ugliness and disgust and in some cases mixed emotional phenomena. In this regard, 

Menninghaus et al. (2019: 179) also explain how emotions that traditionally had been 

understood as negative, for instance awe or fear, can result in positive aesthetic experience (see 

Keltner and Haidt, 2003, for a general overview of awe as a moral, spiritual and aesthetic 

emotion and Díaz-Vera, 2011 and 2015 for an account of fear and awe, respectively, in Anglo-

Saxon England). These considerations will be discussed further chapters.  

 Menninghaus et al. (2019: 179-181) enumerate the following key appraisals of aesthetic 

emotions:  

 a) Novelty: “[e]ver since its foundation as an academic discipline, aesthetics has also 

stressed the expectation that aesthetically appealing objects should be novel and unique in one 

way or another” (Menninghaus et al., 2019: 179). When the subject experiences a stimulus for 

the very first time, it is more likely to trigger an aesthetic emotion. This is also one of the reasons 

why in subsequent encounters with the same object, the aesthetic emotion felt surely will not 

be the same as the one experienced the first time. Yet, Menninghaus et al. (2018: 179) remark 

that this novelty is not only to be found in the object or stimulus. Novelty does not simply refer 

to the object but to the subject and their situation or emotional context when processing the 

object. In this sense, the subject’s state of mind can be more relevant than the novel 

characteristics perceived in the object.    

 b) Familiarity: it would be expected that the opposite of novelty would not trigger 

aesthetic emotion. Nevertheless, as Menninghaus et al. (2019: 180) point out, “high familiarity 

does not necessarily predict only a ‘mild’ and relatively flat type of aesthetic appreciation-

driven pleasure; rather, it is compatible with experiencing strong emotional responses.” This is 
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specially the case of poetry, where the repetition of certain phrases, patterns of rhyme or syntax 

often result in aesthetic emotion in themselves. Likewise, regarding context, the appreciation 

of the familiar is associated with the experience of the beautiful. This idea will be exploited 

later on in the case of Anglo-Saxon verse, based on the work by Tyler (2006) and the authors 

compiled in her volume. Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell (2008: 307) develop on the concept 

of “familiarity” by stating that it is sometimes associated with objects that are processed with 

fluency. In other words, “aesthetically preferred objects” tend to be “prototypical objects,” 

“objects with enhanced clarity,” or “average faces” (Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell, 2008: 

307). If the subject encounters an object whose form is familiar, it is processed with more ease 

and it can result in aesthetic emotion more frequently.  

 However, these two appraisals do not always act in isolation, and, sometimes, a 

combination of both familiarity and novelty increases the likelihood of experiencing an 

aesthetic emotion. In the view of Menninghaus et al. (2019: 179), this combination is often 

“particularly appealing.” In this regard, Menninghaus et al. (2019: 179) point out a series of 

experiments carried out by Hekkert et al. (2013), whose study of typicality and novelty in the 

aesthetic dimension of industrial design was based on three trials. Hekkert et al. (2013: 111) 

concluded that “all three studies showed that people prefer novel designs as long as the novelty 

does not affect typicality” and that “[people] prefer typicality given that this is not to the 

detriment of novelty.” Therefore, a balanced combination of these two appraisals is likely to 

increase the intensity of the aesthetic emotion.   

 c) Goal relevance and goal conduciveness: it has been discussed before that aesthetic 

judgment is devoid of all pragmatic7 purpose (Kant, 1987). These assumptions are also 

supported by Marković (2012): in his view, in aesthetic emotion, the aesthetic object  
 

is not seen as a tool for the satisfaction of bodily needs [...], but rather as a provocation of higher 

level pleasures, such as pleasures of the mind [...]. In other words, to be a part of an aesthetic 

experience, beauty must transcend from its extrinsic (pragmatic) to its intrinsic (aesthetic) values 

(Marković, 2012: 2).  

 

When the subject beholds an aesthetic object, they regard it not for its purpose or value, but 

because it is pleasing, novel or familiar. Aesthetic pleasure as a result of aesthetic emotion, 

therefore, revolves around short-term goals like “pleasure seeking, mood enhancement, 

 
7 A perfectly illustrative example of the lack of pragmatic value in aesthetic objects is the readymade 
sculpture Fountain by Marcel Duchamp (see Appendix 1, Figure 1). While the object itself served as a urinal, 
by pre-classifying it as “art,” the subject detaches all pragmatic functions from the object and appreciates it 
only in its aesthetic dimension, not as, for instance, useful or comfortable.  
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avoiding boredom, self-distinction through aesthetically appealing self-presentation [...] in a 

more self-conscious fashion” (Menninghaus et al., 2019: 180). As for the intentional seeking of 

aesthetic emotions, Menninghaus et al. (2019: 180) point out that the subject may approach the 

different forms of art “with the conscious goal of experiencing some excitement and/or 

emotional uplift [...]. If our anticipations are not met, negative aesthetic emotions arise [...].” 

Consequently, aesthetic experience is usually oriented towards the short-term reward of 

triggering positive aesthetic emotion, but it may also result in negative aesthetic emotion or, in 

more complex cases, mixed emotions. Therefore, the appraisal of goal relevance and goal 

conduciveness refers to the scarce, ephemeral and self-focused goals of aesthetic emotions.  

d) Coping potential: the fact that artworks have a fixed structure (in most cases)8 

prevents the subject from controlling the negative aesthetic emotions it may elicit. Yet, as 

Menninghaus et al. (2019: 180) remark “the top-down activation of a cognitive framing [...] 

extends the realm of pleasurability by structurally suspending any concern regarding a threat to 

ourselves and [...] our personal chances of coping with this threat.” The suspension of disbelief 

that is generally experienced when approaching art (or the mere awareness that there is no 

involvement of the self in the narrative that it contains) is responsible for causing positive 

aesthetic emotions even in negative fictional situations. Coping potential, therefore, refers to 

the inability of the subject to act upon the artwork.  However, this appraisal is only exclusive 

to the aesthetic emotions triggered by art or fictional situations. As Menninghaus et. al (2019: 

180) point out, when it is the case of real-life situation, if the subject is danger, there is no 

aesthetic evaluation. They illustrate this idea with the following example: “[w]e will not admire 

the beauty of a tiger as he jumps on us in attack” (Menninghaus et al., 2019: 180).  

These appraisals are just a part of the larger aesthetic emotion episode, accurately 

broken down by Juslin (2013). Although his paper in particular focuses on aesthetic emotions 

elicited by music (musical emotions), he issues an exhaustive description of the aesthetic 

emotion episode in more general terms. Juslin (2013: 246) also acknowledges the problematic 

terminology of aesthetic emotion and, more specifically, the issues that arise from associating 

the aesthetic object with something else that is not considered artistic. In experimental 

aesthetics, it is sensible to limit the object of study to that which can be easily categorised in 

terms of artistic or not. However, for the purposes of this study, which is to analyse utterances 

 
8 The development of interactive technology is also altering the structure of artworks and other media. 
Traditionally, the subject had no possibility of action whatsoever within the narrative or the configuration of 
an artwork. However, this is no longer the case. An example of this is the relatively recent release of the 
Netflix movie Black Mirror: Bandersnatch. Or, not necessarily as a result of technological development, the 
classic Rayuela, by Julio Cortázar could be pointed out. In both artworks the subject has, to a certain degree, 
the possibility of altering the narrative and selecting what course the story may follow.  
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within poetic texts and to aim at explaining what they mean in the mind of the creator and in 

the mind of the audience, it is necessary to broaden this notion to encompass all the aesthetic 

objects described inside the aforementioned work.  

Juslin (2013: 246) approaches the issue in a way that is even more precise: he does not 

consider all emotions triggered by music or art to be aesthetic emotions; for him there needs to 

be some degree of aesthetic judgment. This limits the domain of aesthetic experience to the 

existence of an aesthetic judgment. In this regard, aesthetic emotion could also be expanded to 

encompass all manner of objects and situations as long as there is some form of aesthetic 

judgment. Since aesthetic judgment is just one of the components of the aesthetic emotion 

episode, Juslin (2013: 246) proposes investigating each element individually, in order to gain a 

better understanding of aesthetic experience. This modern perspective goes against the most 

predominant approach during the last century, which was to avoid individual inspection. For 

instance, Thornton (1940: 201) believed that breaking down the aesthetic emotion episode into 

smaller units or constituents caused the object of study to disappear.  

Marković (2012: 5) proposes a “functional model of aesthetic experience,” to break 

down the emotion episode into these smaller units and he summarises most aesthetic emotion 

theories by stating that  
 

[m]any models agree on the notion that the process starts with stimulus input, then continues through 

several processing stages, which are connected to deeper memorial instances, and ends in the final 

decision making, which is an evaluative judgment of the stimulus (Marković, 2012: 5).  

 

Subsequently, he goes over the models proposed by Parsons (1987), Chatterjee (2003), and 

Leder et al. (2004) and over the work on empirical aesthetics and neuroimaging studies on 

aesthetic preferences by Ognjenović (1991) and Nadal et al. (2008), respectively, highlighting 

the most remarkable concepts and particularities of their work to integrate them into his own 

model. In Marković’s (2012: 6) view, all these models have in common the fact that they “deal 

with the temporally distributed stages of information processing which ends with a single 

outcome—aesthetic decision, response or judgment.” From Chatterjee (2013), Leder et al. 

(2008) and Nadal et al. (2008), Marković (2012: 6) stresses as “particularly important” the 

“feedback relationship between perceptual-cognitive emotional processes;” from Chatterjee 

(2013) and Nadal et al. (2008), the “role of attentional mechanisms in aesthetic information 

processing” and from all of them, “the distinction between earlier (perceptual) stages, focused 

to physical features of an object, and later (cognitive) stages, which are responsible for the 

appraisal of the semantic aspect of artworks.” Indeed, the models proposed by Chatterjee (2013) 
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and Leder et al. (2008) contain very detailed information about the aesthetic emotion episode 

and they similarly deconstruct it into different stages which are interconnected.  

Chatterjee’s (2013: 55) adaptation of the cognitive treatment of sight for visual 

aesthetics is of special interest. In schematic terms, Chatterjee (2013: 55) bases this model in 

two presuppositions a) that “visual aesthetics, like vision, has multiple components” and b) that 

aesthetic experience is not triggered by just one constituent but rather by the combination of the 

responses to these different components. Chatterjee’s (2013: 55) model departs from a stimulus 

input (1), towards “early vision features,” (2) that is, “orientation, shape, color,” which are then 

grouped attending to visual criteria (3); this step has two possible outcomes: this information is 

categorised in “representational domains,” (4a) that is “places, faces” or any other such possible 

aggrupation or, alternatively, the subject pays more “attention” (4b) because the categorisation 

has been unsuccessful and they go back to step 2. Once the information has been properly 

categorised (4a, part 2), it either gives rise to an “emotional response” (5b), which differentiates 

between liking and wanting, where liking is the aesthetic component, and, ultimately, this may 

or may not result in a decision (6). This model includes the recurrent passage from the strictly 

visual, to the cognitive evaluation of the stimulus or aesthetic object. Similarly, Chatterjee’s 

(2013) model also contemplates the two traditional outcomes of the aesthetic process: aesthetic 

judgment (liking) which is treated as an emotion and its resulting action (i.e., decision).  

The model proposed by Leder et al. (2004: 492) is more specific and it has more 

ramifications. Their model departs from the pre-classification of the artwork or “object of 

aesthetic interest” (1) as such, which causes the subject to enter into an “Emotional Affective 

State” after beholding or experiencing it (2). This sensory or affective information is processed 

by “Perceptual Analyses” (3), in which the notions of “complexity, contrast, symmetry, order 

and grouping” are evaluated. Previous experience facilitates “Implicit Memory Integration” (4), 

that is, since previous aesthetic experiences are integrated in the mind, traits like familiarity and 

prototypicality are evaluated despite the fact that the subject may not remember previous 

instances where they have beheld similar objects. This gives rise to an “Explicit Classification” 

(5) in terms of style (sensory) and content (cognitive); in this classification one can find the 

subject’s “domain of specific expertise,” “declarative knowledge,” “interest” and “personal 

taste.” Subsequently, there is a “Cognitive Mastering” (6); in other words, the subject produces 

an “art-specific interpretation” and/or a “self-related interpretation,” where they evaluate the 

object, its aesthetic potential and its relationship with the self. This is a continuous affective 

process through which the emotion is maintained and increased.  

Once the evaluation is complete, Leder et al. (2004: 492) point out two possible 

outcomes. If the evaluation is carried out in more cognitive terms and there is understanding on 
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the part of the subject, an aesthetic judgment has been made (7a). Aesthetic judgments are 

subject to “social interaction” and “discourse” and, since they are explicitly verbalised in a 

social context, they are more likely to be integrated in the subject’s aesthetic criteria. However, 

if the subject is in an “affective state” and they are satisfied with the aesthetic object (or 

dissatisfied for the case of negative aesthetic emotion) an aesthetic emotion has been triggered 

(7b). 

These models are echoed in Marković’s (2012) own aesthetic model, which he divides 

into two main stages. “The initial stage begins with the perceptual and cognitive appraisal of 

the object’s basic properties, such as complexity, regularity, familiarity and the like” (Marković, 

2012: 6). In these remarks, it can be seen how Marković (2012) also acknowledges the existence 

of two fundamental pillars in aesthetic emotion: the sensory and the cognitive. His theory 

deliberately maintains a broad definition of the object, and he excludes from his aesthetic model 

any pre-classification of the object as an artwork or as having mandatory perceptual qualities. 

Appraisals also serve an important role in Marković’s (2012: 6) theory: “[i]f the object is 

appraised as interesting, then arousal and attention are amplifying, while the affective 

consequence of this process is a state of excitement.” It is this interest that increases attention 

on the subject and creates a state of excitement which can be positive or negative. Furthermore, 

Marković (2012: 6) identifies an additional subsequent step of optional “further appraisals,” 

which are focused “on the detection of more complex compositional regularities and the 

interpretation of more sophisticated narratives and hidden symbolisms of the object’s 

structure.” This level refers to his assumptions that aesthetic experience focuses on higher level 

pleasures, like those of the mind, and it may lead to fascination, defined by Marković (2012: 7) 

as “a state of intensive, extensive, and long-term concentration and vigilance, which 

continuously ‘feeds’ and energizes the cognitive system.” The process ends when the subject is 

aware of the “exceptional and unique relationship with the object of fascination” (Marković, 

2012: 7).  

In more schematic terms, Markovic (2012: 7) proposes a visual rendering of the 

aesthetic emotion episode divided in two levels (the perceptual and the cognitive), consisting 

of four elements: the appreciation of the object (be it in cognitive or sensory terms), the 

cognitive evaluation of the aesthetic object (appraisals of interestingness for the sensory 

dimension and appraisal of narrative for the cognitive), increase of attention as a result of 

interest and fascination as a result of the narrative qualities in the aesthetic object and lastly 

excitement and exceptional feeling, respectively. In Marković’s (2012: 7) theory, the 

perceptual and the cognitive are understood as occurring separately. However, these levels may 

be connected when the sensory qualities cause the subject to increase their attention and 
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discover hidden symbolic meanings in the object. In fact, Marković (2012: 7) closes his theory 

by emphasising the importance of the appraisal of meaning, which he understands as “crucial 

even for the aesthetic experience of a very simple artistic object.” This establishes two possible 

levels of aesthetic experience: a basic and more straightforward experience of the aesthetic 

object with less meaning and symbolism and a fuller, meaning-filled and more cognitively-

oriented aesthetic experience. The more meaning and more appraisals that an aesthetic 

experience involves, the more intense it will be.  

Nevertheless, all aesthetic experience must include, to a certain extent, a cognitive 

evaluation of the aesthetic object. For the subject to appreciate an object and experience it as 

beautiful or otherwise, they must understand what this object is. For instance, to perceive a 

poem or an ornament as beautiful, the subject must fathom what they are exactly. If the subject 

does not understand the object fully, aesthetic emotion is less likely to be triggered. Concerning 

the understanding of the object’s cognitive structure, Marković (2012: 7-10) points out two 

main possibilities:  

a) “the processing of a narrative,” which refers to the subject’s ability of reading into a 

given artwork to extract deeper symbolic meaning. This idea has been discussed before in 

explaining one of the now obsolete branches of aesthetic emotion, expression, which postulated 

that the subject reads in an artwork the exact meanings that the author intended to render. Far 

from this idea, the subject interprets the narrative (or symbolism) in the aesthetic object 

differently and independently from the author’s original intention in creating it. Different 

subjects read artworks and aesthetic objects differently. This idea of “narrative,” in Marković’s 

(2012: 8) terminology, is a reasonably broad notion: not only does it encompass the plot of 

novels, short stories or films, but also the factual and background content of, for instance, 

paintings or sculptures and, on a more abstract level, what this “narrative” means, that is, its 

symbolism. As Marković (2012: 8) points out, “for the interpretation of deeper symbolic 

meanings, more specific declarative knowledge is needed.” In order for the subject to 

understand these meanings in detail, they need to belong to the author’s same cultural 

framework or at least be familiar with it or educated in it.  

The extent to which fictional works can move the subject has been debated. Radford 

and Weston (1975) go over the process of empathy in human beings as regards fictional 

characters. Even if sometimes artworks depict real characters and/or real situations, they are, 

by definition, fictional to a greater or lesser extent. Even in the cases of non-fiction or 

biography, the subject is aware that there may be certain distortion or fictionalised renderings 

present in them. However, when readers and spectators experience an artwork or, more 

specifically, when they assess the context and circumstances in which the narrative takes place, 
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there is a suspension of disbelief. The subject is fully aware that the events that are recounted 

are not faithful history and while they experience the artwork, they do not care about the extent 

to which they comply with reality.  

On the relationship between the subject and fictional characters or events, Radford and 

Weston (1975: 69) establish a parallelism between the character’s circumstances and the 

subject’s former experiences. Radford and Weston (1975: 69) suggest that one of the reasons 

why the subject may be moved by fictional accounts is because they are reminded of former 

situations in which they experienced similar circumstances: “if and when we weep for Anna 

Karenina, we weep for the pain and anguish that a real person might suffer and which real 

persons have suffered” (Radford and Weston, 1975: 74). Therefore, the emotion triggered is 

related to the subject’s emotional experience, and this raises the question as to whether this 

emotion that is triggered by fictional accounts is more or less intense than a similar emotion in 

an every-day situation. Radford and Weston (1975: 77) conclude that the subject’s response to 

fictional events “is partly aesthetic,” as they are certain that their implications will not affect 

the subject’s present, even if the subject tends to think that their response to a fictional event is 

identical to that of a real-life event. Consequently, Radford and Weston’s (1975) paper affirms 

that despite the suspension of disbelief in which the subject engages when experiencing 

artworks, their narrative and symbolic content, in Marković’s (2012) terms, nevertheless trigger 

real emotions and they are fundamentally aesthetic and, therefore, not as action-oriented. In 

conclusion, it is not relevant whether the emotion is more or less intense than an every-day 

emotion, because it is an altogether different sort of emotion.  

b) The second cognitive element pointed out by Marković (2012: 9) is “the processing 

of form and composition.” “Every object of aesthetic processing has some physical form which 

determines the stylistic aspect of the artwork’s identity” (Marković, 2012: 9).  This establishes 

a dichotomy between content (narrative) and form (style), also discussed by Cupchik (2016). 

While the narrative contents of the artwork or aesthetic object are evaluated in more cognitive 

terms, style and form are also cognitively processed to a large extent. Marković (2012: 9) resorts 

to studies carried on by Arnheim (1969), Janković and Marković (2001, 2009), Oyama et al. 

(2008) and Palmer and Scholoss (2010) to show how certain visual traits are associated with 

specific ideas: for instance, the association of red with passion or sharp angular lines which can 

be associated with aggression or danger. Yet, these meanings are part of what Ibarretxe-

Antuñano (2013) defines as culture sieve, and they are likely to vary from culture to culture and 

historical period to historical period. Furthermore, as Marković (2012: 9) maintains, form and 

composition serve as a frame that enhances the aesthetic qualities of the narrative.  
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All in all, Marković’s (2012) remarks render a minutely detailed account of all the 

different constituents of the aesthetic emotion process and, similarly, he stresses the idea that 

the aesthetic emotion episode is cognitive at its core. What is traditionally perceived as sensory 

processing can have a central cognitive component and, in consequence, the cognitive is far 

more central to the emotion episode than the sensory, which is chiefly represented by the 

existing sensory inputs.  

Juslin (2013) proposes another interesting and influential model for aesthetic 

experience. For Juslin (2013: 247), the first component of aesthetic experience is the “pre-

classification”9 of the aesthetic object as “art.” In his view, the fact that the subject identifies an 

object as an aesthetic object that could trigger aesthetic emotion is a necessary step in aesthetic 

experience, as it induces an “aesthetic attitude.” In order not to lose sight of our object of study 

here, in the case of Anglo-Saxon verse, this step is clearly pinpointed in how the audience would 

anticipate aesthetic content when a scop (i.e. an oral poet) began to recite verses or when a 

literate person opened a codex containing these poems. This audience or readership would have 

been invited to adopt an aesthetic attitude that would have facilitated the experience of aesthetic 

emotion. This is what Juslin (2013: 246) denominates “aesthetic framing,” a context in which 

the subject expects and identifies aesthetic content.  

Juslin’s (2013: 248) second step includes the different “inputs to the judgment process.” 

These may be continuous or one-time inputs and they are “influenced by a number of factors in 

the art-work, the perceiver, and the situation” (Juslin, 2013: 248). These inputs can be of three 

different natures:  

a) perceptual: they relate to the sensory dimension of aesthetic experience. Here, the 

subject perceives the object’s physical qualities. For this type of input, Juslin (2013: 248) gives 

the following examples of “perceptual features”: “symmetry, order, proportion and figure-

ground contrast.” For Juslin (2013: 248) these are ‘low-level’ features of the aesthetic object.  

b) cognitive: these inputs are related to the cognitive side of aesthetic experience. Here, 

the subject perceives more complex elements in the aesthetic object, like the skill necessary to 

compose it or notions of meaning and symbolism relating to the contents of the artwork or the 

qualities of the object. Juslin (2013: 248) acknowledges that these inputs are best perceived 

when the subject is educated in the matter: “[i]t is commonly assumed that explicit education 

in the arts may encourage a more advanced appreciation of art by providing depth and novel 

 
9 This idea has been discussed before, in pointing out Duchamp’s Fountain. Another illustrative example is 
Andy Warhol’s choice to showcase Brillo™ boxes as art (see Appendix 1, Figure 2). It is the perfect 
illustration as to how, by placing an everyday object in a context where one would expect aesthetic content, 
the artist stimulates an aesthetic attitude that is more likely to result in aesthetic emotion (either positive or 
negative, as a result of the subject’s disappointment in said artwork).  



 
 35 

perspective beyond one’s own immediate reaction.” While one subject may be moved by the 

object’s form and perceptual qualities, an educated subject may be more profoundly affected 

because they have carried out a more insightful reading of the artwork in question.  

c) emotional: these inputs concern the emotions that certain artworks may trigger in the 

subject, other than the resulting aesthetic emotion. “However, emotional input is not needed for 

an aesthetic judgment to take place or to produce an outcome” (Juslin, 2013: 249).  

These three diverse types of inputs are understood by Juslin (2013: 248) as 

“information” in the object processed by the subject. Yet, these inputs by themselves are not 

enough to trigger aesthetic emotion. This information is filtered in a third stage by the subject’s 

“aesthetic criteria” (Juslin, 2013: 248). A study10 conducted by Juslin and Isaksson (2014: 190) 

identified some of these criteria in the appreciation of music (which are also applicable to the 

experience of art in general); these were the most common (from more to less): expression, 

emotion arousal, originality, artistic skill, message, beauty, taste, artistic intention, wittiness, 

sublimity, complexity, use as art and representation. These so-called criteria resemble, to a 

certain extent, some of the appraisals of aesthetic emotion proposed by Menninghaus et al. 

(2019).  

Once the information from the inputs has been filtered by the subject’s aesthetic criteria, 

which may or may not include the criteria mentioned above, in a fourth step, the subject 

produces an aesthetic judgment. Juslin (2013: 246) affirms that “an aesthetic experience occurs 

to the extent that an aesthetic judgment has been made [...], that ‘an aesthetic attitude’ has been 

adopted.” The aesthetic judgment is the fundamental part of the aesthetic emotion episode; if 

the subject filters the inputs through their aesthetic criteria and they do not match, the aesthetic 

experience is halted and there is no aesthetic judgment that may translate into the different 

degrees and varieties of aesthetic emotion.  

Juslin (2013: 247) points out that aesthetic judgment has a fundamentally evaluative and 

culturally influenced dimension, despite the fact that there may be “some universals that set 

constraints on what we initially find beautiful.” The notions of symmetry and proportion would 

be one of these variables upon which subjects from different cultures or historical periods may 

coincide.  
 

Whereas the basic operations of the emotion-induction mechanisms discussed earlier are consistent 

over time, aesthetic and stylistic norms and ideas change over time in society [...] making it much 

 
10 This is a very specific experiment with a limited number of participants (72), which looks into how different 
psychology or music students evaluate music in aesthetic terms. These students were told to strain to pinpoint 
what criteria they use when producing that aesthetic evaluation. The criteria mentioned in Juslin and Isaksson 
(2014) are provided for illustration purposes only, since they are not entirely applicable to this study.   
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more difficult to pin down a definitive account of [...] aesthetic judgments for all times and places 

(Juslin, 2013: 247).  

 

While certain aesthetic criteria are maintained throughout time, the variation to which they are 

subject and the extremely perspectival nature of aesthetic emotion, as Walker (1997: 13) points 

out in the case of wonder, are precisely where the different varieties of individual tastes reside, 

causing an apparent heterogeneity of aesthetic preferences. Culture plays a crucial part in what 

is to be perceived as beautiful or accepted aesthetically and what is to be regarded as 

aesthetically unacceptable, censurable or ugly. What a given culture presents as the ideal is 

what is slowly inserted in the subject’s aesthetic criteria and what they will continue to 

appreciate aesthetically throughout their lives despite their individual development of an 

aesthetic taste. These remarks and the specific place of culture in the subject’s aesthetic criteria 

add some nuances to the idea of the culture sieve introduced by Ibarretxe-Antuñano (2013). 

This sieve is implicit in the subject’s aesthetic criteria and it is what adds cultural meanings to 

the aesthetic emotion episode.  

 However, aesthetic judgment and aesthetic emotion are not the same integrant of the 

emotion episode. Juslin (2013: 255) introduces the idea of ‘aesthetic threshold’, first proposed 

by Fechner (1876). The fifth stage in Juslin’s (2013) theory concerns how an aesthetic 

judgment may or may not trigger aesthetic emotion. Once the evaluation based on one or several 

of the aesthetic criteria is salient and surpasses the threshold that separates a positive aesthetic 

experience from simply liking an object, it could be said that an aesthetic emotion has been 

successfully triggered. This idea is also consistent with Cupchik’s (2016: 12) “threshold of 

awareness,” that a feeling, or in this case an aesthetic judgment, must reach a certain degree of 

intensity to qualify as an emotion. According to Juslin (2013: 248), there can be two possible 

outcomes of aesthetic judgment: positive or negative. Within the positive spectrum and below 

the aesthetic threshold, there is no aesthetic emotion, like the experience of beauty or wonder, 

but just a possible expression of aesthetic preferences, that is, liking or being attracted to 

something or someone. If these judgments are above threshold and salient, the subject 

experiences a positive aesthetic emotion. As for negative aesthetic emotion, below the aesthetic 

threshold there is disliking. If the aesthetic judgment is above threshold, the subject experiences 

a negative aesthetic emotion, for instance, the experience of ugliness or disgust, for a more 

intense negative aesthetic emotion. If the aesthetic judgment of the stimulus input entails both 

positive and negative appraisals, the emotion triggered follows the same process, with the 

difference that it is as a mixed emotion with special characteristics that will be discussed in 

section 5 of this chapter.  
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 Summing up, the depiction of aesthetic experience proposed by Juslin (2013) consists 

of five distinct steps or stages: a) the pre-classification of the aesthetic object as having artistic 

qualities, b) the type of input that the subject receives, c) how the subject processes, treats and 

judges this input, d) the judgment outcome that results from this evaluation, and e) whether this 

aesthetic judgment causes an aesthetic emotion or not. Some of the steps in the emotion process 

as discussed in section 1 could be included in this depiction. Juslin (2013) does not mention the 

step separating aesthetic feeling from aesthetic emotion. I propose the inclusion of this element 

in the aesthetic threshold. When the subject becomes aware of the aesthetic feeling, the aesthetic 

emotion is fully realised. If this aesthetic feeling goes unrealised, it contributes to the subject’s 

aesthetic preferences, being consistent with whether they like or dislike that sort of aesthetic 

object, and it also can affect the subject’s mood and state of mind. It is convenient to bear in 

mind Cupchik’s (2016: 12) remarks that when feelings “are below the threshold of awareness 

they tacitly shape the form of experience.” Even if the aesthetic judgment of an object is not 

powerful enough to trigger aesthetic emotion, the experience of this object still has an effect on 

the subject.  

After the aesthetic judgment has surpassed the aesthetic threshold, there are two ways 

of manifesting it. As it has been pointed out before, Scherer (2005: 13) acknowledges that the 

responses to aesthetic emotions “contrast strongly with the arousal and action-oriented 

responses for many utilitarian emotions.” Whereas every-day or utilitarian emotions have a 

clear tendency to result in action, aesthetic emotions have different and very specific action 

tendencies, as Fingerhut and Prinz (2020) show. As such, aesthetic emotions are more likely to 

result in expression, this being one of the foremost characteristics of aesthetic experience: as 

noted by Bosanquet (1894: 155) “the explanation of beauty reduces itself to expressiveness.” 

Yet, there are other ways in which the subject manifests aesthetic emotion.  

 One of the traditional ways of measuring the effects of aesthetic emotions is by closely 

inspecting measurable bodily changes. In his paper on how to measure emotions, Scherer (2005: 

710) enumerates a list of physiological symptoms, motor expressions and action tendencies. I 

will highlight those that can be found in aesthetic emotion:  

 a) physiological symptoms include the corporeal alterations the subject feels when they 

experience aesthetic emotion: feeling cold, shivers, weak limbs, getting pale, heartbeat getting 

faster, breathing getting faster, feeling warm, perspiring, moist hands. “The most commonly 

reported bodily symptoms for intense aesthetic experience are goose pimples, shivers, or moist 

eyes.” (Scherer, 2005: 707) 

 b) motor expression refers to how the subject’s body reacts to this emotion: smiling, 

opening eyes, tears, other changes in the face, trembling voice, moving towards people or 
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things, silence, short utterance, long utterance, speech, melody change, disturbance in speech 

or changes in speech tempo. Menninghaus et al. (2019: 184) include additional bodily 

movements and responses that are specific to aesthetic emotion: “(positive) laughter frequently 

accompan[ies] delight and amusement in response to humoristic poetry, comedies, and other 

artworks and media products.” Not only are there changes in the subject’s face and voice, but 

they may also want to decrease the distance between themselves and the object. Indeed, 

Cupchik and Winston (1996) remark how in the aesthetic emotion episode attention is 

exclusively focused on the object and all surrounding objects disappear in the mind of the 

subject; this idea is also supported by Marković (2012). This state was defined by 

Csíkszentmihályi (1970) as ‘Flow’ or ‘Optimal Mental Processing’ and it consists in an 

awareness of congruence between incoming information and our goals. However, this motor 

expression can also consist of changes in the subject’s pattern of speech or, more specifically, 

an utterance (long or short) expressing the perceived aesthetic qualities of the object by means 

of language or interjections. Menninghaus et al. (2019: 184) add “applause, booing, and words 

of praise” but they consider them “post hoc expressions of aesthetic emotion.” Thus, the 

linguistic expression of aesthetic emotion encompasses and may express the three following 

elements: the aesthetic object and its qualities, the subject’s aesthetic criteria and the aesthetic 

emotion itself. By analysing the utterance, there is data to be retrieved pertaining the object and 

how the subject interprets it, conceptualises it and experiences it. Ultimately, adopting a bottom-

up approach can lead to identifying the mappings, schemata and cultural assumptions that are 

woven into the subject’s aesthetic criteria and therefore into the cultural model of a given 

aesthetic emotion in a speech community.  

 c) Action tendencies comprise the most common results of the emotion episode: shifting 

attention towards or away from the event (or object), information search and physically moving 

towards event (or object). Ideally, the subject would want to move towards the object and be 

close to it, which Menninghaus et al. (2019: 186) call “motivational tendencies of approach or 

avoidance.” On the one hand, this can be aimed at lengthening the duration of the aesthetic 

emotion episode, denominated by Panksepp (1998) ‘seeking system’. On the other hand, the 

purpose of these motivational tendencies of approach or avoidance would be to intensify the 

emotion after appreciating the object’s details better. An additional possible action tendency 

would be to try to achieve possession of said object to be able to experience it more frequently. 

However, taking into account the appraisal of novelty, it would not be experienced in identical 

manner after subsequent encounters. Yet, as Eco (2012: 8) remarks, the object will remain as 

beautiful (or the opposite) whether the subject possesses it or not. These are some of the action-

tendencies that can be identified in aesthetic emotion and they may not be found in all aesthetic 
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emotions. For instance, in the case of negative aesthetic emotion, the subject will not want to 

move towards the object or try to lengthen the duration of the emotion episode. Instead, they 

will want to move away from it and cease to behold it. Regarding action tendencies, the recent 

paper by Fingerhut and Prinz (2020) makes an overview of some of the action tendencies of the 

different aesthetic emotions that they point out in their paper, as well as the most common 

somatic profiles in them. They identify four emotion families with three emotions in each:  

 a) “Emotions of pleasure” (Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 229), which include aesthetic 

pleasure, attraction and fluency. Fluency is met with action tendencies that “may be more 

passive” (Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 230). However, for aesthetic pleasure they point out the 

action tendency of “attending to the sources” of said emotion, and for the emotion of attraction 

they specify several “forms of appetitive behaviour: feasting on fresh produce, exploring an 

opulent space, or embracing a desirable body” (Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 230).  

 b) “Emotions of contemplation” (Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 231), which index interest, 

intrigue and engrossment or absorption. For interest, the most common action tendency is to 

“attend to interesting things” (Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 231); for intrigue, “[i]ts action 

tendencies include exploration, scrutiny, scanning, or search” (Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 232); 

for absorption, Fingerhut and Prinz (2020: 232), they point out “active engagement” or 

“following” and the “receptivity to the content of the work.” 

 c) “Emotions of amazement” (Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 233), which refer to feeling 

the sublime, awe and wonder. For the feeling of the sublime, they elaborate how the action 

responses are “akin to the freezing response: we stop and behold, trying to reorient ourselves in 

the face of threat or greatness” (Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 233). In the case of awe, “the action 

tendencies may be more akin to receptivity (a kind of openness)” (Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 

233); in other words, when the subject experiences awe, they experience the negative stimuli in 

a more positive manner. Finally, wonder shares some of the aforementioned action tendencies 

but it is more oriented towards “querying” and investigating (Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 234).  

 d) “Emotions of Respect” (Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 236), incorporating admiration, 

adoration and solemn deference. Admiration exhibits some action tendencies like “hat tipping, 

the clenching of the lips with accompanying nodding of the head” if it refers to a person or 

“attending to the features” of an artwork (Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 235). Adoration, which 

focuses more on individuals than on their production, is characterised by “screaming,” 

“swooning, and seeking physical contact with the adored individual or things she has touched” 

(Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 236). Finally, solemn deference “may prompt” the subject “to study 

and imitate the master’s techniques” (Fingerhut and Prinz, 2020: 236).  
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 Moving on to the characteristics of aesthetic emotion, they parallel the nature of their 

inputs to a certain extent, as proposed by Juslin (2013: 248): perceptual, cognitive and 

emotional. Marković (2012: 3) divides the features of aesthetic emotion in three similar blocks:  

 a) the motivational aspect of aesthetic experience, which relates to concept that has been 

mentioned before: the intense engagement of the subject with the aesthetic object to the point 

of losing awareness of their surroundings. This is the main goal or motivation of the aesthetic 

emotion episode and what accounts for its intensity. It is a trait that largely depends on the 

sensory, since most aesthetic information is first apprehended through the senses, even if the 

aesthetic emotion is triggered by cognitive factors or by the powerful memory of a given object. 

The only goal of the subject when experiencing the stimulus is the stimulus in itself and the 

emotion caused by it.  

 b) the cognitive aspect of aesthetic experience, which concerns the information 

contained in the aesthetic object: “semantic, symbolic, and imaginative aspects of aesthetic 

experience” (Marković, 2012: 3). To a certain extent, aesthetic emotion creates a “virtual 

reality” that goes beyond everyday emotion. In this reality, the subject does not assess whether 

the aesthetic object fulfils all the laws of logic or physics. It is a common trait in the experience 

of narrative works to find suspension of disbelief, whereby the subject ceases to consider the 

artwork as faithful to reality, and they are, nevertheless, moved by these “semantic, symbolic, 

and imaginative aspects” of it. However, this is not the only case in which cognitive factors can 

trigger aesthetic emotion. As Marwick (2007: 3) points out “the moral qualities of intelligence 

and understanding, charm and sparkle [...] are transmuted into physical beauty.” This virtual 

reality and the fact that sometimes cognitive factors alone can result in aesthetic are enough to 

support the idea that aesthetic emotion satisfies pleasures of a higher level, the pleasures of the 

mind.  

 c) the affective side of aesthetic experience, which refers to how “a person has a strong 

and clear feeling of unity with the object of aesthetic fascination and aesthetic appraisal” 

(Markovic, 2012: 3). Similar remarks can be found in Thornton (1940: 204), who claims that 

“[w]hatever phenomena are experienced simultaneously are experienced as a unity” and by 

Bosanquet (1894) who reinforces the idea that the aesthetic object, the aesthetic emotion and 

its expression are a whole consisting of different parts.  

 Regarding the experience of beauty as an aesthetic emotion11, Armstrong and Detweiler-

Bedell (2008) discuss some of its characteristics. Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell’s (2008: 

 
11 It is convenient to note that Fingerhut and Prinz (2020), for example, do not consider the experience of 
beauty to be an aesthetic emotion. Instead, they associate beauty with aesthetic pleasure by claiming that the 
former causes the latter. Fingerhut and Prinz’s (2020) division of aesthetic emotion families would have, 
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305) main assumption is that “the experience of beauty goes beyond recapitulating something 

already represented in the mind. It instead reflects the prospect of understanding something 

novel and particularly meaningful.” This quotation underpins some of the appraisals of aesthetic 

experience listed above, for instance the appraisal of novelty. It is the degree of novelty and 

understanding that configures the degree of intensity of the aesthetic experience. For Armstrong 

and Detweiler-Bedell (2008: 305), there are three different ranges in the experience of beauty: 

mild aesthetic pleasure, physical attractiveness and preference. In fact, they quote Reber et al. 

(2004: 365) in stating that “most of what most humans call ‘beautiful’ on a daily basis falls into 

the category of such mild experiences.” Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell (2008: 308) 

acknowledge the difficulty of incorporating the theory of Processing Fluency put forth by Reber 

et al. (2004) to other aesthetic models, because they limit the experience of beauty to mild 

aesthetic experience and they claim that that aesthetic objects that are complex in terms of form 

are simpler in narrative content, and vice versa. This is what, in their view, allows for a fluent 

processing.  

 In the context of the experience of beauty, Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell (2008) 

propose differentiating two different terms in order to avoid confusion within the Processing 

Fluency theory, pretty instead of beautiful for pleasing, graceful, delicate and enjoyable 

aesthetic objects, and beautiful for objects that are more complex and difficult to process but 

that are experienced more intensely:  
  

Pretty objects promote fluent processing and yield to immediate conceptual understanding. In 

contrast, beautiful objects resist fluent processing, thwarting conceptual understanding while 

nevertheless offering the prospect of such understanding (Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell, 2008: 

309). 

 

Therefore, when analysing utterances that can potentially depict the experience of beauty, there 

should be a distinction in terms of intensity. In fact, the Appraisal Theory reinforces this 

gradient of aesthetic experience. As Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell (2008: 313) state 

“[a]ppraisal approaches [...] emphasize top-down cognitive differences that modulate and 

therefore distinguish between various emotional states.” These nuances, as far as intensity is 

concerned, will also be found in the concordance drawn for this study in the experience depicted 

by two of the most common aesthetic emotion markers in Old English, Old English (henceforth, 

OE) wynsum ‘pleasant’ and OE wlitig ‘beautiful’.  

 
similarly, been an interesting one to apply to the present study, as their remarks can potentially be useful in 
a categorisation of the range of aesthetic emotions analysed here. However, their work was not available in 
the planning stages of this thesis (beginning of 2019).  
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 Explaining further the nature of beauty, Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell (2008: 312) 

state that it is a necessary union of cognition and emotion and it is devoid of “concrete 

behavioral goals,” a similar idea to Scherer’s (2005) remarks of aesthetic emotion as lacking 

utility and to the appraisal of goal conduciveness proposed by Menninghaus et al. (2019). 

Furthermore, it is safe to assume that the experience of beauty has both cognitive and sensory 

components, while other aesthetic emotions like aesthetic pleasure (as in the case of PDE pretty 

or potentially OE wynsum ‘pleasant’) do not exhibit a strong cognitive component aside from 

the aesthetic judgment, which is a cognitive element in itself.   

 Another difference which is crucial to understand aesthetic emotion is that its appraisals 

are different from those found in everyday emotions. Some scholars explain that the appraisal 

of interestingness (or the lack thereof) is at the core of aesthetic experience, while some others 

do not agree with this idea. What most of them agree upon is that the different appraisals that 

can be found in aesthetic experience (novelty, familiarity, the subject’s goals and how they cope 

with the object, to name a few) are what precedes and configures the variety of aesthetic 

emotions. This implies that under any circumstances there is some degree of (aesthetic) 

judgment present in any given aesthetic emotion episode.  

 As for the different models proposed for the aesthetic emotion episode, most of them 

coincide in the basic structure, which is roughly summarised and condensed in the following 

steps: a) appreciation of stimuli, b) different cognitive and perceptual processes on the part of 

the subject, c) judgment and d) decision. More extensively, the starting point (1) is the subject’s 

appreciation of the stimulus or input, which is sometimes pre-classified as an element of 

aesthetic interest. This pre-classification puts the subject into an aesthetic mood in which they 

are more likely to experience aesthetic emotion. In the next step (2), the object’s basic 

information is processed by the subject; this information can be divided into three subsections: 

perceptual, cognitive and emotional. The input is subsequently (3) analysed, first perceptually 

in terms of visible characteristics, then cognitively, in terms of what this sensory information 

means and how it translates as far as the subject’s cultural background is concerned. Cognitive 

processing is grounded in former experience and heavily relies on more complex considerations 

like the subject’s aesthetic criteria (taste) or a given culture’s aesthetic prescriptions. Thereafter 

(4), there is a response on the part of the subject, a self-related or art-related interpretation of 

the object and the aesthetic judgment, which may or may not give rise to aesthetic emotion. If 

the emotion is triggered (5), this leads to a decision: the subject may express this emotion in 

different terms (physiologically, linguistically or by means of visible actions). The key 

assumption on which this study is based is that by analysing the last step in the aesthetic emotion 

episode, in this case the linguistic expression of aesthetic emotion, it is possible to partially 
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retrieve the subject’s aesthetic criteria and a specific culture’s aesthetic prescription. In the 

event that this data is irretrievable, particular strategies behind the usage of these linguistic 

aesthetic emotion markers could also be identified that provide information as to why these 

aesthetic emotion terms are purposefully employed in specific texts.  

 

1.4 Negative aesthetic experience 

Most of the works discussed before address aesthetic experience from the perspective of 

positive aesthetic emotions, even if they do not expressly acknowledge it. Indeed, researchers 

have not focused on negative aesthetic emotions with the same frequency with which they have 

produced models for positive aesthetic experience. Silvia and Brown (2007: 100) acknowledge 

this lack of material on negative aesthetic experience: “essentially no research has been done 

on negative responses to art.” The general tendency is to assume that art is the domain of 

beauty12 and that therefore there is no room for the experience of ugliness or other negative 

aesthetic emotions in art or in real-life contexts. Nevertheless, disgust or feelings of 

unpleasantness as a result of aesthetic experience is a fairly frequent response to artworks and 

aesthetic objects and a study on aesthetic experience should not neglect them. As Kringelback 

(2007: 41) points out, disgust is one of the seven basic emotions (fear, anger, disgust, sadness, 

joy, shame and guilt). In this section, I will examine, on the one hand, the experience of disgust 

as a core negative aesthetic emotion and, on the other hand, I will aim at determining if the 

appraisals proposed for aesthetic experience apply in the case of negative aesthetic emotions, 

more specifically, the experience of ugliness. 

 One of the researchers who has devoted most attention to negative aesthetic experience 

is the psychologist Paul J. Silvia. More specifically, three of his papers (Silvia and Brown, 

2007; Silvia, 2009; Cooper and Silvia, 2009) are central to setting an appraisal model of 

negative aesthetic experience.  Silvia and Brown (2007: 100) resort to Berylne’s (1971 and 

1974) concepts of reward and aversions systems, which configure the nuances of aesthetic 

experience. To a certain extent, Berlyne’s theory is paralleled by the Appraisal Theory of 

emotion (Frijda, 1988; Roseman and Smith, 2001), according to which emotions are configured 

along the spectrum from pain to pleasure and the mixtures of these primary emotions originate 

the rest of emotions. Silvia and Brown (2007) consider Berlyne’s (1971 and 1974) work to be 

limited; for instance, his model considers repulsion as the only negative aesthetic emotion.  

 
12 Some researchers like Reber et al. (2004) do not consider that the experience of ugliness or disgust qualify 
as aesthetic emotions and they limit these to the experience of beauty and similar positive emotions.  
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 Silvia and Brown (2007: 100-101) also criticise the landmark model proposed by 

Martindale and Moore (1988), which overlooked negative aesthetic experience and they based 

their aesthetic theory on the assumption that aesthetic experience was fundamentally built on 

the appreciation of prototypical aesthetic objects, similar, in a way, to the Processing Fluency 

theory (Reber et al., 2004). This would imply that what is familiar to the subject and part of the 

paradigms of prototypicality is appreciated as beautiful or pleasant and what is unfamiliar, 

untypical or has never been seen before is experienced as negative. When thus worded, these 

claims are not sustained, and they have been since disproved by contemporary scholars who 

have broadened the scope of aesthetic emotions. Indeed, as Menninghaus et al. (2019: 179) 

explain, familiarity is one of the appraisals of aesthetic emotion but so is novelty. If something 

is novel, it cannot be prototypical at the same time and, therefore, aesthetic experience cannot 

be understood exclusively as subject to what is familiar or prototypical.  

 Silvia and Brown (2007: 101) also dismiss modern theories of aesthetic emotion that are 

not applicable to negative aesthetic emotion, like the Processing Fluency theory (Reber et al., 

2004). It posits that aesthetic objects trigger positive aesthetic emotion when they are easy to 

process. This model, in Silvia and Brown’s (2007: 101) view, “makes it hard to explain diverse 

emotions (anger, disgust, fear).” All in all, aesthetic theories cannot be based on polar opposites 

but rather they should take into consideration a multitude of factors, the combinations of which 

give rise to the different varieties of aesthetic emotion, catering for the positive side of the 

spectrum and for the negative, too.  

 The appraisals of aesthetic emotion discussed in the previous section are also applicable, 

with some exceptions, to negative aesthetic emotion. In their paper, Silvia and Brown (2007) 

assess anger and disgust as aesthetic emotions. I will not include their remarks on anger because 

it is not part of the present study and because, in their paper, anger is discussed as the result of 

beholding an aesthetic object that offends the subject as a result of its content. As Silvia (2009: 

48) remarks, certain researchers like Izard (1977) and Rozin et al. (1999) describe the “hostility 

triad” composed by anger, disgust and contempt as negative aesthetic emotions. Silvia and 

Brown (2007: 102) analyse two main appraisals in the experience of disgust “goal congruence” 

and “intrinsic pleasantness,” in this case the lack of both congruence and pleasantness. 

“Appraising an event as goal incongruent and aversive is the core of disgust” (Silvia and Brown, 

2007: 102). In other words, when the subject evaluates the aesthetic object as not being 

appropriate and being unpleasant, they are likely to experience disgust. In the case of disgust, 

the object is thought to unintentionally be discordant with the subject’s ideas and the action 

resulting from the emotion episode is to move away from said object.   
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 Olatunji and Sawchuk (2005: 935) describe disgust as “encompassing a variety of 

symptoms, including revulsion, repugnance, abhorrence, repulsion, aversion, loathing, sicken, 

appal, and nauseate.” These symptoms are the bodily sensations that can be identified in the 

subject after experiencing this negative emotion. Thus, negative aesthetic emotions have a 

wider variety of physiological and emotional results than positive aesthetic emotion, or at least 

they are markedly more intense. The experience of disgust is therefore deeply rooted in the 

subject’s organs. Olatunji and Sawchuk (2005: 935) quote Haidt et al. (1994), who explain the 

evolutionary and adaptive nature of disgust as a bodily defence mechanism aimed at preventing 

the subject from ingesting harmful food. Yet, as they remark, in contemporary societies, it is 

“culture” that “shapes what an individual or society deems ‘disgusting’” (Olatunji and 

Sawchuk, 2005: 933). The experience of beauty, for instance, can be traced back to reproductive 

purposes (as it was pointed out by Darwin, 1871/1981) and, likewise, the experience of disgust 

historically played an important part in maintaining the subject’s physical well-being. This 

movement from action-oriented emotion to aesthetic emotion is not all that uncommon.  

 Olatunji and Sawchuk’s (2005) study mainly focuses on the bodily dimension of disgust, 

rather than on the psychological. However, they highlight the idea that “[t]he interpretive 

component of the disgust response can involve beliefs directly related to the threat value of the 

stimulus and/or concerns about one’s own physiological and behavioural reactions to the 

repulsive material” (Olatunji and Sawchuk, 2005: 937). At a moral level, the subject tends to 

move away from the object of disgust in order to avoid contamination (Olatunji and Sawchuk, 

2005: 937). This idea will be recurrent through the concordance in the descriptions of morally 

defective individuals that cause the subject to perceive them as loathsome (OE lāð, lāðlic) 

because they are incongruent with the subject’s moral or religious goals. It is precisely this 

dimension of disgust that is subject to changes “not only between cultures, but within cultures” 

(Olatunji and Sawchuk, 2005: 938). Religion and morality play a fundamental role in the 

experience of disgust. Individuals with very fervent ideological or religious beliefs are more 

likely to find disgusting certain objects or situations that other people, within their same culture, 

may not.  

 This psychological and social layer of disgust is referred to by Olatunji and Sawchuk 

(2005: 942) as “intrapersonal and social/moral disgust.” Drawing on the work by Rozin et al. 

(1994), Olatunji and Sawchuk (2005: 943) propose four main domains of intrapersonal and 

social/moral disgust, which can potentially operate as appraisals:  

 a) “strangeness” as a result of “unwanted contact with unfamiliar individuals or 

materials of unknown origin.” While sometimes the unknown is perceived with a sense of 

positive exoticism and pleasure, other times, particularly when there is physical contact with 
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the object, it may result in disgust. Therefore, strangeness may be interpreted on the part of the 

subject as positive or negative.   

 b) “moral taint” resulting from “repugnance directed at those individuals engaging in 

irreprehensible behaviours” like “enemies, molesters, and rapists” or “those who behave 

without dignity” or “with hypocrisy, cruelty, fawning, and betrayal.” In this study, this could 

be the most important domain of action in the experience of disgust. Even without physical 

contact with the object of disgust, when the subject reads these people, circumstances or objects 

as incongruent with their own mind-set or religious beliefs they can trigger the experience of 

disgust.  

 c) “disease” fearing those whose illnesses may be deemed contagious by the subject. 

This disease need not be an actual disease but can refer to moral defectiveness which is 

conceptualised on the part of the subject as a disease or stain in the object. The most common 

tendency in these cases is to turn away from the object.  

 d) “misfortune” as “repulsion around individuals who have been disfigured in some 

way.” This idea of misfortune also goes beyond the sensory. At times, in artworks, disfigured 

figures serve as a means of emphasising a character’s lack of morality or spirituality or to 

convey the idea of moral taint in visual terms. In this sense, to be defiled or deprived of one’s 

beauty represents improper moral behaviour and a non-adherence to the social and religious 

rules of the society in which this artwork is produced.  

 As it has been suggested before, Olatunji and Sawchuk (2005: 943) point out that 

“[m]oral disgust operates to protect and preserve social order and, historically, has been largely 

shaped by religious and legal institutions.” They point out two main pathways of evaluation in 

the moral domain of disgust, the first one related to “body-oriented domains” (Olatunji and 

Sawchuk, 2005: 943) in the social coexistence of human beings and the second one to how 

“cultural influences may shape otherwise normal elicitors of disgust to take on moral 

evaluation” (Olatunji and Sawchuk, 2005: 943). This idea relates to the religious dimension of 

disgust and it is aimed at moralising and controlling people so that they aim at maintaining the 

purity of the soul through the purity of the body. Behaviours and people who go against a 

society’s social and religious rules are, therefore, conceptualised as disgusting.  

 While in this study the experience of ugliness is considered and analysed as a negative 

aesthetic emotion, there are no works in the literature that address it from the perspective of 

aesthetic emotion theories, only from the framework of Art History (for example, Eco, 2007). 

Taking as a starting point the theoretical background proposed in the previous section, which 

generally assesses aesthetic experience despite the fact that it is more focused towards the 

experience of beauty and other positive aesthetic emotions, I will try to adapt this model to the 
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experience of ugliness in order to come up with the structure of a prototype for negative 

aesthetic experience that can complement the remarks on disgust discussed above.  

 There are some marginal mentions to ugliness and its role in aesthetic experience in 

early works on aesthetic emotions. For Kant (1987: 44), aesthetic experience is configured 

around feelings of pleasure and displeasure, but he does not explicitly consider the ugly to be a 

part of aesthetic experience. If beauty is related to pleasure, it is safe to assume that the 

experience of ugliness is connected to displeasure. Similarly, Bosanquet (1894: 153) points out 

certain “states of pleasure and pain which accompany ease or obstruction of the flow of ideas.” 

The experience of ugliness, therefore, encompasses both pain and displeasure and results in an 

obstruction of the subject’s positive or neutral affective state.     

 Scherer (2005: 705) states that “aesthetic emotions are produced by the appreciation of 

intrinsic qualities of the beauty of nature, or the qualities of a work of art or an artistic 

performer.” This can be extrapolated to ugliness and rephrased as follows: negative aesthetic 

emotions are produced by the appreciation of intrinsic qualities of ugliness in the aesthetic 

object. However, this does not provide a solid basis for the analysis of negative aesthetic 

emotions: the concept of ugliness is an extremely complex one, as it varies from culture to 

culture and period to period, and, as such, it will be discussed at length in the next chapter. 

Drawing on the work by Scherer (2005: 703-6) and Menninghaus et al. (2019: 178) and their 

proposed appraisals of aesthetic experience, I will rework these to see whether they can be 

adapted to match the experience of ugliness: 

 a) appraisal of “intrinsic pleasantness.” This appraisal was exclusively supported by 

Scherer (2005) and presupposed that aesthetic objects are experienced positively if the intrinsic 

characteristics (be them cognitive or sensory) of the aesthetic object are appraised as “pleasant.” 

Menninghaus et al. (2019: 179) reformulate this appraisal to specify that it is not a key appraisal 

to aesthetic experience but only a predictor of pleasure in very specific aesthetic emotions: “We 

therefore propose that the appraisal of intrinsic pleasantness is only a key predictor of perceived 

aesthetic appeal, and consequently of specific aesthetic emotions.” If this appraisal is inverted, 

it presupposes that an aesthetic object is more likely to be experienced negatively and in terms 

of ugliness if its intrinsic cognitive and/or sensory qualities are appraised as unpleasant. While 

it would be reductive to limit the experience of ugliness exclusively to unpleasantness, this 

appraisal is at the core of the experience of ugliness.  

 b) and c) appraisals of “novelty” and “familiarity” proposed by Menninghaus et al. 

(2019). An object or situation is more likely to be perceived positively if it is novel or unique 

and if it features some degree of familiarity. Since these appraisals are polar opposites, it is 

difficult to extrapolate them to the experience of ugliness. It has been discussed how the subject 
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reacts in different ways to strangeness, ranging from a positive response of wonder to a negative 

response of disgust, as Olatunji and Sawchuk (2005: 943) point out in relation to strangeness 

as one of the four domains of social/moral disgust. Similarly, an object that is too familiar for 

the subject will be experienced, not as ugly, but as less appealing each time that the subject 

beholds it. When this problematic relation of familiarity and novelty proposed by Menninghaus 

et al. (2019) is applied to ugliness, it raises the question of whether objects and situations which 

are unfamiliar and are not unique or novel in any way are perceived as ugly. In theory, the 

combination of these two circumstances could result in a more intense negative aesthetic 

experience, paralleling the case of beauty. However, the most likely circumstance, considering 

the literature on positive aesthetic emotions, is that they would not trigger negative aesthetic 

responses, but that they fail to trigger positive ones.   

 d) the appraisals of “goal relevance and goal conduciveness” listed by Menninghaus et 

al. (2019: 180) are particularly interesting when applied to negative aesthetic emotion. They 

point out outcomes of aesthetic experience like “pleasure-seeking, mood enhancement, 

avoiding boredom, self-distinction through aesthetically appealing self-representation” 

(Menninghaus et al., 2019: 180). The experience of ugliness cannot result in pleasure-seeking, 

but rather on the avoidance of displeasure, manifested in the action tendency that the subject 

engages with when they try to distance themselves from the object. Similarly, it cannot enhance 

the subject’s mood, but it can have a negative influence on it. Despite being a negative emotion, 

it can, however, avoid boredom. Finally, in the experience of ugliness, the distinction of the self 

in this case is carried out through a heavy contrast with the unappealing representation. When 

the subject beholds an unpleasant figure, they may feel one of two ways: a) relieved because 

their self-image is more appealing than the ugly image that they are presented with, or b) 

negatively about themselves because they identify traits on the ugly aesthetic object that they 

see in themselves. In this case, the outcome has two different routes, and they depend on the 

subject’s perception of themselves. However, these self-related observations, as pointed out by 

Menninghaus et al. (2019: 180) are of an ephemeral and scarce nature.  

 e) lastly, the appraisal of “coping potential” in the list proposed by Menninghaus et al. 

(2019: 180), which refers to the subject’s “activation of a cognitive framing” that “extends the 

realm of pleasurability by structurally suspending any concerns regarding a threat to ourselves 

and [...] our personal chances of coping with this threat.” This appraisal is not applicable to the 

experience of ugliness. Instead, if that were the case, the subject may need to remind themselves 

that the “threat” posed by the ugly aesthetic object is not real to cope with that perception. Or, 

in the first place, the subject may halt its perception and move away from the aesthetic object, 

not to extend the feelings of pleasure but to stop the feelings of displeasure or pain. These are 
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the subject’s three main ways of coping with the negative aesthetic object: a) reminding 

themselves that the aesthetic object may pose a threat to them, if it is a real object, b) reminding 

themselves that the aesthetic object does not pose a threat to them because it is not real, and c) 

moving away from it. In artworks, the response generally oscillates between the second and the 

third.  

 After the appraisals of aesthetic emotions have been reformulated in the shape of 

hypotheses to be verified, there is one more consideration to take into account. Juslin (2013: 

248) states that at a perceptual level the sensory features of aesthetic objects are positively 

evaluated in terms of “symmetry, order, proportion and figure-ground contrast.” Conversely, 

an aesthetic object would tentatively be judged negatively if it is not symmetrical, if it is 

disordered or disproportionate and if the shapes in an artwork are not clear-cut against the 

background.  

 As for the cognitive inputs in the experience of ugliness, Juslin’s (2013: 248) remarks 

still apply: the subject is moved (in this case negatively affected) by a more insightful reading 

of the narrative/symbolic contents in the aesthetic objects, but they will steer towards the 

experience of moral/social disgust rather than towards the experience of ugliness. The ideas 

discussed above by Olatunji and Sawchuk (2005) especially apply when unpleasant objects or 

people figuratively represent ideas and ways of living that are incongruent with the subject’s 

own modus vivendi or with the prototypes that the subject’s culture dictates.   

In conclusion, disgust as a negative aesthetic emotion stands out due to its 

predominantly cognitive (moral, social and spiritual) processing of the aesthetic object, while 

the experience of ugliness is more oriented towards the sensory. Whereas it cannot be denied 

that disgust has an important sensory side in the evaluation of aesthetic objects as physically 

harmful or upsetting to the individual, it is also true that this domain is the result of a long 

evolutionary process aimed at maintaining the subject’s bodily safety. Therefore, the analysis 

of the cultural dimension of disgust and the symbolic potential in depictions of ugliness can 

yield information as to what the subject and the subject’s culture aesthetically process as 

disgusting or visually unpleasant and, additionally, what they interpret as censurable and 

incompatible with their aesthetic preferences, ideologies, beliefs and social order. In other 

words, the study of disgust and ugliness can shed some light on what a society conceptualises 

as visually unpleasant, as morally, socially and culturally undesirable, as well as determining 

to what extent they are connected.  
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1.5 Mixed emotions  

The emotional episodes that have been described thus far in this chapter have been polarised to 

either side of the positive/negative spectrum, both related to aesthetic emotion and to emotion 

on a more general note, but this is not necessarily the case of all emotional phenomena. This 

raises the question as to how positive and negative emotions interact in the framework of 

aesthetic experience. In the following section, I will make an overview of the current state of 

mixed emotions research, mainly in theoretical terms, but I will also highlight some empiric 

research and I will go over the proposed definitions, characteristics and nature of mixed 

emotional phenomena, paying explicit attention to what type of characteristics in aesthetic 

objects or artworks are more likely to trigger this response. In this sense, I will discuss the 

connection between form and content in mixed emotional phenomena. Likewise, I will pay 

attention to how positive and negative feelings and emotions interact in mixed emotional 

phenomena and see whether there are any transfers between them. Finally, I will pay attention 

to some of the appraisals involved in mixed emotions.  

 During the last part of 20th century, scant attention was paid to the topic of mixed 

emotions. However, over the two last decades there has been an increasing focus on the study 

of their nature and characteristics. As Larsen (2017: 98) puts it: “greater understanding of 

developmental, cultural and individual differences in mixed emotions, as well as their 

phenomenology, antecedents, and consequences, has much to tell us about the nature of 

emotion.” The fact that humans can feel ambivalent about a certain event is reason enough to 

study this type of emotions in order to gain a better understanding about the subject’s relation 

with the (aesthetic) object and the emotion it triggers. Yet, this phenomenon does not only refer 

to aesthetic emotion. Menninghaus et al. (2019) acknowledge that  
 

artworks that involve both positive and negative emotions are often experienced as more intense, 

more interesting, more emotionally moving, more profound, less prone to causing boredom, and 

occasionally even more beautiful than artworks that exclusively elicit positive emotions 

(Menninghaus et al., 2019: 179).  

 

‘Positive and negative emotions’ in this case do not refer exclusively to aesthetic emotions, but 

to the whole range of human emotion, and the fact that these emotions are experienced in an 

artistic context turns these ordinary or everyday emotions into emotions of an aesthetic nature.  

 González et al. (2017: iv) define mixed emotions as “the experience of multiple 

emotions or affective states at the same time or the toggling between multiple emotions,” and 

they further specify that they comprise “co-occurrence of feelings, blends of the same and 
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different emotion valences, flexible and dynamic appraisals of emotions and feelings,” among 

others. Similarly, Larsen et al. (2017: 72) define them as “simultaneous or nearly simultaneous 

co-occurrence of relatively brief positive and negative affective states.” In other words, mixed 

emotions can be found in diverse combinations of emotional states of different valences.  

One of the first contemporary articles published on mixed emotions was authored by 

Larsen et al. (2001). They investigate whether two traditionally dichotomous emotions like 

happiness and sadness can be felt at the same time as a result of aesthetic experience. They 

conducted two highly specific studies in personal and aesthetic contexts to determine if the 

experience of happiness and sadness could coexist. On an aesthetic level, they found that 

“people can feel happy and sad at the same time during a powerful and emotionally complex 

film” (Larsen et al., 2001: 689). These considerations are applicable to art and aesthetic objects 

in general: when their narrative and their content are powerful and complex enough, they can 

trigger a mixed aesthetic response.  

 As Menninghaus et al. (2019: 179) point out, these affirmations support the idea that 

there is “an overall prevalence of positive over negative affect” and they enumerate some of 

these cases: nostalgia, being moved or suspense. However, they also point out that the opposite 

is possible, as is the case of the sublime and the experience of awe. Therefore, positive stimuli 

can provoke negative responses (e.g., awe) and negative stimuli can cause positive responses 

(e.g., being moved). They explore further Scherer’s (2005) appraisal of intrinsic pleasantness 

and its relation to valence:  
  

We therefore propose that the appraisal of intrinsic pleasantness is only a key predictor of perceived 

aesthetic appeal, and consequently of specific aesthetic emotions, if a special provision is added to 

its general definition: it should allow for integrating select unpleasant and affectively negative 

ingredients as resources that can enrich and altogether deepen positively valent aesthetic emotions, 

rather than being invariably detrimental to them (Menninghaus et al., 2019: 179).  

 

In their view, Scherer’s (2005) appraisal of intrinsic pleasantness is not a mandatory part of 

aesthetic emotion, but if it is added to negative aesthetic emotions, instead of the extrapolation 

of the appraisal of intrinsic unpleasantness (which I proposed in the previous section), it can 

account for the inclusion of positive responses in negative emotions or, in other words, mixed 

emotions. They conclude that “many aesthetic emotions are not simply positive in a bipolar 

affective valence space. Rather, they include substantial negative ingredients and hence are of 

a mixed affective nature” (Menninghaus et al., 2019: 185). In their view, this is what explains 

the intense, varied and memorable nature of mixed emotions.  
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 In fact, most of the authors in Menninghaus et al. (2019) had previously proposed a 

mixed emotions model called Distancing-Embracing (see Menninghaus et al., 2017). They 

summarise their model in five main points:  

1) In their view, mixed emotions in art are more likely to result in an intense aesthetic 

emotion: “compositional interplays of positive and negative feelings are hypothesized to render 

art processing richer in emotional variation and less prone to induce boredom than types of 

pleasure that involve exclusively positive feelings” (Menninghaus et al., 2017: 3). These 

negative emotions are seen as flavouring aesthetic experience and rendering it more intense and 

unique than plain positive aesthetic emotion.  

2) Menninghaus et al. (2017: 3) place mixed emotions in the middle of the 

negative/positive aesthetic spectrum. In this sense, mixed emotions mediate between positive 

and negative emotions and also serve as “bipolar mediators” from the negative side of the 

spectrum towards the positive.  

3) The aesthetic qualities in the object may ease the experience of negative emotions 

and incorporate them in a more positive context. For Menninghaus et al. (2017: 3), some of 

these aesthetic qualities involve “the beauty of the wording, musical sound, or painterly 

execution in terms of color, shape, and abstract pattern,” which can create “a more positive 

environment for the processing of concomitant negative emotions.” In other words, if the form 

or stylistic qualities of the aesthetic object are perceived as beautiful or pleasant by the subject, 

their negative contents may be counterbalanced. On the contrary, as Menninghaus et al. (2017: 

9) explain, if an artwork exhibits too many positive traits, it can lead to “satiation-driven 

disgust,” as is the case of extremely romantic love films, for instance.   

4) Similarly, if the narrative contents of an artwork are positively experienced by the 

subject, they can “redeem negative emotions on the level of higher cognitive process” 

(Menninghaus et al., 2017: 3). Therefore, both narrative and style play an important role in the 

experience of mixed emotions. If the narrative positively affects the subject and style does not, 

the narrative may compensate the lack of beauty in the way it is told. Conversely, if the narrative 

is experienced negatively but it is told or rendered “beautifully,” this gives rise to mixed 

aesthetic emotion. In this scenario, both the aesthetic quality of the artwork or object and the 

valence of the emotion that they trigger do coexist at the same level.  

5) Lastly, Menninghaus et al. (2017: 3-4) point out how the industry behind some genres 

is focused on “emotion-regulatory” processes and they highlight the important role of 

“normative happy end of (prototypical) fairy tales.” If the narrative in an artwork triggers 

positive emotion on the subject in the end, the previous negative emotions felt by the subject 
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are overshadowed and given a new flavour. By consciously manipulating the narrative, authors 

have the possibility of creating a deliberate emotional effect on the subject.  

 More specifically, what is novel about the model proposed by Menninghaus et al. (2017) 

is that it reconciles two traditionally opposed approaches, precisely implicit in the name, the 

‘distancing’ and the ‘embracing’ factors. In their view, mixed emotions necessarily involve “at 

least one component of the Distancing factor and one component of the Embracing factor” to 

“satisfactorily explain the pleasure in art reception that is associated with negative emotions” 

(Menninghaus et al., 2017: 4). In this regard, mixed emotions are more frequently found in art 

contexts and in some real-life situations, but they are less likely to be triggered by less complex 

objects, which are normally assessed in sensory terms as either beautiful/pleasant or 

unpleasant/ugly.  

 In the case of this particular model, they focus on “arts that unfold in time, specifically, 

film, music, and literature” (Menninghaus et al., 2017: 4). Since this study is mainly composed 

of instances from a poetry corpus, it does not pose a problem in terms of its application to the 

data analysed. Similar to the pre-classification of the aesthetic object as a work of art pointed 

out by Leder et al. (2004), Menninghaus et al. (2017) presuppose that the subject is fully aware 

that they are reading or beholding a fictional work (at least to some extent) and, in consequence, 

they feel physically safe from whatever negative emotions may arise. Placing the aesthetic 

object in a fictional framing allows for “psychological distance” and it facilitates “art-specific 

expectations of hedonic reward” (Menninghaus et al., 2017: 6). The conceptual distance 

between the fictional framework in which the object is set and the reality in which the subject 

lives allows them to experience these emotions in a different manner, compared to how they 

would experience them in a real-life context in the subject’s immediate reality, as Radford and 

Weston (1975) discuss. In fact, Menninghaus et al. (2017: 7) point out that mixed emotions rely 

on temporal, spatial and cultural distance, as well as on the separation between reality and 

fiction that is a given in artworks. However, there are other types of art that elicit a mixed 

emotional response, for instance music13 that is perceived as “sad” but that is enjoyed 

aesthetically. All in all, within the distancing factor, Menninghaus et al. (2017: 3) identify the 

“art schema” as compulsory to mixed emotional phenomena, which is not compulsory for real-

life mixed emotions, and they include as optional components the “representation schema” 

(temporal and spatial considerations) and “fiction schema” (the distance between a fictional 

object and the subject).  

 
13 For a more detailed study on aesthetic emotions triggered by music, see Juslin’s (2013) theory on musical 
emotions.  
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 Provided that the compulsory elements in this model (i.e. the “art schemata”) are 

present, Menninghaus et al. (2017: 8) explain that it is possible to explore the positive elements 

that form the “embracing factor,” which will ultimately generate a mixed emotional response. 

Menninghaus et al. (2017) depart from the following hypothesis, stating it as the first 

component of the embracing part of their Embracing-Distancing Model:  
 

composition-driven trajectories of aesthetic processing [...] that involve negative emotions are 

conductive to enjoyment because the pleasure taken in the beautiful representation of wholly positive 

and beautiful objects and narratives tends to be less intense, profound, and self-supportive and more 

prone to induce boredom than pleasure that includes a dynamic interplay of positive and negative 

emotional responses (Menninghaus et al. 2017: 8).  

 

This idea has been mentioned before with regards to how mixed emotional phenomena are more 

likely to result in a more intense emotional episode, but, in this case, there is an emphasis on 

how these emotions operate. Despite the name of “mixed emotions,” the process is not a mere 

combination of emotions with opposed valences, but rather a fairly complex “interplay” of 

specific emotional responses, where the negative side accounts for the depth of the experience 

and the positive one for the overall enjoyable flavour of the emotion episode.   

 In terms of transfers and metonymic relations between emotions, Menninghaus et al. 

(2017: 9) discuss how certain emotions that recurrently occur together may inform one another: 

“feelings of being moved and of being touched cluster closely with the feelings of sadness and 

nostalgia.” Depending on the subject’s emotional state and background, they may read 

differently into these similar emotions. All in all, Menninghaus et al. (2017) conclude that  
 

the arts tend to draw on negative emotions [sadness, horror, fear, fearful dread and disgust] in such 

a fashion that their elicitation ends up fuelling and energizing neighboring or concomitant feelings 

of a mixed affective nature and that this metonymical contiguity with mixed emotions plays a 

mediating role for negative emotions’ contributions to overall enjoyment (Menninghaus et al., 2017: 

12-13). 

 

It is precisely the negative nature of these emotions under scrutiny that causes a positive 

response that is interpreted as mixed on the part of the subject. The role of negative aesthetic 

emotions as mediators in positive aesthetic contexts cannot be underestimated as it is the 

mandatory element in the embracing factor, just as the art schema is the compulsory element in 

the distancing factor. 
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 There are also other optional components in the “embracing factor.” One of them has 

already been mentioned: “emotion regulation through genre scripts” (Menninghaus et al., 2017: 

3). Certain genres showcase an intentional manipulation of their narrative to gradually move 

from negative to positive emotions, experiencing thus mixed emotional responses. The 

“embracing factor” also considers as positive elements the “aesthetic virtues of the artistic 

representation” and the “meaning construction” (Menninghaus et al., 2017: 3). As with other 

models of aesthetic emotion, both the form (style) and the content (narrative) of the aesthetic 

objects are an important part of the aesthetic emotion process. However, the ability of certain 

artworks to trigger (mixed) aesthetic emotion may solely rely on one of these and not the 

combination or the interplay of both. For this reason, the Distancing-Embracing Model includes 

them as optional.  

 Therefore, the model proposed by Menninghaus et al. (2017: 3) considers two 

dimensions of conditions that precede the mixed emotion episode: 1) “individual preferences: 

personality traits, aesthetic preferences, familiarity, expertise, current mood states” and 2) 

“social, cultural and situational variables of art reception.” Most of these ideas and their 

influences on the emotion process have been discussed in preceding sections. Thereafter, their 

model contextualises the “felt negative emotions” in two different blocks: a) the distancing 

factor, where the mandatory component is the “art schema” and the optional elements are the 

“representation schema” and the “fiction schema”; and b) the embracing factor, where the 

“interplays of positive and negative emotions” and “mixed emotions as mediators” are 

compulsory traits and the “aesthetic virtues,” “meaning construction” and “emotion regulation 

through genre scripts” are optional. These different elements, the particularities of which have 

been discussed above, are responsible for originating the different negative emotions that create 

a positive experience through the mixed emotion process, leading to pleasure and enjoyment.   

 Mixed emotional processes have also been discussed by Heavey et al. (2017) under the 

notions of “blended” and “multiple feelings.” They define “blended feelings” as “different 

feelings [...] merged or blended into one feeling experience” (Heavey et al., 2017: 2), and 

“multiple feelings” as “instances where the person is having two seemingly opposite and 

experientially separate feelings related to the same event” (Heavey et al., 2017: 3). Their study 

takes on an empirical approach, developing the DES (Descriptive Experiencing Sampling) 

methodology. Participants in their study were asked to wear a “beeper,” which would beep at 

random times during their day; they were asked to write down what they were feeling exactly 

before the beep. While these definitions do not include a distinction in the positive/negative 

spectrum and their study is limited to the exploration of these individual accounts, their research 
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opens up the ground for future empirical research on the topic of mixed emotions. Moreover, 

their analyses produced some interesting considerations. 

A fine-grained analysis of these accounts allowed Heavey et al. (2017) to select those 

accounts that exclusively described mixed emotions. These matched one of these two 

affirmations: “sometimes people experience multiple feelings blended together into one feeling 

experience” and “sometimes people experience multiple distinct feelings” (Heavey et al., 2017: 

2). Their study also concluded that blended and multiple feelings (i.e., mixed emotions after 

they become realised) were “fairly rare” in the data they analysed, with only a 5% of the cases. 

However, this figure cannot be taken as indicative of everyday mixed emotional experience. A 

similar study on the field conducted by Scott et al. (2014) estimates a completely different 

percentage, stating that everyday emotional experience entails mixed emotions in 50% of the 

cases. This stresses that there is much work yet to be done on mixed emotions. Moreover, these 

accounts highlight the fact that emotional experience is not always easily identified and 

understood by the subject. The complexity of the human character translates into the human 

emotional experience. Emotions are not always either positive or negative, they can also be of 

an ambivalent and blended nature.  

All in all, there is still much research to be done on mixed emotional phenomena both 

theoretically and empirically. While the aesthetic emotion dimension of mixed emotions is 

represented by a larger number of publications, there is also room for development and deeper 

analysis in it. As it is, mixed emotions generally stand as multiple emotional states, which can 

be of different valence and that interact in various ways. They are characterised by being a more 

intense type of emotions than emotions of a single valence. When mixed emotions are 

scrutinised in the domain of art, there is an interesting interaction between form and content, 

since an artwork’s content can make up for its style and its style can redeem its content, as far 

as aesthetic quality is concerned and/or emotionally speaking. What is more, artists often aim 

at artificially configuring their artworks in such a way that they produce this effect, the specifics 

of which vary according to the different genres. Therefore, negative and positive emotions can 

be felt by the subject at the same time and this phenomenon is frequently found in aesthetic 

contexts. In fact, most of the potential of mixed emotions resides on how negative and positive 

emotions often interact to create powerful aesthetic experience that engages the subject in an 

intense and seemingly indecipherable emotional episode that goes beyond the beauty and 

ugliness, pleasure and pain.   

 

 



 
 57 

2. The cultural expression of aesthetic criteria: the ideals of beauty, ugliness and wonder 

The previous chapter explored the relationship between the subject and the aesthetic object 

during the aesthetic emotion episode and all the different variables that can affect this process. 

One of the ideas thoroughly discussed in it was that this process was decisively influenced by 

the culture in which the subject was born and raised. Cultural canons of beauty, ugliness and 

the prototypical objects and situations that trigger wonder do not always coincide with the 

subject’s own aesthetic criteria, but they have an important influence in how these are shaped 

through the subject’s life. What is considered by a given society as good taste or as a violation 

of it inevitably conditions the subject’s aesthetic experience and models their aesthetic 

expectations and expression of individual taste. However, the concepts associated with the 

beautiful, the ugly and the wondrous do not remain fixed and constant. Instead, they present a 

complex evolution, and they are subject to individual, cultural, social and temporal variation.  

 Beauty and ugliness treatises that aim at providing scientific and universal rules as to 

what is to be considered beautiful and ugly (for instance, Scarry, 2001 or most of the 

philosophical works that are discussed in Sartwell, 2017) are, by definition, set to fail. There 

are no absolute universals in beauty and ugliness, partly because each culture has different 

aesthetic preferences and partly because even within a particular culture aesthetic experience 

remains a fairly subjective phenomenon which varies from subject to subject depending on 

factors like education or lived experiences. It is only possible to identify some traits which may 

be shared to a certain degree across the different areas of variation. The purpose of this chapter 

is to highlight and analyse the ideas traditionally ascribed to beauty, ugliness and wonder with 

special emphasis, when possible, on the Medieval period. These concepts will thereafter be 

inspected further in the context of Anglo-Saxon culture and emotions. While the experience of 

beauty, ugliness and wonder are just three of the many aesthetic emotions, they are represented 

by a large percentage of the tokens analysed in this study and, in consequence, their cultural 

dimensions and development are worth looking into in order to contextualise the linguistic data 

in the concordance in a larger cultural, philosophical and artistic context, as well as in the 

development of the History of Ideas.    

 

2.1 On beauty  

The subject of beauty is one of the concepts which has received most attention from 

philosophers, writers, poets, painters, musicians and scientists alike. There is something in the 

human character that is inherently driven to the appreciation, study and creation of beauty. 

Certain scholars like Marwick (2004: 15) go as far as stating that the “concepts of beauty 

through the history of western societies are basically unchanging,” directly denying the 
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different variations of this model along the different areas mentioned above. Nevertheless, 

Marwicks’s (2004) thought-provoking claim is fully perspectival in itself, as he refers to the 

concept of beauty as it is represented in the different periods of Art History, which is dissociated 

from everyday aesthetic experience. In his work on Art and beauty in the Middle Ages, Eco 

(1986) points out that, in carrying out research on aesthetics  
  

[i]t seems preferable to discuss specific themes, rather than individual philosophers; for within each 

particular system references to aesthetic issues are often scattered and hard to synthesise, and ideas 

are often bandied back and forth among various authors without, in many cases, undergoing any 

material change (Eco, 1986: 2).  

 

This will be the practice of the following chapter. Instead of focusing on how different scholars 

or philosophers have understood beauty throughout history and what connections exist between 

their ideas, I will make an overview of the Medieval experience of beauty and its artistic and 

literary models focusing on specific thematic issues that can be linked to the data analysed in 

this study. I will only briefly comment on the five main currents of thought in the study of 

beauty. Similarly, I will only make reference to specific philosophical writings and their 

treatment of beauty when their approach is crucial to enlighten or guide the analysis of a given 

theme.  

 Chronologically, the first to treat the issue of beauty in writing in the West were the 

Greeks. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy names this branch “The Classical 

Conception” (Sartwell, 2017) and it defines it as follows: “The classical conception is that 

beauty consists of an arrangement of integral parts into a coherent whole, according to 

proportion, harmony, symmetry, and similar notions” (Sartwell, 2017). Eco (2004: 39) points 

out how there was no aesthetic ideal in Greek times and how beauty was always understood in 

terms of other qualities, like moderation, harmony or justice. Historically, beauty tends to be 

associated with additional ideas like proportioned visual features or moral qualities. There is 

some logic in the identification of beauty with proportion, as it can be seen in surviving Greek 

artworks, which showcase a mathematical approach to the creation of beauty. The most 

important philosophers that held this view on beauty were Aristotle in Metaphysics (for a 

modern translation and edition see Aristotle, 1998) and Aquinas in his Summa Theologica (see 

Aquinas, 1981). Centuries later, this school of thought would be challenged by Edmund Burke 

(1757) in his work A Philosophical Enquiry of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful.  

 The second school of thought, according to Sartwell (2017), is “The Idealistic 

Conception” of beauty. The Greek philosopher Plato reinterpreted Aristotle’s ideas of 
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symmetry, proportion and unity of parts and integrated them into the abstract notion of ‘beauty’, 

which is perfect and ideal. Within Plato’s philosophy and his Theory of Ideas, most famously 

sketched in the allegory of The Cave in The Republic (see Plato, 2007), the idea of beauty is 

understood as a perfect and unattainable notion that is fallibly represented in earthly beauty as 

an imperfect imitation. Moreover, all physical traits are integrated into larger and more abstract 

units (also supported by Rosenkranz, 2015), which are separately named the Good, the 

Beautiful and the God in Plato’s theory. This idea, as Sartwell (2017) and Eco (1986 and 2004) 

point out, is the root of the Medieval identification between beauty and the deity and, hence, 

between beauty and morality.  

 The idea of beauty (or ‘Beauty’ with capital letters as many philosophers and scholars 

often write) has been debated extensively over the centuries. Scarry (2001: 9) points out some 

of the ideas mentioned in Greater Hippias (Plato, 1925): “while we know with relative ease 

what a beautiful horse or a beautiful man or possibly even what a beautiful pot is [...], it is much 

more difficult to say what ‘beauty’ unattached to any object is.” In line with this, Marwick 

(2004: 28-29) stresses how in the platonic theory there is a progressive appreciation of beauty 

from the corporeal to “absolute beauty,” the beauty of the soul or the idea of beauty in itself. 

This is the way in which, in platonic philosophy, the subject obtains full knowledge of a given 

idea, through the experience of many real-life instances of the aforementioned thing or 

situation. Traditionally, beauty has been talked about in the abstract and, while in Plato’s 

philosophy it is possible to consider beauty as a disembodied idea, modern theories, like the 

theory of embodiment, stress that this is not the case. Although a certain degree of abstraction 

as to what constitutes a beautiful object is attainable through lived real-life situations, arriving 

at the essential idea of beauty is out of the question or at least it is not feasible from the 

perspective of modern theories of aesthetic emotion.  

Indeed, Scarry (2001: 18) supports this idea: “Beauty always takes place in the 

particular, and if there are no particulars, the chances of seeing it go down.” Consequently, the 

experience of beauty should be regarded as a bottom-up phenomenon in that the subject’s 

understanding of beauty is the result of individual instances where they encounter aesthetically 

appealing objects, people or situations and from these particular aesthetic experiences, they 

abstract their own interpretation of what beauty is. However, Scarry (2001) suggests that this is 

not the case with objects that are not pleasing or beautiful:  
 

When I used to say [...] “I hate palms” or “Palms are not beautiful [...]”, it was a composite palm 

that I had somehow succeeded in making without even ever having seen, close up, many particular 
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instances. Conversely, when I now say “Palms are beautiful,” or “I love palms,” it is really individual 

palms that I have in mind (Scarry, 2001: 19).  

 

The theory behind this comparison is that when the subject expresses that they do not consider 

a particular aesthetic object beautiful, they refer to the abstraction of their features, the 

generalised object that the subject constructs in their mind after several instances of having 

experienced it, even if in a fictional or virtual manner, but when they refer to objects of beauty, 

they make reference to the individual objects that the subject has encountered in real-life 

aesthetic experiences.   

 Nevertheless, Scarry’s (2001: 19) comparison is not convincing enough. It is not 

relevant whether the subject has seen one or two instances of an aesthetic object: they are 

enough to originate an aesthetic judgment and the aesthetic emotion of dislike (or if that is the 

case, the experience of ugliness). This highlights the fact that both the experience of beauty and 

ugliness and, in consequence, the subject’s aesthetic criteria and cultural canons of beauty and 

ugliness are abstractions based on individual instances in which individuals have experienced 

positive or negative aesthetic emotions triggered by similar objects. The ensemble of these 

experiences has given rise to the aesthetic preferences of different individual subjects that, 

collectively, compose a culture’s aesthetic canon. Therefore, it is possible to arrive at the 

abstraction of a certain idea of beauty, but it is only possible through experience, not through 

the soul’s arrival to the world of ideas, as Plato proposed.    

 Third, there is the conception of beauty as “Love and Longing” (Sartwell, 2017), which 

establishes a connection between beauty and affection. Burke (1757: xxii) defines the 

experience of beauty as “that quality or those qualities in bodies by which they cause love, or 

some passion similar to it.” The link between aesthetic emotion and affection has already been 

discussed in chapter 1, but in this case the perspective varies. Beauty is said to generate love 

and passion, once again understanding beauty with its relation to another concept, element or 

emotion. Moreover, Burke (1757: xxiii) states that beauty cannot be objectively measured nor 

strictly limited to proportion. This branch clashes with modern aesthetic theories, precisely in 

the lack of specificity in the concepts of “love” or “passion,” which he uses to simply address 

the broader phenomenon of “aesthetic emotion.” Affection is not aesthetic emotion, but rather 

part of the factors that may contribute to or trigger aesthetic experience.  

  Fourth, Sartwell (2017) points out the “Hedonist Conception” of beauty. In the previous 

chapter, I have discussed Kant’s work and how for him aesthetic experience was related to the 

experience of pleasure. This branch is concerned with the subject’s response to the artwork and 

their feelings of pleasure, delight and pleasant personal experience. This approach is more 
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specific as to the relation between subject and object and how the subject elevates the object to 

the category of aesthetic object and, in doing so, they trigger aesthetic emotion. 

 Fifth, there is the perspective of “Use and Uselessness” (Sartwell, 2017), represented by 

Greek philosophers like Diogenes Laertius, Arstippus and contemporaries of Immanuel Kant 

like Berkley. This branch assesses aesthetics from the perspective of pragmatics. If an object is 

useful, it is beautiful. These notions have been discussed in chapter 1, reinforcing the fact that 

aesthetic objects are not judged on the basis of their pragmatic use but strictly on aesthetic 

principles. This branch also echoes the work of Aquinas (1981), who in Summa Theologiae 

proposed that things are only beautiful when they fulfil the purpose for which they were created. 

In this regard, Eco (2004: 111) points out a less strict perspective: for Isidore of Seville the 

human body was made of two types of components, those which had a bodily purpose, and 

those which were for decus, ornamentation, beauty and pleasure. For Isidore, beauty is not 

useful or useless; it simply enhances an object. As Eco (2004: 111) explains, Isidore de Seville’s 

concept of ornament is fairly broad, encompassing jewellery and clothing, as well as parts of 

the human body like the gums, the breasts or the navel. De Brunye (1994: 38-39) explains that 

these body parts contribute to the global harmony of the body, made up of different parts, whose 

degree of utility fluctuates. The idea of usefulness and uselessness as applied to aesthetics can 

only be understood from an ascetic perspective that considers everything related to sensory 

pleasure as censorable on the basis of religious beliefs and that regards everything that does not 

have a purpose as superfluous and, therefore, not worthy of being considered a part of any canon 

of beauty.  

 Nevertheless, these two perspectives coexist in the Medieval period. Eco (1986: 5) states 

that “[t]he view that the Middle Ages were puritanical, in the sense of rejecting the sensuous 

world, ignores the documentation of the period and shows a basic misunderstanding of the 

medieval mentality.” Yet, despite the attention to sensory beauty, there is too an ascetic 

approach to beauty and pleasure. This is especially noted in the Old English poems on Saint 

Guthlac, to be discussed further on, where the beauty depicted is completely deprived of sensory 

qualities and based exclusively on cognitive judgments. Eco (1986: 6) explains that “Ascetics, 

in all ages, are not unaware of the seductiveness of worldly pleasures; if anything, they feel it 

more keenly than most.” In fact, Eco (1986: 6) identifies the key concept behind the ascetic 

approach to beauty: “The drama of ascetic discipline lies precisely in a tension between the call 

of earthbound pleasure and a striving after the supernatural.” It is the renouncing of sensory 

beauty and pleasure in favour of a more spiritual appreciation of beauty that characterises the 

literature that can be labelled as showcasing an ascetic perspective. However, even if ascetic 

literature dismisses sensory beauty, the sheer fact of describing something as beautiful, whether 
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it is on the sensory, moral or behavioural note implies an expression of aesthetic pleasure and, 

ultimately, this disassembles the basic precept of the ascetic doctrine.  

Nonetheless, as it has been discussed in the preceding paragraphs, philosophical 

approaches to beauty do not define it in specific terms. The theology of beauty and similar 

Humanistic approaches to beauty do not explain what beauty is in itself. Instead, they turn it 

into an abstract and unapproachable concept. Scarry (2001: 58) points out that this is precisely 

the reason why beauty has been neglected in recent years by Humanities scholars. She claims 

that “when we stare at something beautiful, make it an object of sustained regard, our act is 

destructive to the object” (Scarry, 2001: 58). In other words, when an idea is analysed in such 

exhaustive and, nevertheless, abstract terms, it becomes alienated from the general public and 

even from scholars. This is what Scarry (2001: 58) denominates the “reification” of beauty.   

Therefore, leaving aside abstract and philosophical considerations of beauty and in order 

to define best what beauty as an artistic and literary concept entails, it is necessary to draw upon 

some of the ideas discussed in the preceding section. An object of beauty is that which 

stimulates an aesthetic feeling on the subject, an object of whatever nature, which, on the basis 

of cognitive and sensory properties is construed by the subject as having qualities of beauty. 

Therefore, beauty should be understood as an abstract set of ideas and a priori judgments of 

content and form that are configured in the subject’s psychology and that sometimes are 

partially inherited from a larger and older cultural and social tradition.   

 When defining something, it is often helpful to point out what it is not. In his 

introduction to the recently re-edited landmark volume On Beauty: A History of a Western 

Ideal, Eco (2004) clarifies two concepts that are likely to be misunderstood. These are beauty 

and desire. Eco (2004: 10) identifies the latter with the concept of possession, while “[a] 

beautiful thing is something that would make us happy if it were ours, but remains beautiful 

even if it belongs to someone else.” Other authors, however, do not consider beauty and desire 

to be separate ideas. Marwick (2004: 12) states that “[w]hat we find most desirable is most 

beautiful; what is beautiful we wish to possess.”  

Nevertheless, directly associating beauty with desire would be to mix two emotions that 

are of a different nature. Since desire obeys a biological impulse and the experience of beauty 

does not necessarily entail bodily satisfaction, they should be understood as separate concepts. 

Scarry (2001: 7) also mentions how “beauty is sometimes disparaged because it gives rise to 

material cupidity and possessiveness,” but for her this is the only negative characteristic of 

beauty. Another trait that Scarry (2001: 9) attributes to beauty is that beautiful objects are met 

with an impulse “towards begetting.” However, some aesthetic objects cannot be “begotten,” 

and here she introduces one of the key concepts in her theory of beauty: replication, the idea 
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that seeing a beautiful thing drives the subject towards capturing it in an artistic way.  In an 

explanation of the effects of desire, Scarry (2001: 50) stresses the “coterminous” nature of the 

emotion of desire and the object of desire. That is to say: the subject no longer feels desire when 

they have consumed and satiated their bodily needs by means of the object of this desire. 

However, this is not the case of beauty. When the subject beholds a beautiful object, they never 

feel satiated, because there is no consummation or release of this emotion other than its 

expression. Beauty differs from desire in that an aesthetic object will still be perceived as 

beautiful whether the subject owns it or not and whether they engage with it or not. In other 

words, the subject appreciates the beautiful object because of its qualities and the emotion that 

it triggers; the object is not the goal in itself. Thus, beauty should be thought of as independent 

from more carnal feelings and emotions, like desire and sexual attraction.  

Scarry (2001: 29) continues to provide additional definitions of beauty, in this case as 

something that “causes us to gape and suspend all thought.” This quotation makes reference to 

the fact that the subject loses awareness of their surroundings during the aesthetic emotion 

episode. Scarry (2001) carries out a description of the aesthetic emotion episode drawing from 

different philosophers and artists:  
 

Not Homer alone but Plato, Aquinas, Plotinus, Pseudo-Dionysus, Dante, and many others repeatedly 

describe beauty as a “greeting.” At the moment one comes into the presence of something beautiful, 

it greets you. IT lifts away from the neutral background as though coming forward to welcome you—

as though the object were designed to “fit” your perception (Scarry, 2001: 25).  

 

This perspective is consistent with the traditional view that holds that objects of beauty are 

active agents that perform the task of “greeting,” “meeting,” or “striking” the subject with their 

beauty, while the subject remains passive in his appreciation of the beautiful. Nevertheless, 

current aesthetic emotion theories have demonstrated how this perspective, while extremely 

poetic, is far from the reality of aesthetic experience: that it is the subject who creates the 

aesthetic object. The dangers of interpreting it otherwise are also evident in the following 

statement by Scarry (2001: 28-29): “The beauty of the thing at once fills the perceiver with a 

sense of conviction about that beauty.” This would imply that the subject believes that their 

feelings towards the aesthetic object are objective and universally shared, when in fact they are 

not.  

 In similar manner, John Keats’ line from “Ode on a Grecian Urn”, “Beauty is truth, truth 

beauty” are representative of how philosophers, scholars and poets constantly associate these 

two concepts in art, literature and early aesthetic theories. Scarry (2001: 31) defends these 
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claims by stating that “the beautiful [...] acquaints us with the mental event of conviction, and 

so pleasurable a mental state is this that ever afterwards one is willing to labor [...] to locate 

what is true.” Scarry (2001: 31) links truth and beauty and the subject’s search for “clear 

discernibility.” However, these arguments and this philosophical perspective on beauty go 

beyond the immediate effects and characteristics of the experience of beauty. The debate on the 

relation between truth and beauty does not really contribute to improving our understanding of 

what beauty is but rather smudges it. By adding more layers to an already multifactorial 

phenomenon, as the experience of beauty is, the matter becomes increasingly more difficult to 

discuss. The domain of beauty is more simply explained in the three dimensions of aesthetic 

evaluation: a) the sensory, b) the cognitive (which is moral and spiritual) and, by extension, c) 

the behavioural.  

Another trait of beauty which Scarry (2001) mentions is the adaptation of the subject to 

the object of beauty, the only case in which the subject actively intervenes in her model of 

aesthetic experience: “the act of perceiving that seemingly self-evident beauty has a built-in 

liability to self-correction and self-adjustment, so much that it appears to be a key element in 

whatever beauty is” (Scarry, 2001: 29). There is the implicit assumption that the experience of 

beauty does not remain constant and, precisely, Scarry (2001: 51) makes reference to how the 

beauty in a particular object “seems to ‘suddenly’ fade away for unknown reasons.” These 

remarks refer in different terminology to the appraisal of novelty and how, if an object is 

aesthetically experienced as positive because it is novel, as soon as the feeling of novelty begins 

to disappear, so does its appraisal. Since different appraisals give rise to different emotions, this 

change implies that the aesthetic judgment ceases to be salient in the aesthetic threshold and the 

resulting judgment outcome may shift from triggering the experience of beauty to the subject 

simply liking an object. Therefore, beauty is, by the definition of its very nature, meant to be 

short-lived.  

 As Eco (2004: 39) explains, since the Greeks beauty has been understood in terms of 

other qualities, one of them is justice, as the title of Scarry’s (2001) presupposes. If something 

is just, it is perceived as beautiful and, in fact, in English, these two concepts are etymologically 

and conceptually related in the adjective OE fæger ‘beautiful’ but also ‘fair, just’. This idea will 

be discussed further on in the context of the Old English lexis for aesthetic emotion, but it 

should be mentioned that, while there exists a lexical connection between these ideas, its origins 

are religious and not conceptual. This idea is supported by de Brunye (1994: 28), who claims 

that “inner beauty, which is moral decency, manifests itself naturally in everything a person 
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says and does, in their attitudes and demeanours.”14 When someone behaves in a manner that 

fits a society’s religious precepts and beliefs and they act according to this society’s rules, they 

are perceived in a positive manner.  

The Greeks were also the first to relate the ideas of proportion and harmony to sensory 

beauty. Pythagoras initially conceptualised reality as a mathematical domain. It followed that, 

if everything could be reduced to a number, beauty could, too.  In the words of Eco (2004):  
 

According to common sense we judge a well-proportioned thing beautiful. This allows us to explain 

why since ancient times Beauty has been identified with proportion—even though we must 

remember that the common definition of Beauty in the Greek and Roman world also encompassed 

the notion that proportion must always be accompanied by the pleasantness of colour (and of light) 

(Eco, 2004: 61).  

 

Since its inception and theoretical development, the visual dimension of aesthetic experience 

was heavily influenced by mathematics. It presupposed that if an aesthetic object followed 

certain mathematical equations, it was likely to be considered beautiful or pleasant. As far as 

sound is concerned, “the idea of musical proportion was closely associated with all rules for the 

production of the Beautiful” (Eco, 2004: 63). Music was supposed to follow the same 

proportions as sculpture or painting. It must also be noted that there was a transcendental quality 

to music. Eco (1986: 31) explains that in Medieval times the soul was thought to have some 

sort of musical proportion. This idea was similarly inherited from Classic Antiquity, but the 

limited action of the Pythagorean model in Medieval writings was justified by de Bruyne (1994: 

24) in that the works of Pythagoras were not known directly to Medieval philosophers.   

 Additionally, harmony was theorised as a contrast between opposing qualities. Eco 

(2004: 72) explains that this harmony consisted of the conjunction of contrastive pairs, even 

and odd, limited and unlimited, right and left, straight and curved, where only one of them 

represents perfection and the other disharmony. Nevertheless, this view was not prevalent, as 

other philosophers like Heraclitus thought that harmony was found in the equilibrium between 

these opposing forces, which cancelled each other; this idea was especially relevant in Greek 

times and, as de Bruyne (1994: 28) points out, and it was possibly influenced by Aristotelian 

thinking and his concept of virtue. As de Bruyne (1994: 26) explains, in both the cases of 

harmony and proportion, these ideas were chiefly inherited from painting and sculpture. In these 

disciplines, colour and proportion were essential in the creation of beautiful figures.   

 
14 For lack of a more accessible version, the quotations from de Brunye (1994) are my own translation of the 
Spanish edition. “La belleza interior que es decoro moral se manifiesta así naturalmente en todo lo que se 
dice y se hace, en las actitudes y los gestos del cuerpo” (de Bruyne, 1994: 28).  
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 These theoretical ideas, which were explicit in philosophical writings and implicit in the 

surviving artworks, were taken into the Medieval aesthetic canon and reformulated in various 

ways. De Brunye (1994: 22) explains that platonic aesthetics includes three main aesthetic 

branches: the aesthetics of the number, of light and of the symbol. According to him “the Middle 

Ages assimilate these three aesthetics, but not at the same time nor in the same proportion” (de 

Brunye, 1994: 22)15. “Once the Medievals had developed fully a metaphysics of beauty, it 

followed that proportion, since it was an aspect of beauty, was considered to participate in its 

transcendental nature” (Eco, 1986: 41). Because the idea of proportion was so intrinsically 

woven in the appreciation of beauty and the idea of beauty was inseparable from the idea of 

goodness, outer symmetry became synonymous of moral beauty.  

According to de Bruyne (1994: 27-28) Medieval philosophers and writers did not simply 

accept the fact that lines and colours were inherently beautiful; they tried to find the reasons for 

these assertions and to identify the mechanisms through which harmony reflected outwards. 

Indeed, Eco (2004: 78) explains that “Medieval man did not apply a mathematics of proportion 

to the appraisals or reproduction of the human body,” as many drawings and artworks from the 

period attest. In this regard, Marwick (2004: 8) explains that “one single feature, even blond 

hair, will not render a person beautiful; beauty depends upon a holistic totality of alluring 

features.” The fact that a person was proportioned, that a figure was excellently drawn or for 

instance that their male and female qualities cancelled each other creating an ideal androgynous 

appearance were not, in themselves, cause enough to regard them as embodying ideal beauty. 

Medieval man was more focused on other types of beauty, like inner beauty, which, in de 

Bruyne’s (1994) terms, is a perfect example of deeper harmony.  

 There is not unanimity in the claim that proportion creates beautiful aesthetic objects. 

Burke (1757: 88) theorises against this idea by stating that “[t]hese proportions are certainly to 

be found in handsome bodies. They are as certainly in ugly ones; as any who will take the pains 

to try may find.” While he acknowledges that there are some proportions to be observed in the 

human body, Burke (1757) does not believe them to be the cause of the experience of beauty. 

In fact, in his view, a painter can follow the same proportions once pointed out by the Greeks 

and produce both an ugly and a beautiful image. In consequence, while proportion can create 

aesthetically appealing images and sounds, it cannot be pinned down as the only generator of 

beauty and neither is harmony.  

 
15 “La estética platoniana incluye una estética del número, una estética de la luz y una estética del símbolo. 
La Edad Media asimila las tres estéticas, aunque no lo hace al mismo tiempo ni en la misma medida” (de 
Brunye, 1994: 22).  
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Another idea that is central to understand Medieval aesthetic experience is the 

transcendence of beauty. Scarry (2001) points out how “something beautiful fills the mind yet 

invites the search for something beyond itself, something larger or something of the same scale 

with which it needs to be brought into relation” (Scarry, 2001: 29).  The prevalent idea that the 

experience of beauty is in most of the cases related to the cognitive (moral, social and spiritual) 

qualities of the aesthetic object is to be found in a great number of Medieval writings, explicitly 

stated or figuratively developed in all sorts of metaphorical and metonymical expressions. This 

is not to say that the aesthetic object is assessed in the technical terms of its composition or 

creation, but rather it implies that what is beautiful must be connected to something 

transcendental other than what meets the senses.  

Most treatises on beauty develop models for beauty in which it is closely linked to the 

idea of goodness. Classic aesthetics understands beautiful objects to be as good on the inside as 

they are beautiful on the outside. Eco (2004: 8) acknowledges this connection, claiming that “it 

seems what is beautiful is the same as what is good, and in fact in various historical periods 

there was a close link between the Beautiful and the Good.” Indeed, Eco’s (2004: 41) definition 

of what is beautiful encompasses the physical and the moral or spiritual:  
 

The beautiful object is an object that by virtue of its form delights the senses, especially sight and 

hearing. But those aspects perceivable with the senses are not the only factors that express the Beauty 

of the object: in the case of the human body an important role is also played by the qualities of the 

soul and the personality, which are perceived by the mind’s eye more than by the eye of the body 

(Eco, 2004: 41). 

 

 Marwick’s (2004: 1) views on this association are similar: “‘Beauty’ is itself such a ‘beautiful’ 

concept that the conviction is that it must connote something transcendental, something beyond 

human affairs, such as truth, purity, godliness, spirituality, ‘the good’ to the outmost degree.” 

This proceeds to show once again the idea previously discussed that, since the Greeks, beauty 

in Western thought has always tended to be understood with regards to other qualities.  

 Exclusively understanding beauty as intimately connected with inner goodness poses 

the danger of limiting this idea to its apparition in religious contexts, where beauty becomes 

synonymous of divinity and, conversely, ugliness becomes an indicator of evilness, an 

association that was prevalent in the Middle Ages. Indeed, Marwick (2004: 1) points out how 

most of the treatises on beauty “deal with moral or aesthetic beauty, often representing the two 

as being inextricably intertwined.” When this relation was applied to human beauty, the issue 

still retained a religious and moral flavour:  
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Common knowledge held it that a person’s character was closely related to their physical 

appearance. The ugly and the deformed were [...] automatically judged to be guilty of the utmost 

villainy; a princess who said her prayers was decreed to be beautiful, even if actually plain as a 

prune, and spurned by all suitors who had any choice in the matter (Marwick, 2004: 26). 

 

If everything has a religious or moral character, it causes a lack of interest in “the mundane 

topic of the physical appearance of human beings” (Marwick, 2004: 1).  

 Platonic philosophy established that material beauty was a copy of a pure and perfect 

ideal of beauty. As a result, earthly beauty was held as a transcendental notion in that it reflected 

something beyond the material. This idea was assimilated into Christianity and it assumed a 

similar character. Eco (1986: 17) claims that the scriptures “taught also that God created the 

world according to number weight, and measure” and, in consequence, these imperatives were 

taken aesthetically. In the Christian doctrine, any (aesthetic) object that exists in the universe is 

presupposed to be beautiful in one manner or another because it was created reflecting God’s 

ideal of beauty and proportion. Eco (2004: 78), furthermore, explains the Medieval conception 

of the world as “a huge animal, and therefore as a human being, while a human being was like 

the world.” The human being is a reflection of the world, which is ultimately a reflection of 

God. Insofar as man is beautiful, he reflects the beauty of God, which is a sort of moral beauty.  

 For Marwick (2004: 29), beauty is evaluated in the sensory, but he goes over some of 

the qualities that may be sometimes mistaken by it: charm, elegance, eloquence or intelligence. 

Marwick (2004: 29) quotes Lambert (1995: xi), who also questioned the connection between 

inner and outer beauty: “[w]hy should some people seem so beautiful to us on a first meeting, 

then not so beautiful as we come to know them better, while the beauty of others reveals itself 

to us only over time?” It is clear that beauty cannot be limited to the sensory and, in fact, as 

aesthetic theories explain, aesthetic experience can be triggered by either sensory or cognitive 

stimuli, but the perspective that stresses the fundamentally visual nature of beauty is merely a 

response to the historical tendency of discussing beauty from moral, spiritual and cognitive 

frameworks.  

 This matter is more evidently present in materials of a religious nature, where there is 

an undeniably strong and almost automatic connection between outer and inner beauty. God, 

Jesus, the angels, martyrs and the saints are depicted as extremely beautiful due to their moral 

and spiritual qualities, even if no mentions to their particular physical traits are made. Eco 

(1986: 9) discusses this association between the inner and the outer in martyrs: “The bodies of 

the saints were repulsive to look upon after their tortures, yet they shone with a brilliant interior 

beauty.” Even if the nature of the individual is to regard with disgust a body that has been 
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tortured and mauled, the metaphorical usage of beauty as a marker of morality is so strong and 

prevailing in Medieval literature that this image is positively experienced, and its description is 

not aimed at triggering (or attempting to trigger) disgust or similar negative aesthetic emotions. 

Instead, its purpose is to evoke positive aesthetic responses that are based on a cognitive 

evaluation of the martyr or religious figure in question. In its symbolic dimension, the beautiful 

appearances of these figures are immediately taken to signify their inner goodness, to the point 

that this becomes an omnipresent motif in medieval thought and, largely, in Old English verse. 

However, as de Bruyne (1994: 41) points out, in poetry, the idea of moral decency or the lack 

thereof is embedded in expected behaviours: “the poets are depicting decency insofar as [...] 

[their characters] are represented in their words and actions as perfectly harmonised with the 

role they are supposed to play.”16 That is to say, to have an evil character behave in a morally 

positive way would go against the idea of decorum, while having a saint or a pious person 

behave in religious ways is decorum, not only because their behaviour represents the idea of 

decency, but because that is what audiences and readers are taught to expect of them. Following 

de Bruyne (1994: 41), a person is acting in a morally correct manner when they think, act and 

behave as it is expected of them.  

 Nevertheless, this is not the only reason why the Medieval period prioritised moral 

beauty, which was thought to generate bodily beauty (and not vice versa). “For moralistic 

reasons, Medieval man reflected on the transitory nature of earthly beauties and on the fact that, 

as Boethius says in The Consolation of Philosophy, external Beauty ‘is yet more fleeting than 

the passing of flowers of spring’” (Eco, 2004: 91). Yet, Boethius, as de Bruyne (1994: 23) 

explains, also pointed out the fact that it is divine beauty that creates a similarly beautiful image 

in earthly matter. A similar idea is also present in Anglo-Saxon writings, more specifically in a 

homily: swa þonne gelice bið þære menniscan gecynde þæs lichoman, þonne se geogoþhad 

ærest bloweþ & fægerost bið, he þonne raþe se wlite eft gewiteþ & to ylde gecyrreþ (HomS 17 

70)17. Because outer beauty was especially short-lived in Medieval times, Medieval man was 

moralised not to focus too much on outer beauty, but rather focus on inner beauty which was 

thought to generate outer beauty, and it is also the main avenue to achieve eternal life. Eco 

(1986: 9) stresses how there is and there has always been some sort of melancholy for this 

beauty that is meant to disappear shortly, even more so in the Middle Ages when early aging 

and decrepitude really shortened the experience of physical beauty in everyday contexts. In 

 
16 “los poetas están haciendo decoro cuando [...] [sus personajes] son representados en sus palabras y actos 
perfectamente armonizados con el papel que deben representar” (de Bruyne, 1994: 41).  
17 ‘This is the nature of human bodies: first youth blooms and is most beautiful, and then quickly the beauty 
departs again and becomes old’ 
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fact, Eco (1986: 9) interprets this motif as an aesthetic take on the traditional ubi sunt, fleeting 

beauty against the “background of danse macabre, the triumph of death.” In a way, the focus 

on inner beauty implied some sort of victory of beauty over death. Yet, the presence of a moral 

lesson in every aesthetic judgment does not mean that Medieval man did not appreciate sensory 

beauty. As Carruthers (2013: 11) clarifies, “[j]ust because medieval explanations most often 

moralize the aesthetic, we cannot conclude that medieval people were incapable of 

understanding some of their experiences aesthetically.”  

 Curtius (1953: 224) discusses how in his time the focus on the study of Medieval art 

was on the sensory. He claims that society has lost all ability to appreciate intelligible beauty, 

and this ability is at the core of the Medieval aesthetic paradigm, as well as present throughout 

Classical Antiquity. However, Eco (1986: 5) breaks down this apparent gap between intelligible 

and unintelligible beauty by stating that “intelligible beauty was in medieval experience a moral 

and psychological reality.” What it is now perceived to be a basically cognitive phenomenon, 

like Biblical descriptions of God being beautiful without specific details about his appearance, 

was originally intended to be an evocative experience in Medieval times. The experience of 

Biblical poetry or the drawings in stained-glass windows in churches were meant to be felt and 

experienced by the subject. Carruthers (2013: 8) bases her studies on the Medieval experience 

of beauty on the premise that “medieval aesthetic experience is bound into human sensation 

and that human knowledge is sense-derived, the agents of which are corporeal.”18 Thus, the two 

types of beauty proposed by Curtius (1953), intelligible and unintelligible, or sensory and 

cognitive according to modern aesthetic emotion theories, were able to inform each other. 

Spiritual inner beauty provided the conceptual structures, while outer beauty provided the 

aesthetic feelings upon which the cognitive was realised and materialised.  

 In a context where beauty quickly fades and there is the constant threat of an untimely 

death, the appreciation of beauty was twice as valuable. However, relatively little is known 

about the everyday Medieval experience of beauty. Contrary to common belief, “beauty for the 

Medievals did not refer first to something abstract and conceptual. It referred also to everyday 

feelings, to lived experience” (Eco, 1986: 4). Every Medieval work of art should be understood 

as art that was meant to be lived in the same manner in which everyday beauty was experienced. 

 
18 Carruther’s (2013) approach is nevertheless different from the treatises on Medieval beauty discused here, 
since she does not analyse the beautiful from the perspective of the theology of beauty. In her opinion, this 
approach “is largely a neoplatonist and mathematical conception” (Carruthers, 2013: 9). In fact, while 
acknowledging their value, she is critical of Eco (1986, 2004) and de Bruyne (1994), because they explain 
the existence of beauty from the perspective of the Divine, instead of considering it from a perspective that 
she holds to be more suiting: the experience of beauty as an aesthetic emotion.  
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Eco (1986) accurately summarises the interaction between Medieval aesthetic emotions and the 

experience of religion:  
 

Medieval taste, we may conclude, was concerned neither with the autonomy of art nor the autonomy 

of nature. It involved rather an apprehension of all of the relations, imaginative and supernatural, 

subsisting between the contemplated object and a cosmos which opened on to the transcendent. It 

meant discerning in the concrete object and ontological reflection of, and participation in, the being 

and the power of God (Eco, 1986: 15).  

 

In other words, Medieval man saw in the aesthetic objects the answers to the question of their 

own ephemeral nature and their relationship with God. In beholding the beauty in an object, the 

Medieval subject was assured of the existence of God and they were reminded of their own 

connection with him, who, according to their religious beliefs, was the source of all beautiful 

things. This idea is what de Bruyne (1994: 24) denominates theophany, a process through which 

the existence of God is made evident in the symbolic beauty of an object.  

 The works so far discussed are related to the religious and metaphysic dimension of 

beauty, which are the usual approaches in beauty scholarship. Aesthetic criteria tend to be 

theorised from the perspectives of Art History and Literary Studies, and they rarely take into 

account how beauty was experienced in real-life contexts, that is to say, very few scholars have 

chosen to focus on how Medieval people understood their own beauty. Historically, beauty has 

been an extremely important part of social life. Marwick (2004) states that  
  

Beautiful human beings (men as well as women) have always been objects of fascination to the less 

well-favoured majority [...]. Status and wealth were still the major criteria upon which people were 

judged; beauty was recognised, but was seen as dangerous and disruptive, fomenting lust, tempting 

young people into socially disastrous marriages (Marwick, 2004: x).  

 

He proposes a sort of objectification of beauty: in real life, beautiful people, regardless of their 

gender, are objects of beauty, valuable in themselves because of their appearance. It also shows 

how during the Medieval times, when sensory beauty did not accompany moral beauty, it could 

be harmful to the individual who beheld it. Marwick (2004: x) also acknowledges that, in 

current times, beauty has finally gained the autonomy that it did not have in the past, when it 

was always linked to and understood in terms of another quality. Marwick (2004) tries to pin 

down the bodily features that constitute human beauty:   
 

Beauty in human beings is always perceived as sexually desirable, though everything that is sexually 

arousing is not necessarily beautiful. There exist such potentially erotic qualities as (in men) height 
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or strength, and (in both sexes) voice, demeanour, self-presentation, and also such physical features 

as chest, breasts, legs or posterior (again both sexes) (Marwick, 2004: 12).  

 

There are some features in the individual that cause them to be perceived as beautiful people. 

However, these features alone cannot account for an individual’s beauty, but rather they are 

assessed holistically. It is the ensemble that is perceived as beautiful. A beautiful body part may 

not be part of a beautiful body and a beautiful body may have certain ugly parts. Marwick 

(2004) highlights this concept with a perfectly illustrative example:  
 

The genitals are not usually considered beautiful, though the sight of them tends to be sexually 

arousing – actually it might be more accurate to say that the genitals set within the entire context of 

a beautiful body and a beautiful face can be seen as a particularly exciting part of the total beauty 

(Marwick, 2004: 11-12).  

 

If the genitals, or any other body parts for that matter, are seen individually, they are not likely 

to be considered especially beautiful. Instead, they are contrasted against the overall appearance 

of a person and then they are assessed holistically as beautiful or otherwise. Eco (2004: 148) 

formulated similar remarks in stating that beauty should be appreciated in the whole, not in the 

specific.  

 Marwick (2004), however, makes the mistake of associating beauty with sexual desire, 

which he makes not only once, but several times: “Beauty is an independent quality, 

inextricably associated with sexual pleasure” (Marwick, 2004: 1). The fact that a person is said 

to be beautiful does not directly mean that the subject wants to engage with them sexually. A 

heterosexual woman can perfectly state that another woman is beautiful without necessarily 

feeling sexually attracted to her, and the same could be said of heterosexual men as regards 

other men, though they would rarely make such concession. People can be appreciated 

aesthetically, just as landscapes, paintings or pieces of music are, without triggering feelings of 

a sexual nature. In these matters, the main difference between Medieval and contemporary 

attitudes towards human beauty is that “[s]exuality [during the Medieval period] was a matter 

for shock, horror and guilt” (Marwick, 2004: 26). The extremely religious character of this 

historical period censured any description of sexuality as associated with the human body.  

 There are several contextual observations that should be made about beauty in Medieval 

people. Marwick (2004: 25) explains that there was not a big degree of geographical mobility 

in the Middle Ages: a person was born in a particular place and they did not usually travel far 

from it. As a result, there was a limited choice of sexual partners and potential spouses. 

Moreover, marriage was seen as a transaction, rather than as a union of two people who loved 
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each other, as it is more or less consensually understood today. Aesthetic preferences did not 

play a role in this matter. The decision to marry a given person was made on other grounds:  
 

personal appearance was scarcely a matter of great concern. Even had private inclination existed, 

without the chance to travel or the chance to move up in society, the opportunity for comparison, 

and therefore for selection, scarcely existed. With illness, mortality and early decrepitude 

everywhere in evidence, an overwhelming priority was the rearing of (comparatively) healthy 

children for continuance of the family and, more to the point, support when earning powers failed. 

The imperatives, then, were far other than those of sexual aesthetics (Marwick, 2004: 25).  

 

Aesthetic criteria did not usually play a role in the intrapersonal context of Medieval people 

and that can potentially be one of the reasons why beauty was confined to the arts, especially 

those forms of art that were more easily accessible to common people, like the poetry that a 

scop would read out loud or the decorations of churches.  

 On the differences on the aesthetic judgment of men and women, Marwick (2004: 11) 

points out the fact that men usually had more liberty when it came to finding women whom 

they liked, whereas “women had to find a husband or ‘protector’ to support them and were in 

no position to privilege the aesthetics of sexual pleasure.” This is one of the reasons why 

Medieval descriptions of appealing men focus on them as being strong, tall or young. The fact 

that they are considered to be protectors of women is extended to the whole kingdom: men’s 

primary functions were to support their family and to defend the kingdom. In consequence, 

qualities of strength, youth and health were the foremost and physical beauty was relegated to 

the background. The same idea applies in a reproductive context: if a man was strong and 

young, he was healthy and, in Medieval thought, able to reproduce.  

Eco (1986: 11) explains how female beauty was a very common subject during 

Medieval times, although it was a more complex issue than male beauty. Marwick (2004: 9-11) 

discusses the duality of the aesthetic appreciation of women. On the one hand, men chose 

women for companionship and marriage; in this case they were expected to be modest and 

humble, and they behave according to social standards. This is also the case of the woman-saint 

and the woman-warrior, a recurrent motif in Old English verse, whose morality and spirituality 

are the sole source of their beauty. In the case of the woman-saint and the woman-warrior, they 

are allowed to transgress the rules of a given society on account of their spirituality, but not on 

account of their beauty. On the other hand, Marwick (2004: 11) highlights the other side of 

female companionship, women as concubines and mistresses; in this case, they were chosen 

exclusively on the grounds of their physical appearance and nothing else. Naturally, these 
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descriptions of women are not usually present in Medieval representation of female beauty and, 

particularly, not in Old English sources.  

Part of the reason for the recurrent usage of the woman-saint and woman-warrior motifs 

is that it was an entire avoidance of female sexuality, which Medieval period writings lacked 

and, furthermore, censured. Eco (2004) reasons that 
 

[t]he medieval philosophers, theologians and mystics who dealt with Beauty had few reasons to deal 

with female beauty, given that they were men of the church and medieval moralism caused them to 

mistrust the pleasures of the flesh (Eco, 2004: 154).  

 

This is not to say that there was no sexual and aesthetic appraisal of the female body. On the 

contrary, this merely highlights that the material that has survived and the context in which it 

was written inevitably condition and limit the type of aesthetic judgments available for a 

reconstruction of the Medieval canon of beauty.  It should be taken into account that, on a daily 

basis, “personal appearance is intimately bound up with the sense of self-worth, and, more 

critically, with sexuality, sexual attractiveness and sexual success” (Marwick, 2004: 1). Even if 

sexuality was censored by religious authorities, it is part of human nature and, therefore, part 

and parcel of everyday life.  

 Furthermore, assuming that there is such a thing as a “standard” of beauty in a given 

historical period is to reduce a multiplicity of ideas and aesthetic judgments to one composite 

version of these and to simplify numerous and different aesthetic standards to a monolith of 

Medieval beauty that never truly existed. Marwick (2004) claims that  
 

[m]uch of the evidence, in fact, contradicts the assumption that just because artists in any one era 

concentrated on one particular style of beauty that was the only style that princes, courtiers, 

merchants and all real living people in a position to make choices recognised (Marwick, 2004: 13). 

 

Eco (2004) also mentions how in certain archaeological finds it was not possible to determine 

whether the figure in question was intended to represent a beautiful or an ugly reality. Any 

given historical period features a diversity of aesthetic canons that coexist along the different 

social strata and/or artforms. Contrary to the contemporary view, Marwick (2004: 15) explains 

that just because an artist took the time to immortalise a person in an artwork that does not mean 

that this person was precisely beautiful. In matters of beauty, the visual arts are not totally 

trustworthy, because there is not an explicit declaration that the object being depicted was ever 

thought to be beautiful. Conversely, written artforms can be more explicit as to whether an 

object is considered beautiful or not, but they also have the negative trait that the only source 
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for additional sensory qualities of an aesthetic object is linguistic material, which is less 

representational and more focused on the cognitive aspects of said object.  

 Yet, the visual material is interesting to assess for what it reveals about the usage of 

colour and light in this period. Nowadays, most manifestations of popular culture represent the 

Medieval period as dark and gloomy. This is notably true in depictions of Anglo-Saxon 

England. It tends to be imagined and recreated in an atmosphere of darkness and continuous 

stormy, windy and cloudy weather. Moreover, authors’ and filmmakers’ choices to set most 

works of fiction in castles, monasteries and small huts contribute to the popular image of the 

Medieval period as lacking light, colour and beauty. Eco (2004) refines this idea: 
 

[t]o this day, many people, victims of the conventional ‘Dark Ages’ image think of the Medieval 

period as a ‘sombre’ epoch, even as far as colour was concerned. When evening fell, in those days, 

people lived in poorly lit surroundings [...] but these were also characteristics of the [...] periods that 

extend to the discovery of electricity (Eco, 2004: 99).  

 

The day-to-day circumstances of Medieval people do not necessarily condition how their 

cultural manifestations treated colour or light. In this regard, art does not imitate life.  

 Within measure, Medieval people made use of all available colour and light, not only in 

painting, manuscript creation and clothing, but also in poetry, where the use of colour was not 

limited by material constraints. Eco (2004) explains that 
  

Medieval people […] saw themselves (or at least portrayed themselves in poetry and painting) as 

living in extremely bright surroundings. The striking thing about Medieval illuminated manuscripts 

is that, while they were probably executed in surroundings where the gloom was barely relieved by 

the light from a single window, they nevertheless brim with light, with a particular effulgence 

engendered by the combination of pure colours: red, azure, gold, silver, white and green, devoid of 

nuances or chiaroscuro (Eco, 2004: 99-100).  

 

Maybe in an attempt to compensate this surrounding darkness, Medieval creations are 

extremely bright and colourful, and their narrative contents likewise feature an abundance of 

colour and light. Moreover, the use of colour is not only limited to these areas. Medieval 

churches, monuments and statues, which are currently devoid of colour, have been proved to 

contain traces of colour pigment, which indicates that these were once painted in colourful 

tonalities, such as red, blue and green (see Rodwell, 1990, 2012 or Bagshaw et al. 2006). Colour 

is especially present in the case of poetry. Since there was no cost associated with its usage in 
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verse, the poets took special pleasure in representations of objects featuring intense and 

variegated colours.  

 It was precisely in these manifestations of colour where the metaphysics of beauty 

merged with the metaphysics of light. Eco (2004: 100) points out that “in Medieval illumination 

the light seems to radiate out from the objects. They are luminous in themselves.” Aesthetic 

objects that would emit light were taken to metaphorically be both beautiful inside and outside. 

This establishes a three-way connection between beauty, morality and light, also acknowledged 

by de Bruyne (1994: 21). For Eco (2004) this idea has its roots in ancient cultures which held 

the sun to be the deity:  
 

One of the origins of the aesthetics of clarity certainly derives from the fact that in numerous cultures 

God is identified with light: [...] personifications that arrive naturally at the Platonic concept of Good 

as the sun of ideas; through Neoplatonism these images found their way into the Christian tradition 

(Eco, 2004: 102).  

 

As it was the case of many other aesthetic ideas that were pagan in origin, they were transformed 

to suit the purposes of Christianity and its cosmogony. The sun is the earth’s light-source and 

without it there is no life, hence the sun is the deity, and the deity is good and beautiful. This 

gave rise to the identification of God “with the splendour of a sort of luminous current that 

permeates the universe” (Eco, 2004: 102). In creating the universe, the deity made extensive 

this beauty, not only to the whole of creation, but also to the human being. De Bruyne (1994: 

19) goes as far as saying that the creation of man establishes the foundations of the aesthetic 

symbolism, present throughout the Bible and extensive to Christianity and most Medieval 

artistic creations. As de Bruyne (1994: 19) explains, every soul and every body, reflects divine 

beauty.  

 There was a specific social meaning ascribed to colour. Only rich people had access to 

exotic materials and more exclusive fabrics and dyes, as Eco (2004: 106) remarks. This is the 

case of, for instance, the scarlet dye mentioned by Bede in his Ecclesiastical History of the 

English People: her beoð swyþe genihtsume weolocas, of þam bið geweorht se weolocreada 

tælgh, þone ne mæg sunne blæcan ne ne regn wyrdan; ac swa he biþ yldra, swa he fægerra biþ 

(Bede 1 0.26.9)19. The sensory properties of this dye contribute to its aesthetic appreciation, but 

in its appraisal there are also cognitive connotations like its exclusivity and hence value. 

Similarly, the fact that someone would wear an item of clothing dyed with this shade would 

 
19 ‘There are many sea snails, from which the scarlet dye is made, neither sun nor rain may whiten it; the 
older it is, the more beautiful’ 
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have indicated their higher social position. As such, beauty can act as an indicator of power and 

wealth. Eco (2004: 106) also highlights the opposite end of the spectrum, how peasants would 

wear “grey or brown clothes made of rough natural fabrics, not dyed, threadbare, and almost 

always dirty,” reinforcing once again Marwick’s (2004) remarks that everyday appearance was 

a matter of scarce concern in this period.  

  Finally, light and colour intersected in one of the most frequently used aesthetic devices 

in the Medieval period: ornaments. As Eco (2004: 113) explains, ornaments were one of the 

fundamental decorative elements. Dodwell (1982: 203-209) explains that ornaments were not 

only the jewels that people wore; the notion of ornament also encompasses gems engraved in 

manuscripts, crosses, monuments and metalwork, as well as metal railings. They were beautiful 

in themselves, but they fit in the paradigm of colour and they were described as aesthetically 

appealing because they reflect light and reinforce the theological and spiritual meaning ascribed 

to it. De Bruyne (1994: 37) explains that ornaments even have the power of rendering beautiful 

something that was not beautiful before. Ornamentation originates beauty but it also highlights 

objects in their sensory and cognitive dimensions.  

 All in all, the Medieval experience of beauty and the canons that different scholars 

attempt at reconstructing stand out as having a distinct character. The first and foremost trait of 

Medieval beauty is that, in most of the instances where it is described, it involves a degree of 

cognitive, spiritual and moral evaluation. Objects are perceived as aesthetically appealing when 

the subject identifies their moral or divine qualities. However, this is not to say that the 

Medieval aesthetic experience was exclusively marked by the cognitive. The works of the 

scholars that have been quoted in this section have also emphasised the distinct sensory 

characteristics of Medieval artworks, namely, the importance of colour, ornaments and light, 

the differences between male and female beauty and, finally, the secondary role of beauty in 

day-to-day life during the Medieval period. Ultimately, these considerations stress the limits on 

the reconstruction of different triggers of positive Medieval aesthetic experience, which is 

constrained by the nature of the surviving material.  

 

2.2 On ugliness  

While there are many volumes written on Western and Medieval canons of beauty, very few 

authors address the idea of ugliness and virtually no scholar has produced a complete 

description of Medieval ugliness with its diverse sensory and cognitive characteristics. Instead, 

most of the authors who discuss ugliness do so in regard to beauty. This poses the question as 

to whether ugliness exists as an autonomous idea (as Eco, 2007 and Adorno, 2002 propose) or 

whether it is understood as the negation of beauty and its respective themes (as Rosenkranz, 



 
 78 

2015 and Cousins, 1994 suggest). In order to answer these questions, I will refer to the 

theoretical ideas for beauty mentioned in the last section and I will try to revert them and apply 

them to the experience of ugliness to see whether beauty is simply the negation of the canon of 

beauty or if ugliness consists of independent ideas and themes. Similarly, I will briefly mention 

academic works that assess to what extent these theoretical ideas have been developed in the 

areas of Art History and Literary Studies either as independent concepts or as exact inversions 

of the themes for beauty, always contextualising these cultural, literary and artistic notions in 

the framework of the existing models for negative aesthetic emotions.   

 Eco (2007) carries out a very detailed analysis of the concept of ugliness throughout Art 

and Literature History. In certain respects, his work of ugliness is notably similar to his volume 

on beauty (Eco, 2004). His approach to inner and outer beauty is made extensive to ugliness 

and, while he analyses ugliness, he, nevertheless, constantly brings up beauty, both in contrast 

to ugliness and in connection to it. Rosenkranz (2015), whose very exhaustive analysis of 

ugliness is one of the most often quoted in the field, adopts a highly abstract and philosophical 

approach, frequently relating the idea of beauty to that of freedom and ugliness to the lack of 

it. Other scholars, like Cousins (1994), Adorno (2002), Johnson (2016), Pop and Widrich (2013) 

or Kuplen (2013) do not aim at producing a comprehensive and exhaustive analysis of this 

aesthetic concept; they discuss specific ideas, periods and themes. However, the combination 

of their works and notions is insufficient to fully understand the Western experience of ugliness 

in the Middle Ages and it is not entirely applicable to the material analysed as part of this study.  

 Since ugliness generally is understood as the symmetric opposite of beauty, it becomes 

challenging to find a definition of ugliness that does not involve beauty in any way, shape or 

form. As Rosenkranz (2015: 32) explains, in his view, “ugliness is inseparable from the concept 

of beauty, since the one contains the other in its development as perpetual aberration.” For 

Hagman (2005: 103), ugliness is “the shadow” of beauty and he relates it to “instance of 

psychological disorder.” Moreover, Hagman (2005: 104) elaborates on the effects of the 

experience of ugliness, most of which have been discussed in the previous chapter as effects of 

negative aesthetic experience: “intense negative affect (fear, horror, disgust, and/or loathing), 

moral condemnation (reprehensibility), and behavioural reactions (being repelled, looking 

away, fleeing).” Eco (2007) also acknowledges that  
 

[i]n every century, philosophers and artists have supplied definitions of beauty, and thanks to their 

works it is possible to reconstruct a history of aesthetic ideas over time. But this did not happen with 

ugliness. Most of the time it was defined as the opposite of beauty but almost no one ever devoted a 
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treatise of any length to ugliness, which was relegated to passing mentions in marginal works (Eco, 

2007: 8). 

 

In the History of Ideas, ugliness remains a minor theme, which is only mentioned or analysed 

as a result of its connection to beauty or understood as inseparable from religious and moral 

evaluations. For Rosenkranz (2015), beauty relates to ugliness as follows:  
  

That ugliness is a concept that can only be understood relative to another concept is not difficult to 

understand. The other concept is that of beauty, since ugliness can only be insofar as beauty is, which 

constitutes its positive presupposition. If there were no beauty, then there certainly would not be any 

ugliness, since the latter only exists as the negation of the former. Beauty is the godlike, original 

idea, and ugliness, being its negation, has as such only a secondary existence. It generates itself in 

and out of the beautiful (Rosenkranz, 2015: 33)  

 

His remarks imply that the existence of beauty generates ugliness and, therefore, there is no 

autonomy of ugliness in his model. His is not the only existing approach to this relation between 

beauty and ugliness. Hagman (2005: 19) explains that “[i]n some cases, there is an amalgam in 

which beauty and ugliness are expressed with simultaneous vividness, with neither cancelling 

out the other. In others, there is a balanced but separate depiction of evil and goodness within a 

single aesthetic field.” Cousins (1994: 61) makes similar remarks to Rosenkranz’s (2015) idea 

of the negation of beauty, which originates ugliness. While it is true that for a concept to be 

fully understood, one needs to understand and know its opposite, to say that there would be no 

ugliness without beauty is to go one step beyond and this is especially true, not only of the 

aesthetic emotion of the experience of ugliness, but of other negative aesthetic emotions like 

the experience of disgust. Whether the subject experiences positive aesthetic emotions or not, 

a disgusting aesthetic object will, nevertheless, remain the same.  

Adorno (2002: 45-46) makes a more sensible remark by stating that, to a certain extent, 

ugliness is the negation of beauty but that “this does not amount to the annulment of the category 

of the ugly as a canon of prohibitions.” Bosanquet (1915) adds another layer to the experience 

of ugliness and that is the feeling of frustration:  
 

If there is a truly ugly which is aesthetically judged, and which is not merely a failure of imagination, 

it must be an appearance that is both expressive and inexpressive at once, aesthetically judged, yet 

unaesthetic. That is to say, the appearance must suggest an adequate embodiment of a feeling, and 

also frustrate it (Bosanquet, 1915: 420).  
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Bosanquet (1915) makes a distinction between ugliness and indifference, which relies on the 

presupposition that ugliness causes some degree of frustration. However, frustration, instead of 

an appraisal, is better understood as one of the results of the aesthetic emotion episode. Since 

beauty, as it has been described in the previous subsection, was constructed around the ideas of 

proportion, religiousness, morality, holiness, divinity, light and ornaments, it follows that, if 

ugliness is its mathematical opposition, it should be triggered by elements that adhere to the 

following premises: disproportion, those who do not act according to the Christian way of 

living, the devil, Hell and darkness should be experienced and depicted as ugly in Western 

Medieval culture.  

 In spite of the fact that Eco (2007) praises Rosenkranz’s (1853/2015) work and, in fact, 

proceeds to accurately summarise the themes in it, he also stresses the inherent contradiction in 

his observations, that the category of the ugly is too rich to limit it to a simple negation of the 

beautiful:  
 

Rosenkrantz performs a meticulous analysis of ugliness in nature, spiritual ugliness, ugliness in art 

(and the various forms of artistic incorrectness), the absence of form, asymmetry, disharmony, 

disfigurement and deformation (the wretched, the vile, the banal, the fortuitous and the arbitrary, the 

gross), the various forms of the repugnant (the ungainly, death and the void, the horrendous, the 

vacuous, the sickening, the felonious, the spectral, the demoniac, the witchlike and the satanic). Too 

much to allow us to carry on saying that ugliness is merely the opposite of beauty understood as 

harmony, proportion, or integrity (Eco, 2007: 16).  

 

This emphasises that fact, while there are qualities of beauty that can be transposed inversely 

into canons of ugliness, both beauty and ugliness have a certain autonomy and, in consequence, 

they should not be treated as exact oppositions.  

 The previous chapter and, more specifically, the subsection on negative aesthetic 

emotions underlined the importance of disgust as a negative aesthetic emotion, at instances 

more powerful than the experience of ugliness and, in certain cases, inextricably linked to it. 

Hagman (2005: 7) similarly describes the experience of ugliness as an emotion that is connected 

to “the most disturbing and repulsive feelings” which are triggered by “the formal qualities” of 

an object, that is, “shape, texture, and colour.” Yet, it should be pointed out that Hagman (2005: 

105) understands ugliness not in terms of an absence (of beauty) but as a disruption of it. Eco’s 

(2007) definition of ugliness encompasses a wider set of ideas:  
  

what is ugly is: repellent, horrible, horrendous, disgusting, disagreeable, grotesque, abominable, 

repulsive, odious, indecent, foul, dirty, obscene, repugnant, frightening, abject, monstrous, horrid, 
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horrifying, unpleasant, terrible, terrifying, frightful, nightmarish, revolting, sickening, foetid, 

fearsome, ignoble, ungainly, displeasing, tiresome, offensive, deformed and disfigured (not to 

mention how horror can also manifest itself in ideas traditionally assigned to the beautiful, such as 

the fabulous, the fantastic, the magical and the sublime) (Eco, 2007: 16).  

 

This extensive array of adjectives and his description of negative aesthetic experience (under 

the description of what is ugly) link the experience of ugliness to other factors and emotions 

like disgust, horror and fear. Even if the experience of disgust, as it has been defined in the 

preceding chapter, is partially an aesthetic emotion, some of the emotional responses mentioned 

by Eco (2007) are not aesthetic but utilitarian, like fear.  

 In the context of negative aesthetic experience, a distinction should be made between 

the experience of ugliness and disgust as described in the previous chapter. While Eco (2007) 

and Rosenkranz (2015) coincide in that they identify disgust with ugliness in itself as a sort of 

physical reaction to content and form (or the absence thereof), Eco (2007: 19) goes one step 

further and establishes a second category which he labels “formal ugliness” and refers to “a 

lack of equilibrium in the organic relationships between the parts of a whole.” Eco (2007: 44) 

also defines ugliness as a “corruption” and/or a “loss” of “a previous good [that] has been 

diminished.” Therefore, ugliness can either be naturally originated or it can be the corruption 

or the disfigurement of a previously beautiful object. In his view, the fundamental problem in 

the study of ugliness is that these two categories must be understood and analysed from the 

perspective of a third category, which is present in all historic periods: their artistic portrayal, 

which combines the first and second category. This idea also reinforces Rosenkranz’s (2015: 

34-35) remarks that every experience of ugliness needs a sensory medium, since “[w]hat is 

incapable of sensible manifestation itself cannot become an object of aesthetics.” In other 

words, both the subject’s reaction to ugliness and disgust and the qualities in the aesthetic object 

which normally tend to trigger it are only available in the pictorial or literary representations of 

ugliness in the different historical periods. As it has been the practice of the preceding section, 

ugliness will also be analysed, not in terms of subject, object and historical canons, but from 

the perspective of the three main types of stimuli that trigger aesthetic emotion: the sensory, the 

cognitive and the behavioural.  

 Concerning sensory inputs, due to the limitations of the material available for 

descriptions of ugliness and related negative aesthetic emotions, the most explored and 

theorised domain is the visual. This predominance of the visual over the rest of the senses finds 

an explanation in the fact that in the rest of the sensory domains, unpleasant experience is fairly 

consistent across individuals, and it is most frequently expressed by means of terms for disgust. 
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While one subject may find a shape, person or painting visually unappealing, others may not, 

but objects which are offensive in terms of taste, smell, hearing and touch tend to be negatively 

experienced by most subjects. Moreover, even if in collocations like PDE beautiful smell or 

beautiful taste refer to aesthetic experience and they are easily understood by native and non-

native speakers and even if, as Eco (2007: 16) explains, properties like foetid and sickening are 

part of paradigms of ugliness, both beauty and ugliness have been mainly theorised from the 

visual and cognitive standpoints.   

 Visually speaking, the first idea that is highlighted when discussing aesthetics is that of 

proportion. In his history of ugliness, Eco (2007: 23) makes an itinerary that is similar to the 

one sketched in his history of beauty (Eco, 2004): in order to discuss Medieval aesthetic 

reactions to ugliness, he draws upon the Greek conceptions of proportion and shape and on the 

metaphysical implications of the visual to see how they are translated in Medieval times to 

Christian themes. Since beauty was associated with proportion, it would be logical to assume 

that ugliness could be found in disproportionate figures. Eco (2007: 23) points out that currently 

the Greek conception of beauty is thought to embody ideal measures and proportion, but this 

was merely an idealisation made on the part of Neoclassicism. Moreover, Eco (2007: 23) points 

out that, contrary to contemporary beliefs, the Greeks “also bequeathed the Western tradition 

images of beings who were the very embodiment of disproportion, and the negation of all 

canons.” Therefore, lack of proportion is not at the core of pictorial representations of ugliness.  

 In platonic thought, beauty was the reflection of the perfect idea, while any physical 

defects or material ugliness were not a reflection of something transcendental, but instead the 

reminder of the imperfection of matter as compared to the original idea that it is supposed to 

represent. As Eco (2007: 24) explains, for Plato, ugliness only exists in the material world, not 

in the world of ideas, which is beautiful and perfect. Similarly, the connection between beauty 

and youth derives from the Greek idea of Eros, as Eco (2007: 27) mentions, and they have an 

identical translation into the canon of ugliness, which is embodied and represented by old age. 

Eco (2007: 24) also points out more radical observations made by Plotinus, who “defined matter 

as evil and an error” and who identifies “ugliness clearly with material void.” The idea of void, 

in its relation to ugliness and negative aesthetic experience, cannot provoke an aesthetic 

response, since, as Rosenkranz (2015: 34-35) explains, it does not have the necessary sensory 

medium to trigger an emotion, for even if the stimulus is a cognitive one, it still needs a sensory 

medium to be experienced for the subject.   

 The connection between shape and aesthetics is developed by Eco (2007: 46) in more 

detail: “if a shape is a good, which is why all the things that draw some superiority from a shape 

are called shapely, then there is no doubt that the capacity to be formed is also good to some 
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extent.” As a result, what does not “draw some superiority from a shape,” that is, what is not 

proportionate or does not comply with what is traditionally held to be “proper” shape by the 

standards of a given society, artform or genre would be perceived as ugly. Rosenkranz (2015: 

63) comments on the topic of shape and form and he explains that, as much as beauty is 

apprehended as a unity, ugliness represents the rupture of the unity. Since he identifies ugliness 

with a negation of beauty, he proposes that ugliness “consists in the non-unity, non-closure, 

indefiniteness of form” (Rosenkranz, 2015: 63). Moreover, he also enumerates the visual 

characteristics that mark ugliness: amorphism, asymmetry and disharmony. These claims are 

likewise supported in the work by Adorno (2002: 46), who states that “the ugly is that element 

that opposes the work’s ruling law of form.”  

 However, not even detailed research items into the aesthetic ideas of proportion and 

shape clarify what is understood by ugliness as a lack of proportion or harmony. As Eco (2007: 

23) maintains, the Greeks did “produce a vast literature on the relationship between physical 

ugliness and moral ugliness,” which is also an exact transposition of the inner is outer beauty 

motif, but it becomes evident that they did not have a fully developed concept for ugliness, both 

in terms of sensory and cognitive evaluations, as well as at cultural, literary and artistic levels. 

All in all, their concept of ugliness encompasses the idea of moral deviation, old age, non-

adherence to appropriate form and proportion and, above all, physical disgust and sensory cues 

that result in offence to the senses as well as to the intellect in the sense of moral contamination. 

As it was in the case of beauty, these ideas would be reinterpreted and translated into Medieval 

aesthetics by means of Christianity.  

 Eco (2007: 43) begins by mentioning how Christianity inverted the cosmogonic ideas 

of the Greeks. On the one hand, Greek philosophers held that the physical world was 

characterised by being marked with error and emptiness, to the point that ugliness was a result 

of the defective incarnation of an idea. On the other hand, Christianity envisions the whole of 

creation as a beautiful unity, because it was the result of God’s creation, and he is perfection 

and beauty. This thought leads to a more problematic question: if God is perfection and beauty, 

then why do ugly and evil things exist in the universe? Even hideous and morally condemnable 

objects and creatures have a role in the larger scheme of things in the Christian doctrine: “from 

a theologico-metaphysical standpoint the entire universe is beautiful because it is a divine work 

and thanks to this total beauty even ugliness is in some way redeemed” (Eco, 2007: 43). The 

world is pictured and talked about as if it were a diverse place, a polyphony of beautiful and 

not-so-beautiful images that represent a beautiful ensemble when they are regarded as a unity. 

Thus, ugly and evil entities and object can potentially reinforce the beauty of other objects: 
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In other words [the presence of ugliness] reveals the harmony of the whole. Some said that even 

monsters are beautiful because they are beings and as such contribute to the harmony of the whole 

and that, while sin certainly destroys the order of things, this order is re-established by punishment 

and hence the damned in hell are examples of a law of harmony (Eco, 2007: 46).   

 

This idea would later on be expressed by William Blake (1979: 37) and his famous quote 

“without contraries is no progression.” This implies that without the existence of ugliness, the 

complete extent of beauty cannot be fully realised and that without understanding sin it is not 

possible to conceive of a morally exemplary way of living. This perspective suggests that there 

is no natural ugliness per se, since every instance of ugliness is beautiful in the greater scheme 

of things. Nevertheless, according to Rosenkranz (2015: 36-39), in contemporary cultural 

terms, the natural can be either beautiful or ugly, and he goes on to enumerate many instances 

in which the natural is not particularly appealing aesthetically speaking, even if it is a part of a 

world that is holistically assessed as beautiful. For instance, plants, insofar as they are living 

beings, they can be beautiful, but they can also wither and become ugly. Rosenkranz’s (2015: 

40) main point is that almost all biological processes are subject to imperfection, which 

frequently translates as ugliness and that the ultimate destiny of the human condition is to see 

youthful beauty decline into ugliness and old age.  

 These ideas about beauty, ugliness and disgust intermingle in another theological 

debate, which is central in Medieval literature: Christ on the cross. In the literature, Christ is 

always described as being extremely beautiful (as a result of his divinity). However, objectively 

speaking, his image hanging on the cross is far from what is traditionally perceived as beautiful 

outside religious contexts, and it is a fairly gruesome image. Eco (2007: 49) quotes Augustine, 

who claimed that “Jesus certainly appeared deformed when he was hanging on the cross, but 

through that superficial deformity He expressed the inner beauty of his sacrifice.” An event that 

should be depicted and expressed in terms of ugliness and/or disgust due to its sensory features 

is perceived as beautiful because the cognitive meaning of the scene is notably much more 

important. As it was mentioned in the preceding section, the same observations apply to the 

case of martyrs. Eco (2007: 56) discusses how they “are depicted with the seraphic serenity 

with which they went to their respective fates. And so decapitations, roasting on the gridiron, 

and the removal of breasts can give rise to graceful compositions.” The cognitive processing of 

these negative stimuli results in positive experience, and the essence of it resides in the 

identification between the inner and the outer.  

 Similarly, the phenomenon of death, which is treated in Medieval Christian texts by 

means of negative aesthetic emotion markers, served as a cautionary tale to control people and 
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force them to act according to religious rules to avoid a worse fate. Eco (2007: 62) holds that 

“verbal preaching and the images that appeared in holy places were intended to serve as 

reminders of the imminence of death and to cultivate the terrors of the torments of hell.” 

Because death is tragic and painful, it tends to be represented negatively in pictorial terms, and 

it is only in particular occasions that some deaths are referred to as beautiful or wonderful 

events. More specifically, Eco (2007: 73) explains that the gateway for the ugly “in the form of 

the terrifying and the diabolical” to access the Christian world is the Apocalypse. Eco (2007) 

points out that  
 

the Apocalypse and its exegetes had only talked about this: so it had to be translated into images, 

accessible even to the illiterate. [...] Thus, the visual translation of a splendid text in visionary terms 

[...] introduced the fear of the end into the medieval imagination (Eco, 2007: 78).  

 

The Apocalypse and Hell, and Paradise and Heaven are featured in Medieval art and literature 

following similar patterns and strategies. Since they were mentioned in the Bible, they required 

a visual reinforcement that could affect Medieval subjects in a powerful way that would 

complement or replace the written word for those who did not have access to it. Precisely, the 

topic of Hell was a recurrent one in the Middle Ages: 
 

The influence both of apocalyptic literature and the various accounts of journeys to the underworld 

led to the proliferation in Romanesque abbeys and Gothic cathedrals, in illuminated manuscripts, in 

frescoes, of all those portrayals that reminded the faithful day by day of the punishments that awaited 

sinners (Eco, 2007: 82). 

 

Such strong visual depictions of the ugliness of Hell and the horrors of the Apocalypse had an 

important influence in the Christian world, to the point that ugliness would always be 

henceforth associated with them. Rosenkranz (2015), for whom the relationship between inner 

and outer beauty is explained by considering the body as a mere recipient upon which the 

qualities of the soul project either beauty or ugliness, explains that “Hell is not simply ethico-

religious, it is also aesthetic. We stand in the midst of evil and general wickedness, but also in 

the midst of ugliness” (Rosenkranz, 2005: 31).  

 Drawing back on the Greek notions of inappropriate form as the genesis of ugliness, 

religious ideas acquire another layer of meaning. Most of the ugly (and evil) figures present in 

texts and images of a religious nature feature hybrids between male and beast. This is the case 

of the Devil. According to Eco (2007: 90), he is never described in the Gospels in visual terms, 
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but the texts and images that draw from the Bible do make an attempt at representing him. These 

attempts often involve beast-like images. Eco (2007) elaborates this notion:  
 

It seems obvious, also for traditional reasons, that the Devil must be ugly [...]. He is also described 

in animal forms in the lives of the hermits and, in a crescendo of ugliness, he gradually invades 

patristic and medieval literature, especially devotional works [...]. The monster with a tail, the ears 

of a beast, a goat-like beard, claws, hoof and horns began to appear from the eleventh century 

onwards, the bat wings being a slightly later addition (Eco, 2007: 92).  

 

Because the Medieval subject was moralised to regard as beautiful that which complies with 

the mental image of another appropriately formed human being, beholding animal 

characteristics in humans is met with disgust and conceptualised and expressed by means of 

markers of ugliness. Indeed, Eco (2007: 90) notes that the devil is more often described drawing 

upon “the effect it causes,” namely the emotion of disgust. In his discussion of Medieval 

wonder, Brewer (2016) also comments on the role of hybridity and monstrosity in depictions 

of the devil, which were connected to cognitive and spiritual evaluations:  
 

At a time when infectious diseases were a major cause of death and infant mortality rates were 

relatively high, medieval cultures developed intense fears of bodily corruption, hybridity, pollution 

and monstrosity. The consistent association between devils and excrement, miasma and so on, acted 

therefore as a cultural extension of the emotion of disgust which seeks, primarily through sight and 

olfaction, to distance a person from pathogenic phenomena like decayed bacteria-infested foods, 

excrement, insects and stagnant waters. By associating devils with such phenomena, medieval 

culture was building upon a notion with evolutionary-biological underpinnings and therefore acting 

positively at a macro level to improve health outcomes (Brewer, 2016: 53).  

 

The experience of disgust that is associated with the devil (and the effect he causes) has its roots 

in the Medieval association between the devil and illness, which also causes a fear that goes 

beyond the aesthetic. The emotions that the devil causes operate at an aesthetic level, indeed, 

but they are also oriented towards the “survival” of the individual at a spiritual level.  

 These ideas are especially predominant during a period that started with the 7th and 8th 

centuries, featuring “the rise of a Hisperic aesthetics” (Eco, 2007: 111). Eco (2007) illustrates 

the relevance of this period in the larger framework of Medieval aesthetics in the following 

fragment:   
 

[in a] Europe that was going through its ‘Dark Ages’, characterised by the decline of agriculture, the 

abandonment of the cities, the collapse of the great Roman aqueducts and roads. In a climate of 
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general barbarity, in lands covered with forests, monks, poets and illuminators saw the world as a 

dense wood, inhabited by monsters, and criss-crossed by labyrinthine paths. Hisperic writing no 

longer obeyed the traditional laws of proportion: [...] writers opted for long alliterative chains that 

the classical world would have deemed pure cacophony, and what was appreciated was not measure 

but the gigantic and the measureless (Eco, 2007: 111).  

 

This is the climate in which most of the texts in this study were composed, particularly poems 

like The Wanderer or The Seafarer, or even Beowulf. These specifically resonate with this style 

and aesthetics, showcasing an abundance of monsters and portents in a world that is desolate. 

Moreover, they heavily contrast with other poems, which are Biblical in origin and are more 

oriented towards beauty and what it represented at doctrinal and symbolic levels. Traditionally, 

these monsters have stood out as a metaphor for the unknown and, whereas now they are 

interpreted as ugly, this was not always the case in Medieval culture: “Medieval man found 

those monsters attractive just as we enjoy looking at exotic animals in a zoo” (Eco, 2007: 113). 

Moreover, as Eco (2007: 114) explains, this aesthetic experience often involves a moral 

teaching associated with the monster, as is the case of the Old English poems The Panther and 

The Whale.  

 Comparatively speaking, and within the religious context, the issue of female ugliness 

is treated with less frequency than female beauty in Medieval writing and art. For beauty, and 

more specifically in the context of Anglo-Saxon vernacular literature, there are several 

intertwined motifs like that of the woman-saint and woman-warrior in the Old English poems 

of Judith and Elene, which is a transposition of the male warrior motif. Men and women are 

not described as ugly unless their negative moral characteristics are concerned. While women 

who were beautiful were construed to be morally pure, women who were ugly were thought to 

be evil or sinful. According to Eco (2007: 159), “their ugliness reveals their inner malice and 

pernicious powers of seduction.” This idea is present and further developed in the work by 

Patrizia Bettella (2005), who emphasises the concept of the old woman “as a symbol of physical 

and moral decay, in opposition to the canonical praise of youth as a symbol of beauty and 

purity.” In many cases, though, the emotion that these women evoke goes beyond the 

experience of ugliness, and it entails physical disgust as well as moral repulsion. Bettella (2005: 

10) finds an explanation for this in the “cultural discourse of misogyny legitimized the social, 

economic, and political subjugation of women. Classical and Medieval-Christian antifeminist 

tradition contributed to a misogynistic stance.” It is clear that the aesthetic approach to women, 

both for ugliness and beauty, focused more on morality than on bodily matters, at least as they 

are represented in the surviving artworks and writings.   
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 All in all, the scarcity of academic material discussing (Medieval) ugliness is evident. 

In the literature, beauty and ugliness have mainly been theorised from the visual, religious and 

artistic perspective and, generally, ugliness is linked and understood in its relation to beauty as 

precisely the negation of it, or only seen as a necessary foil for the subject to be able to 

experience the complete extent of beauty. However, after a detailed analysis, it is also clear that 

the ugly cannot be understood as the exact opposite of the beautiful, as this category is richer 

than that; furthermore, it cannot be understood either as merely a lack of shape or plain non-

aesthetic content.  

On the one hand, ugliness is constantly linked in this period to religious and moral 

considerations. As such, the reinterpretation of Greek aesthetic ideas on the part of Medieval 

philosophers, writers and artists is central to the contemporary understanding of the Medieval 

approach to ugliness. Ugliness was reserved for depictions of the devil, Hell and evil women. 

The visual depiction of these entities reflected their defective morals. However, ugliness was 

circumvented or perceived as beautiful in the cases where negative stimuli symbolised a higher 

purpose, like the gory depictions of martyrdoms. On the other hand, formal ugliness is theorised 

from two main standpoints: either resulting from lack of proportion or as matter that is 

particularly offensive to the senses. This reinforces the idea that ugliness in Medieval times 

needed a medium to be experienced. In sensory terms, there is a progression from ugliness as a 

visual phenomenon of disproportion and lack of shape to a more complex sensory treatment 

involving different senses in an experience of disgust, which describes ugliness not in its visual 

domain but in the effects that it causes on the subject. These effects range from unpleasant close 

personal experience (touch, taste or smell) to fully developed emotional responses like fear. 

None of the works written on ugliness discuss the idea of darkness and lack of ornamentation 

as potentially connected to ugliness, as it would be safe to assume if one chooses to follow the 

claims of those scholars who propose that ugliness is the exact negation of beauty.  

 However, the line between ugliness and beauty is not always clearly drawn. The role of 

the subject’s aesthetic criteria and the culture in which the subject lives in partly condition their 

aesthetic experience, as it has been discussed before. Theories of mixed emotions have proved 

that aesthetic objects may not only cause the aforementioned emotions, which are polarly 

distributed to either side of the aesthetic spectrum; they can also trigger wonder. This is 

especially the case of unknown phenomena and objects, monsters and wonders, which instead 

of being conceptualised as either ugly or beautiful awake a very specific sort of fascination, 

which causes the subject them to admire them intensely without explicitly considering whether 

they are pleasant or unpleasant. This emotional response and the aesthetic canon associated 

with it are the focus of the following section.  
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2.3 On wonder  

The academic works that treat the experience of wonder in Medieval culture, art and literature 

are as limited in number as those that discuss ugliness. Publications that look into the emotion 

of wonder either focus on it from the framework of the theology of the miracle or they treat a 

historical period that is radically different from the culture and literature of the Anglo-Saxons. 

Among the most useful contributions in the light of this study, Walker’s (1997 and 2001) 

seminal work stands out, providing insights into the nature of this emotion and how it is 

represented in Medieval writings. More recently, and perhaps more interestingly because of the 

different analyses on the relationship between wonder and other utilitarian and aesthetic 

emotions, Brewer’s (2016) volume on Wonder and Skepticism in the Middle Ages should be 

pointed out. It evaluates the phenomenology and social stances on wonder and the miracle in 

Medieval society, discussing how people reacted in real-life contexts to stories of apparitions, 

miracles and unnatural sightings. Brewer (2016) carries his analysis from the perspective of the 

long tradition of doubt scholarship. Both these scholars’ research items are equally interesting 

and easily translatable into the Anglo-Saxon context, despite the fact that they cover a later 

period (1100 – 1300) than the one that will be analysed in this study (chiefly texts from the 9th 

century).  

Some of these academic works do take into account contemporary (aesthetic) emotion 

theories, but that is not the main focus of their research. Nevertheless, they do contribute to our 

understanding of wonder as an emotion that is frequently found in literary and religious texts 

and contexts. Additionally, other works like Haidt’s (2003) paper on the moral emotions or 

Keltner and Haidt’s (2003) research on the experience of awe, despite not being centred around 

the emotion under scrutiny in this section, also provide the basis for the comparison of the 

Anglo-Saxon experience of wonder as an emotion belonging to the same family as the 

experience of awe. While the theoretical approach in the previous two subsections focuses more 

on the literary and the artistic, the nature of the experience of wonder and the existing academic 

material on it demand a more linguistically and psychologically oriented approach that can, 

nevertheless, take artistic and literary materials as main sources.  

 Walker (1997: 3) defines wonder as “a recognition of the singularity and significance 

of the thing encountered,” explaining that “only that which is really different from the knower 

can trigger wonder.” In the previous chapter, I pointed out certain elicitors of positive aesthetic 

emotions, like the appraisal of novelty, as compared to the appraisal of familiarity. These 

remarks seem to suggest the possibility that wonder might be one more positive aesthetic 

emotion, because of the nature of its appraisals. However, Walker’s (1997: 7) additional 
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definition of what wonder is includes ideas that do not necessarily portray a positive aesthetic 

emotion: “one finds mira (wondrous) again and again in the texts alongside mixta (mixed or 

composite things), a word that evokes the hybrids and monsters also found in the literature of 

entertainment.” The mixed nature of wonder is not only evident in the objects that it evaluates, 

but also in the additional emotions that it elicits or is found in co-occurrence with.  

 In his work, Brewer (2016: 5) defines wonder as “a form of positive affect” and he 

explains that wonder has “‘negative affect’ cousins in fear, dread and horror, as well as awe and 

reverence, suggesting that it defies strict categorisation as a positive feeling.” Generally 

speaking, Brewer (2016: 5) identifies five distinguishing features that characterise phenomena 

that elicit wonder: “(1) they are novel; (2) they cause excitement; (3) they are unexplained; (4) 

they create a desire to understand; and (5) their propensity to induce wonder is dulled with 

experience.” These evaluations or characteristics that are identified in the object of wonder can 

operate both at a sensory level (visual and aural, according to Onians, 1997: 11) and also at a 

cognitive one. As Brewer (2016: 26) explains, “[w]onder is not only caused by external stimuli 

but can be aroused by cognition, having its genesis within an individual’s thought.” This will 

be particularly relevant later on when analysing relatively philosophical fragments whose 

writers marvel at the universe without necessarily involving a contemplation in present time. In 

fact, wonder is a fairly cognitive emotion in the sense that it is targeted towards the acquisition 

of knowledge. Brewer (2016: 26) justifies this claim in its relation to the novel, an appraisal 

that is also present in positive aesthetic experience but in a different manner. Wonder is to be 

found both in the aesthetic object’s pleasant sensory qualities and also in more cognitive 

considerations like origin, form or purpose, which are ultimately rooted in the subject’s own 

perspective.  

 Continuing on his definition of wonder, Brewer (2016) explains its evolutionary purpose 

as well as the importance of wonder as a historically utilitarian emotion:  
 

If wonder transforms a new phenomenon into knowledge, then its function is learning. Given that 

humans are the most intelligent animals on the planet and that intelligence has been a large part of 

our evolutionary success story, wonder should not be underestimated as a mere aesthetic emotion 

(Brewer, 2016: 28).  

 

These remarks prove that there is, indeed, more to wonder than the role it plays in aesthetic 

experience and, while the focus of this study are the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic emotions, some of 

the descriptions of these emotions are not divided attending to whether they are of an aesthetic 

or utilitarian nature, as it was the case of disgust. Instead, definitions of wonder assess this 
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emotion holistically in its utilitarian and aesthetic dimensions. Brewer (2016) also draws on the 

work by Wierzbicka (1999), who stresses the potential of carrying out research on non-

utilitarian emotions:  
 

Anthropologist, Anna Wierzbicka, argued similarly, listing amazement as one of the emotions 

universal to humans despite cultural differences, although correctly noting wonder’s differences in 

potential stimulus and expression between different cultural groups. Following this, studying wonder 

in past societies should prove more useful than studying lower-order emotions, because the stimuli 

that elicit wonder and the possible expressions of wonder vary more than the stimuli and expressions 

for, say, lust or hunger (Brewer, 2016: 28).  

 

Whether studying diachronic expressions of wonder is more useful or productive than focusing 

on utilitarian emotions is not for this study to determine, but what remains clear is that, while 

research on utilitarian emotions is more likely to shed light on how a given subject perceives 

and conceptualises their body and their surroundings, aesthetic emotions like wonder are bound 

to speak about a different dimension of the human experience. Wonder is related to cognition 

and the acquisition of knowledge and to how the subject perceives their surroundings, too, but 

where the most interesting layer of this emotion is revealed is in the areas of perception, 

experience and conceptualisation of what deviates from the course of nature and in the 

experience of that which cannot be fully grasped or envisioned by the subject. Brewer (2016: 

26) enumerates a very comprehensive list of what typically causes wonder in the Middle Ages, 

despite possible variations from individual to individual: “magic, miracles and marvels, and 

particularly revenants, magical stones, monsters, eclipses, saints’ miracles, demons, magnets 

and transformations.” In his view, “[t]hese sort of phenomena were particularly wondrous, 

because they interrupted expected patterns of nature based on the individual’s experience” 

(Brewer, 2016: 26).  

 Brewer (2016) proceeds to enumerate the common physiological effects that these 

stimuli cause on the subject:  
 

A wondrous phenomenon can invoke bodily feelings of muscular tension, tingling, short-term 

paralysis (arresting the responder), feeling dazed, a sensation of warmth in the heart or abdomen, 

and an increase in heart rate and respiration through the central and autonomic nervous systems 

(Brewer, 2016: 30).  

 

Onians (1997: 11-12) classifies the responses to wonder into different components: “(1) a 

striking experience, usually visual but sometimes aural; (2) a consequent physical paralysis; (3) 
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a mental reaction resulting in learning; and sometimes (4) a new action.” This process illustrates 

that wonder is not always an action-oriented emotion, as well as that its chief focus is on 

learning and discovering the workings of a previously unexperienced phenomenon. Onians 

(1997: 12) also explains that some of these physiological responses are encoded in some of the 

Present-Day English terms for wonder, like the verb astonish, which goes back to the Latin 

verb attonare ‘to be thundered at,’ among others.  

The dividing line between fear, awe, and wonder is not entirely clear. Haidt (2003: 863) 

goes over the different studies that cover awe, fear and wonder trying to explain the nature of 

their relationship: for Lazarus (1991), awe blends fear and wonder; Frijda (1986) focuses on 

wonder, instead of awe, which, in his view, is a passive emotion connected with surprise and 

amazement. Brewer (2016: 30) further explains that wonder is indeed a moral emotion because 

“it has implications for the group as well as the individual” and he compares it to fear or lust in 

that they are contrastively only focused on the individual. Furthermore, Brewer (2016: 30) 

explains that the model of a typical response of wonder mentioned in the preceding paragraph 

“seems to be related to that of fear, disgust, or threat perception, which are built upon similar 

neurological foundations.” Walker (1997: 15) similarly claims that an “[e]xamination of the 

complex semantic fields for ‘wonder’ and ‘the wonderful’ suggests that the wonder-reaction 

ranges from terror and disgust to solemn astonishment and playful delight.” She further justifies 

this connection between wonder and fear in the Medieval context with a writing by Robert of 

Basevorn, who glossed Latin admiratio towards the earliest European accounts of werewolf 

stories as stupor, timor and horror. Only an exhaustive analysis of these terms for wonder and 

the appraisals involved in the emotion episode can ultimately determine if, indeed, as she points 

out, wonder is “understood in its full range of awe and dread” (Walker, 1997: 17).  

Brewer (2016: 30) defends his claims as to the relation between fear and wonder on the 

work of Thomas Aquinas: “There is some sense, in the Middle Ages especially, that wonder 

and fear went hand in hand; indeed, thirteenth century scholastic philosopher and theologian, 

Thomas Aquinas, characterised wonder as a subspecies of fear.” But his claims do not solely 

take philosophy and theology as a basis, but also the anatomy of the brain: “His view may have 

some anatomical grounding: the amygdala is active when a stimulus is novel or evokes 

uncertainty, be that in a subjectively positive way (wonder) or a subjectively negative way 

(fear)” (Brewer, 2016: 30). What is important from these remarks is not the bipolar 

categorisation of fear and wonder as belonging to either side of the valence spectrum, but that 

the categories of the negative and the positive, as far as affective phenomena are concerned, are 

entirely dependent on the subject’s perspective. What for one subject may be positive, could 

perfectly be perceived as negative by another.  
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In fact, the perspectival nature of wonder is what, in Brewer’s (2016: 30) view, makes 

of this emotion a collective emotion. Drawing on the Broaden and Build theory (Frederickson 

et al., 2008), Brewer (2016) explains how  
 

positive affect emotions tend to encourage novel, varied and exploratory actions (which increase 

social cohesion), as opposed to negative affect emotions, which tend to encourage narrow, short-

term and survival-orientated behaviours (which increase social isolation) (Brewer, 2016: 30).   

 

In this sense, the social cohesion of wonder is seen in some of the typical responses to wonder: 

“when locals flocked to see conjoined twins and beached whales, or when stories of visions, 

revenants or monsters were widely traded with enthusiasm” (Brewer, 2016: 30). Another 

example of this is the oral and public character of Old English poetry, which was originally 

meant to be recited out loud to a large audience. Brewer also mentions certain visual 

representations of the emotion of wonder, for instance in the Bayeux Tapestry, where a group 

of men stare wide-eyed at Halley’s Comet20 (Brewer, 2016: 31), thus reinforcing the collective 

character of wonder. Other researchers, like Díaz-Vera (2013: 277), explain that, instead, this 

scene from the tapestry illustrates the emotion of fear. Díaz-Vera (2013: 277) draws on research 

about the visual expression of emotions and more specifically on bodily responses to the 

emotion of fear, to justify that “FEAR can also be indicated by an upper arm emphatically close 

to the body, whereas the lower arm is slightly separated from it.” This reading of the woven 

scene is also feasible; it ultimately depends on the individual’s interpretation of the meaning of 

the comet. The Medieval tendency to associate celestial phenomena with impending disasters 

would have added the appraisal of threat to the experience of wonder, inclining it towards the 

negative side of the spectrum, that is, towards the emotions of fear and awe.  

Another question that is frequently debated in the literature discussing wonder is to what 

extent the experience of wonder is genuine or, in other words, how often aesthetic objects, or 

material anchors in the words of Hutchins (2005), are deliberately designed with the aim of 

triggering these emotions in a potential audience. For Walker (1997: 15), very frequently, 

wonder is not an organic reaction, but the result of what in chapter 1 were called emotion-

regulation scripts, which are specific to the different genres: “reactions such as wonder, delight, 

or terror do not simply occur; they are evoked, sometimes even staged.” Brewer (2016) also 

discusses the intentionality behind triggering wonder or awe in religious sermons: 
 

 
20 See Figure 3 in Appendix 1.  
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Fearful reverence was in some sense a central part of Christian belief. […] sermon theorist, Humbert 

of Romans, noted that audiences were often bored at sermons and one of the strategies he suggested 

to overcome this was to make audiences afraid and thereby bring them to God by telling exempla 

(Brewer, 2016: 46).  

 

Wonder and awe are therefore strategically employed to both avoid boredom (as Menninghaus 

et al., 2019: 180 suggest in the larger framework of aesthetic emotion) and to create a powerful 

response in an audience. Brewer (2016: 47) continues explaining the seven topics that, 

according to Humbert of Romans, were “rightly to be feared”: Hell, Judgment Day, death, sin, 

present danger and the devil. These seven elements were purposely included in wondrous and 

fearful descriptions of the scriptures and the natural world in order to portray God as the only 

one who could save the subject from these negative figures and situations, but they also 

provided a sort of entertainment that mirrors contemporary fascination with horror stories.  

The deliberate triggering of aesthetic emotions in the context of liturgy emphasises the 

two main perspectives in the usage of aesthetic emotion terms. On the one hand, these terms 

can be used to evoke or trigger a reaction of wonder on the subject, or for that matter any other 

aesthetic emotion; ultimately, this is deliberately done on the part of the writer/poet/artist with 

clear objectives in mind and it is not clear to what extent it is effective. On the other hand, they 

can be found in contexts where the term itself refers to a person’s or a character’s experience 

of wonder. Walker (1997: 15) concludes that “[f]inding wonder-words is easy; finding wonder 

is far more complicated.” As a result, she turns to Church architecture and carries out an analysis 

of several pieces which, in her view, were intended to trigger wonder during Mass and 

Eucharistic rituals. Similar research has been recently carried out by Díaz-Vera (2015) in the 

field of the Anglo-Saxon experience of awe as a result of ritualised practices in pilgrimage 

experience.  

In exclusively linguistic and historical terms, Walker (1997: 6) makes a distinction on 

the usage of terms for wonder in the Middle Ages: a) “a theological-philosophical 

understanding of wonder emanating from university intellectuals,” b) “a religious discourse 

about wonder found in sermons, devotional writing, and above all in the enormously popular 

genre of saints’ lives” and c) “a literature of entertainment, within which I include travel 

accounts, history writings, and the collection of odd stories.” Throughout her paper, Walker 

(1997) develops and discusses these three categories, and she explains what the role of wonder 

exactly is in each of them so that she can further on draw some conclusions as regards both the 

experience of wonder in the Middle Ages and as regards the nature of wonder as an aesthetic 

emotion. Furthermore, Dailey (2012) uses this distinction for her analysis of wonder in the Old 
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English riddles. Her paper also yields some interesting remarks as to how the experience of 

wonder is to be found in each of these three categories in Old English textual equivalents.  

The first category, the theological and philosophical approach to wonder, is not entirely 

applicable to Anglo-Saxon writings because there are no surviving writings from this period 

that theorise about the emotion of wonder, either from a philosophical or theological 

perspective. Indeed, Dailey (2012: 468) agrees on this point, conceding that this category 

“requires a slight yet significant modification when applied to Anglo-Saxon England.” 

According to Walker (1997: 10), in this type of writings from the 12th to the 14th century, 

scientia ‘science’ is opposed to admiratio ‘wonder’, but as Dailey (2012: 468) explains, in 

certain Anglo-Saxon writings wonder is coupled with a certain process of knowledge 

acquisition, particularly in the riddles. Walker (1997: 7) explains that these writings were 

“produced in the schools and universities of the twelfth to the fourteenth centuries” and “it drew 

on tradition of understanding wonder as perspectival and psychological that went back to […] 

Aristotle and Augustine.”  

However, this tradition does make certain remarks that are applicable to the experience 

of wonder and the treatment of miracles in the Anglo-Saxon context. Walker (1997: 8) explains 

that these authors “while implying that philosophy might replace wonder, also suggested that 

human beings wonder at the regularity, structure, and beauty of the universe, and made wonder 

a situated response to what is unusual or ‘other’ to a particular viewer.” In other words, while 

science or philosophy can potentially influence what is understood as a miracle, the order of 

the world in itself is cause of wonder for Medieval audiences. In fact, Walker (1997: 8) points 

out Anselm of Canterbury’s distinction, in the natural world, of the marvellous, the natural and 

the voluntary (or human-made). Wonder is experienced in each of these three categories, albeit 

differently, because the hand-made can also be the cause of wonder and the natural world as 

well. In essence, this connects with the Medieval idea that nature is God’s perfect creation and, 

in Walker’s (1997: 8) words, it is “objectively wonderful” because it is “produced by God’s 

power alone.”  

Regarding miracles, Walker (1997: 17) denies the possibility that the usage of terms for 

wonder could refer to the emotion of wonder: “Miracles, for example—though routinely 

referred to as ‘marvellous’—are seldom presented as evoking or intended to evoke wonder […]. 

Thus miracles, portents and oddities are sites and stagings of wonder less often than we might 

suppose.” While a given miracle, if experienced in a real-life situation, would have triggered 

wonder, when they are lexically present in a particular text, the intention of the writer is not to 

cause wonder on the potential readership, but rather to allude to the miracle itself and to describe 

the experience that the character (or historical figure) is supposed to have experienced. This 
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also explains why, as Díaz-Vera (2015: 6) points out, terms for wonder are metonymically used 

to render the cause of wonder or awe: the miracle.  

Walker’s (1997) second group of writings that contain a different usage of wonder-

related terms includes homilies and hagiographical texts, in which  
 

the wonder-ful was contrasted not with the known, the knowable, or the usual but with imitable. The 

phrase non imitandum sed admirandum (not to be imitated but to be marvelled at) had been in use 

since the early church to express the distance between heroes and martyrs, on the one hand, and the 

ordinary faithful on the other (Walker, 1997: 10).  

 

In this sense, when a Medieval audience heard or read about the stories of the saints, there was 

a degree of uniqueness and an evident frustration and their inability to imitate these models that, 

nevertheless, invited them to strive towards perfect and morally admirable behaviour. In fact, 

Walker (1997: 12) uses a metaphor originally developed by Bernard of Clairvaux to explain 

this idea and this relationship between wonder and hagiography: “we are offered a golden 

goblet, we consume, absorb, incorporate the drink (that is, imitate the virtues), but we give back 

(that is, we wonder at) the goblet. Thus we wonder at what we cannot in any sense incorporate, 

or consume, or encompass in our mental categories.” In a certain sense, this idea implies that 

there is a degree of need for adaptation in the mental structures of the subject (or mental 

categories) that is never fulfilled. This type of wonder, according to Dailey (2012: 465) is “often 

invoke[d] as a sign of exemplary and inimitable holiness” and it “marks work that emanates 

from the saint, in life and beyond, in body and in soul, but clearly originates in the divine itself.” 

Summing up, wonder in hagiographical and homiletic writings is wound up around these 

characters’ divinity, and it is not fully processed by the subject, who, in any case, is affected 

enough to want to imitate these models despite their inability to completely do so.   

 The third category pointed out by Walker (1997: 12), and perhaps the most interesting 

in an analysis of wonder, is the approach found in the “literature of entertainment,” which refers 

to “the collection of oddities (including monster or hybrids, distant races, marvellous lands)” 

and “antique notions of portents or omens—that is, unusual events that foreshadow the (usually 

catastrophic) future and were accompanied by a vague sense of dread.” This type of literature 

is not usually produced in religious settings and it is more oriented towards the stories and the 

lore of a given society. According to Walker (1997: 12) these writings also depict “what came 

to be the separate ontological category of the miracle, about which authors tended to be 

increasingly skeptical, even cynical.”  
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 These writings showcase a very particular type of wonder that is characterised by three 

main features: “it is a response to facticity; it is a response to the singular; it is deeply 

perspectival” (Walker, 1997: 13). She develops these three characteristics further. First, Walker 

(1997: 13) focuses on ‘facticity’ and she draws on remarks made by Gervais of Tilbury who 

claimed that “only facts can induce wonder: although you will wonder only at what you cannot 

explain, you cannot be amazed by what you don’t believe.” Moving on to singularity, Walker 

(1997: 13) explains that “[i]f admiration is a response to credible though deeply unusual events, 

it is also a response to singular event.” Finally, for Walker (1997: 14), this wonder is “deeply 

perspectival” since “[i]t is a reaction of a particular ‘us’ to an ‘other’ that is ‘other’ only relative 

to the particular ‘us’.” Moreover, the fact that wonder is heavily based on the subject’s own 

experience causes it to be a fairly broad emotion that varies greatly across cultures and times: 

“since wonder is perspectival, there is much scope for variation between cultures and 

individuals within a culture, because of wonder’s relation to the novel, the unexpected and the 

unknown” (Brewer, 2016: 26). This is also supported by Fuller (2006: 29) who argues that 

“[t]he balance of evidence would suggest that wonder is more amenable to personal and cultural 

variation than are those emotions typically categorized as primary.” The fact that wonder is an 

aesthetic emotion (despite originally and occasionally qualifying as a utilitarian emotion) 

further highlights the relativity of its experience and how it is conditioned to the subject’s 

aesthetic criteria (which, in turn, is influenced by their culture’s aesthetic paradigms, to a certain 

extent). In short, the wonder that the literature of entertainment triggers is an emotion that is 

exclusive to a relationship between a given object and a given subject, and it is based on the 

premise that the subject believes the existence of said object or its supposed supernatural 

qualities. Alternatively, and drawing from the work of Radford and Weston (1975), which has 

been explored in the previous section, the subject may still feel this type of wonder despite 

knowing that this object is not real if it is found in a fictional context and they are in a state of 

suspension of disbelief.  

 Dailey (2012: 466) explains that this form of wonder is “the one most readily associated 

with the Anglo-Saxon texts called The Wonders of the East and The Letter of Alexander to 

Aristotle, both of which precede the poem Beowulf.” The first two texts that Dailey points out 

are prose writings and they will not be analysed later on in this study, despite all their potential 

in shedding light about the Anglo-Saxon experience of wonder. However, Beowulf also 

qualifies literature of entertainment in Walker’s (1997) words, in which oddities and monsters 

trigger wonder. In it, as Dailey (2012: 476) explains, “the wonder is an end in and of itself; it is 

not sustained in the ordinary, as it resides ‘elsewhere’.” What is important in the context of 

these instances of wonder triggered by monsters is how, as Dailey (2012: 467) justifies in the 
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case of The Letter of Alexander, they are measured according to human dimensions. In this 

sense, the theory of embodiment is found at the core of the emotion episode; because the subject 

projects the measures and standard workings of their embodied experience on the aesthetic 

object, some of these creatures are met with a wonder that originates in the subject’s own need 

for adaptation.  

 Dailey (2012: 464) takes as a base these three forms of wonder in order to analyse the 

Anglo-Saxon experience of wonder. However, choosing to focus on the Old English riddles 

limits her scope notably. The usage of deliberately figurative language always obscures what 

each term exactly means. In her view, wonder plays a very distinct and important role in the 

riddle format: “Wonder initiates the sequence of admiratio, questio, investigatio and inventio 

(wonder, questioning, investigation and discovery), but once knowledge is ‘achieved’, wonder 

is dissolved and replaced by the discovered form of knowing” (Dailey, 2012: 465). The 

impossibility of initially identifying the object being described in the riddle is momentary and 

anecdotic and it is soon replaced by the discovery of an answer that gives sense to the complete 

poem. Clearly, the instrumental use of wonder and wonder-related terms in these texts cannot 

fully contribute to an exhaustive analysis of the cultural or literary model for this emotion.  

 Following Walker’s (1997) explanation, Medieval wonder ultimately goes beyond 

surprise, positing itself as an extremely complex emotion:  
 

wonder is induced by the beautiful, the horrible, and the skilfully made, by the bizarre and rare, by 

that which challenges or suddenly illuminates our expectations, by the range of difference, even the 

order and regularity, found in the world. But marvelling and astonishment as reactions seem to be 

triggered most frequently and violently by […] events or phenomena in which ontological and moral 

boundaries are crossed, confused, or erased. Singularity per se, or the absence of a “cause,” is not 

enough (Walker, 1997: 21).  

 

The unnatural and the morally corrupt are, therefore, the main domains in which the wondrous 

is experienced and manifests itself more intensely (possibly because of the presence of mixed 

emotions) but other characteristics like beauty, skill, strangeness and excellence can also induce 

the experience of wonder without necessarily entailing negative feelings. What does 

characterise this experience at its core, however, is the aforementioned inability to fully 

comprehend the situation, object, person or being that is presented to the subject at a first glance. 

Walker (1997: 24) summarises this idea in extremely plain terms: “you could wonder only 

where you knew that you failed to understand.” For the purposes of this study, further on, this 

idea will be referred to as the appraisal of unapprehensibility.  
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 Brewer (2016: 8) also proposes a division of the phenomena that trigger wonder, which 

is, to a certain extent, similar to that outlined by Walker (1997):  
 

a) Marvels, although secular in name, were often glossed with religious moralisations and 

explanations, and were often described as subservient to nature, of which God was the architect […]. 

Marvels and miracles were in a sense, then, not objective categories; indeed, if wonder is of the 

novel, then it too is subjective, relating to what is novel to each individual, rather than possessing 

some sort of universal, objective qualities. 

 b) The miracle […] was considered a preternatural act of God working through a saint. 

c) magic […] was a category of wondrous event often associated with demonic forces, based chiefly 

on the Biblical precedent of the pharaoh’s magicians in Exodus. 

 

These three categories can be potentially present in the analysis of the Old English poetic 

corpus, but as they are outlined by Brewer (2016) they clearly depict a religious perspective. 

Considering the context of composition of most Medieval texts and especially the context of 

transmission of Old English poetry, everything is seen through the lens of Christianity, even 

phenomena that are typically not religious in origin.  

 Walker’s (1997) paper also includes certain appreciations of the Medieval experience 

of wonder that are the result of the textual analysis of a large array of scholarly treatises, saints’ 

lives, literature, chronicles and sermons. Walker (1997) elaborates on the presence of wonder 

and additional features in these texts:  
 

narrative accounts not only described objects and events that were staged or constructed to produce 

wonder, they also teemed with complex wonder-reactions. Hagiographers, for example, detailed in 

emotional, even sensual, language the extravagant asceticism and para-mystical manifestations holy 

women experienced and the amazement such manifestations engendered in others. Beauty—natural, 

human and artistic—was not merely referred to as wonderful, it was also described, in loving and 

lyrical language, as signalling a deeper pattern or purpose (Walker, 1997: 19).  

 

Her appreciations emphasise yet again the two routes in the usage of aesthetic emotion markers: 

the rendering of a former experience of wonder and the deliberate evocation of one such 

emotion. Walker (1997) also highlights the role of beauty in both the experience of wonder and 

as a metaphor for morality and spirituality.  

 Regarding Anglo-Saxon wonder, Walker (1997: 19) also points out the work by “the 

great Anglo-Saxon homilist, Aelfric” who “spoke of the wundra (marvels) of God, who has set 

all creation in measure, number, and weight.” Because this idea was present in the Anglo-Saxon 

religious discourse and deeply engraved in Anglo-Saxon minds, certain natural phenomena are 
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expressed as ‘wonders’ or said to trigger wonder, but they do not truly do so: “it requires no 

sorcery that the moon waxes and wanes, that the sea agrees with it, that the earth greens in 

response to its power” (Walker, 1997: 19). These phenomena are, too, marvels of the world, 

but the religious explanation behind them (a sort of scientia, to a certain extent) does overpower 

admiratio. Brewer (2016: 5-6) stresses structural factors like “rurality, provinciality and 

poverty” as limiting the knowledge with which Medieval people faced wonder. In this sense, 

“[c]ultural narratives like creation stories and unifying explanations like divine causation 

therefore filled in knowledge gaps by providing overarching explanations for the plurality of 

existence in all its complexity” (Brewer, 2016: 6). This deliberately general explanation for the 

portents of the universe opposes the individual inspection of the causes for these wonders: most 

marvels are a result of divine action or at least they are presented as such in a great percentage 

of Medieval texts.  

  All things considered, it becomes evident that wonder is not as exhaustively discussed 

in the literature as other aesthetic emotions and, when it is indeed treated in any depth, the 

theoretical perspectives regularly mix ideas from theological backgrounds, psychology, art, 

literature and history. Part of the reason why this is so is because wonder is an emotion that is 

mainly found in two contexts: the literature that has entertainment purposes and in religious 

writings, which have clear moralising purposes. The traits that are consistently associated with 

this emotion and that are potentially translatable into appraisals are the following: singularity 

(objects that are different from a given aesthetic standard), novelty (the encounter with a new-

found thing), beauty, mixture of shapes (for those objects that deviate from a given canon), 

excitement (that is a result of the aesthetic emotion episode) and an apparently compulsory 

degree of unapprehensibility (as regards the origins, meaning, form or purpose of the object) 

that awakens a desire to understand, which may or may not result in the acquisition of 

knowledge (for some scholars, the utilitarian purpose of the emotion of wonder). This being so, 

wonder is realised as an extremely complex emotion for two reasons: it is involved in both 

positive and negative evaluations, and it is both a utilitarian and an aesthetic emotion. As such, 

an analysis of the expressions of wonder in a given literary or cultural context can provide data 

about how this culture’s individuals faced learning processes and also information regarding 

more deeply philosophical and ontological ideas held by these subjects like spirituality, 

imagination, fears or hopes, as well as regards cultural and aesthetic taste.  

 While most theories emphasise the role of wonder in the learning process, as is the case 

of Dailey (2016) in the Old English riddles, this is not the main focus of this study, which aims 

at looking into the aesthetic emotion dimension of wonder as it is found in poetic contexts, 

where its role is possibly limited to a) an intentional evocation of wonder for religious purposes 
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and b) expressions of wonders that are aimed at entertaining and fascinating the subject. In these 

two contexts, and as it has been lengthily debated in the preceding pages, the main situations 

that trigger wonder or contain terms for wonder are related to the divine and the demonic: 

miracles, wondrous events that are often explained by God’s overarching ability, the demon, 

celestial events and bodies (as connected to creation or as foreshadowing an impending 

catastrophe), resurrected people and natural phenomena that, in the Middle Ages, did not have 

a logical or scientific explanation. These often manifest in the three more or less consistent 

categories that most scholars establish for wondrous phenomena: entertainment, the religious 

miracle and the unknown. However, the works mentioned in this section do not contemplate a 

category that refers to the usage of wonder-related terms that describe the positive aesthetic 

experience that results from the inability to apprehend the skill and craft behind the creation of 

a given object of beauty. Nevertheless, these descriptions of wonder and its main domains of 

evaluation illustrate that the Medieval aesthetic experience was, indeed, a complex one and that 

the aesthetic paradigm in texts of a religious nature and in entertainment literature was 

populated by creatures, objects and situations that awaken all sorts of different emotions that 

sometimes overlap and other times have a very distinct character but that, above all, emphasise 

how rich and intense the deliberately wrought world of Medieval wonders is. 
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3. Reading into the Anglo-Saxon mind: emotions and aesthetic experience in Old English 

texts 

The previous two chapters have discussed emotions, the emotion episode, aesthetic emotions, 

and Western aesthetic criteria, paying special attention to how these have been presented in art 

and literature and how they can reveal information about a society’s treatment of sensory 

information, morality and spirituality. This chapter presents an analysis of these matters and it 

adopts a cognitive linguistics approach. In it, I will discuss emotions in the Anglo-Saxon 

context, focusing on aesthetic emotions and Old English poetry when possible.  

  In order to do so, I will analyse Anglo-Saxon emotions and psychological thought to 

underline what processes and core elements may differ from the contemporary way of 

understanding the world, the body, the senses, emotions and the manner in which they are 

expressed. With this aim in mind, I will try to avoid reading back on Old English literature with 

a 21st-century frame of mind. As an alternative, my purpose is to understand at a deeper level 

the nuances of psychological and emotional phenomena as expressed in the literature of the 

Anglo-Saxons. Thereafter, I will shift the focus to emotions of an aesthetic nature, paying 

attention to a remarkable depiction of aesthetic experience in the Old English corpus, The 

Dream of the Rood, which has been analysed from different academic angles and it has only 

recently started to be considered from the standpoint of cognitive theories. Finally, I will make 

an overview of the existing literature on Old English aesthetic experience in order to determine 

whether the existing research on this field is fully benefiting from recent academic development 

on the study of emotions.  

 

3.1 The Anglo-Saxon senses, emotions and psychology 

Diachronic research into emotions presents the fundamental drawback of a lack of native 

speakers that could clarify and further explain what they understand by a particular emotion or 

how they relate to psychological phenomena. Indeed, as Jorgensen (2015a: 6) explains, “[g]iven 

the nature of our sources, Anglo-Saxonists can perhaps study emotion concepts more readily 

than emotion itself.” However, there is much to be gained from the linguistic study of emotion-

related terms and the ways in which the Anglo-Saxons talked about the senses and their bodily 

experiences. Analysing the terms that they used in doing so provides insights into how the 

Anglo-Saxons experienced reality and how they processed and conceptualised sensory data and 

their emotions.  

 In chapter 1, the different nature of the stimulus input that started the emotion episode 

has been discussed. These stimuli could be sensory, cognitive or emotional (Juslin, 2013: 248). 

Sensory perception is a core part of emotional phenomena and it plays a fundamental role in 
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the development of the individual in social and cultural contexts. Díaz-Vera (2016) develops 

this idea:  
 

The senses are our principal avenues for obtaining knowledge about the world. This implies that we 

are biologically constrained by the physiology of the senses. Consequently, the way in which each 

sense informs us about the world around us is different, and each sense modality makes us perceive 

certain stimuli and interpret the same reality in a particular manner […]. However, in spite of the 

universal character of human physiology, different cultures may rely on different senses to gather 

information, and they may do so in different ways, and not necessarily reflect Western models of 

sense perception (Díaz-Vera, 2016: 54).  

 

The senses constrain how much of the world the subject is able to apprehend. Moreover, 

different cultures educate their subjects differently as to how it is appropriate for them to 

retrieve, process and express sensory information. In this regard, despite the more or less 

universal experience of the human body, the expression of sensory data is, in a sense, culture-

specific. In fact, in Old English, the senses are treated in a somewhat different fashion, 

compared to contemporary standards. For example, Kern-Stähler and Scheuchzer (2016: 1) 

make reference to the Fuller Brooch21, which is considered to be one of the earliest 

representations of the senses in Anglo-Saxon culture. It clearly exhibits a prominence of the 

sense of sight in the middle of the brooch, while the other four senses, i.e., taste, touch, hearing 

and smell, are relegated to secondary places. Kern-Stähler and Scheuchzer (2016: 1) explain 

that the central sense does not exclusively refer to sight in itself, but also to “the mind’s eye” 

(OE modes eagan). This proves that, in Anglo-Saxon culture, sight is the foremost sense, an 

idea that is evident in Ælfric’s in his Lives of Saints (ÆLS 1 197), in which sight (OE gesihð) 

is listed as the first one, and that, moreover, there is a hybridity between the sensory and the 

cognitive, proving how sight and mental activity are related at a conceptual level. 

 While the contemporary stance on these relations gravitates towards an opposition 

between the sensory and the cognitive, it is possible that such distinction was not common in 

Old English times. Furthermore, there is evidence in certain texts that this relation between the 

sensory and the cognitive might have been a metaphorical one. In his analysis of the Old English 

Wonders of the East, Hindley (2016: 21) focuses on “how sight was understood as a bodily 

sense, how it was used metaphorically to discuss the workings of the mind, and how the Anglo-

Saxon author’s use of sight imagery changes according to the broader argument that his texts 

are making.” Fera (2012: 730) also claims that sight was one of the most important senses in 

 
21 See Figure 4, Appendix 1.  
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the Anglo-Saxon period due to “the relationship between sight with its powerful cognitive 

potential, and the acquisition of knowledge.” As such, “sight was understood as a bodily sense” 

and “it was used metaphorically to discuss the workings of the mind” (Hindley, 2016: 21).  

Díaz-Vera (2016: 36) similarly explains how “vision plays a hegemonic role in cognition, 

whereas the other senses (and, especially, touch, taste and smell) have relatively marginal 

cognitive functions.” Because sight is the main sense through which the subject establishes a 

relation between themselves and the world, it is the sense that is predominantly related to 

understanding, cognition and learning. In other words, as it is the case of emotional phenomena, 

the link between the senses and cognitive processes may also be influenced by culture. Kern-

Stähler and Scheuchzer (2016) explain that:  
  

Based on the premise that sense perception is not merely a matter of neurological processes but that 

the ways we use our senses are informed by social values and shaped by culture, sensory historians 

explore the sifting meanings of the senses and changes in historical representations of sensory 

perception (Kern-Stähler and Scheuchzer, 2016: 2). 

 

In order to fully understand a society’s attitude towards the senses, their cultural meanings and 

values must also be taken into account. In order to do so, Kern-Stähler and Scheuchzer (2016: 

3) mention the concept of “sensescapes,” first proposed by Smith (2007), which is the academic 

practice of reconstructing and recapturing the senses by means of understanding reading as one 

of the many multi-sensory experiences.  

 The idea that there is a hierarchy between the senses or, more specifically, that one of 

the senses is more important that the rest of them is not only pointed out in Ælfric’s Lives of 

Saints nor exclusive to Anglo-Saxon culture. Kern-Stähler and Scheuchzer (2016: 3-4) point 

out how, for Aristotle, there were five senses that were distributed along a hierarchy, from the 

more “noble” to the less “noble,” based on their “association with carnal pleasures,” senses 

which “needed to be kept in check” in order for the subject to lead a virtuous life. In this 

hierarchy, sight is the noblest sense, then hearing, smell, taste and, finally, touch. This order is 

justified on the grounds that “[t]he higher senses of vision and hearing […] were often 

connected with spirituality and enlightenment” (Kern-Stähler and Scheuchzer, 2016: 4). This 

concept ties in with the notion discussed in the previous chapter: the connection between light 

and the deity, which is also explained by Kern-Stähler and Scheuchzer (2016: 4), referencing 

Wheatley (2010: 187-188): “the Middle Ages associated vision with the perception of the light 

of God and it followed that bad eyesight presented a significant disadvantage in the engagement 

of believers with the divine.” Since God is represented as light, if the subject is not able to 
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perceive it, their likelihood of their prospective salvation diminishes, hence the importance of 

sight as the sense through which the subject learns about their surroundings and as essential in 

their access to eternal life.  

 Hindley (2016: 21) expands the connection between the sensory and the cognitive: 

“sight and knowledge were seen as parallel processes.” In other words, the distinction between 

sight and understanding was not as evident in Anglo-Saxon times as it is now. In order to 

reinforce these claims, Hindley (2016: 23) points out the noun OE gleāw which “can be used 

to describe both wisdom and clarity of vision.” Furthermore, Hindley (2016: 23) quotes Kay 

(2000: 283), who discusses how “many words transfer from a meaning of physical vision to 

one of mental vision,” for instance “behealdan, locian, sceawian, beseon, all with a literal 

meaning of look at, gaze, and a metaphorical one of observe, regard, scrutinise.” There is a 

clear semantic transfer between these two areas, which is figurative at its core. Nevertheless, 

this is not the only figurative relation attributed to sight. Other authors have pointed out its 

connection with the sense of touch.  

 In Anglo-Saxon culture, object and subject are drawn together through perception. No 

other senses emulate this type of oneness. Hindley (2016: 27) explains that “the idea of contact 

between seer and object appears to be present in the idea that sight can draw the two together.” 

To a certain extent, to see is to hold and this idea is encoded in terms like PDE behold, which 

goes back to OE behealdan. For Hindley (2016: 27) the semantic connection between sight and 

touch parallels the existing transfer from sight to understanding. Kay (2000) explains the 

etymological development of expressions relating to holding and seeing:  
  

behealdan presumably follows an etymological path from holding in the hand to holding in the eye 

(that is seeing), to holding in the mind, that is understanding; locian, interestingly, has another 

meaning of belong, pertain, while expressions for remembering include (ge)healdan, and 

habban/niman/lettan on gemynde (Kay, 2000: 284).  

 

Therefore, there exists a progression from touch, to sight, to understanding, to remembering, 

which connects and can potentially encompass two bodily senses and two cognitive processes 

by means of figurative language. This evidences how the sensory (visual and tactile, in this 

case) and the cognitive were not so clearly separable in Old English.  

 Díaz-Vera (2016) is another of the authors who focus on the metaphors of vision and 

touch in Anglo-Saxon culture. Díaz-Vera (2016: 36) draws on the work of Sweetser (1990), 

who “shows that the vocabulary of physical perception has systematic metaphorical 

connections with the vocabulary of the internal self and internal sensations;” these connections 
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are “motivated links between parallel or analogous areas of physical and internal sensation.” 

Some of these parallel areas are the senses of sight and touch. A person’s understanding of 

sight, for instance, is informed by their tactile experiences.  

 As it has been mentioned above, Díaz-Vera (2016: 36) also acknowledges the 

predominance of sight over the other senses in Old English, also known as ocularcentrism. In 

his view, this results in a “hegemony of the visual that characterizes Western cultures” and a 

“neglect not only of the other four senses and of their roles in human cognition, but also of 

particular modes of vision (such as, for example, imagination, dreams and religious visions)” 

(Díaz-Vera, 2016: 36-37). Indeed, while in the poetic corpus there are several examples of texts 

that recount religious visions or dreams (as it will be seen in the next chapters, these are limited 

to The Dream of the Rood or Genesis A and B), the vast majority of the texts treat vision in 

traditional sensory fashion.   

 Díaz-Vera (2016: 38) carries out an analysis of expressions that refer to touch and sight 

in order to clarify the relationship between them and “to identify conceptual differences in the 

way Old English languages construe a ‘major’ and a minor sense’.” Díaz-Vera (2016: 38) 

identifies one of the core similarities between these two senses: “these are the two senses where 

the object perceived does not have to go inside the perceiver in order to be perceived.” This 

being so, both touch and sight are external senses. In order to carry out his analysis, Díaz-Vera 

(2016: 40) separates the nine existing Old English verbs that indicate visual perception (OE 

sēon, healdan, scēawian, lōcian, gietan, wlītan, hawian, wlātian and capian) into different 

groups, corresponding to different figurative expressions. According to his study, the principal 

terms, namely, OE sēon, healdan, scēawian and locian, indicate that “vision is construed as 

physical touching, manipulation and control in Old English.” The analysis of these four 

expressions clarifies that “most Old English vision verbs were developed diachronically on the 

basis of the metaphorical mappings SEEING IS TOUCHING, EYES ARE LIMBS and LOOKING AT 

SOMETHING IS TOUCHING IT WITH THE EYES OR GLANCE22” (Díaz-Vera, 2016: 41).  

Another set of vision terms listed by Díaz-Vera (2016: 41) is composed of OE scēawian 

and hāwian, which stem from the PIE root *(s)keu- meaning both ‘see’ and ‘hear’. “The 

semantic connection between hearing and vision clearly reflects the synaesthetic metaphorical 

mappings VISUAL SIGNS ARE SOUNDS and SEEING IS HEARING” (Díaz-Vera, 2016: 41). 

Therefore, there is an intrinsic etymological connection between the senses of sight and hearing, 

which is explicit in two separate Old English verbs, even if this information might not have 

been explicitly evident to Anglo-Saxon speakers. 

 
22 These metaphors are extracted from the Master Metaphor List compiled by Lakoff, Espenson and Schwart 
(1991).  
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The rest of the lexemes analysed by Díaz-Vera (2016: 42) are the verbs OE wlātian and 

wlītan, both derived from the Proto-Indo-European (henceforth, PIE) root *uel- ‘to see’, which 

are etymologically connected to the adjective OE wlitig, one of the indicators for positive 

aesthetic emotion that will be discussed in chapter 5. Briefly speaking, Díaz-Vera (2016: 42) 

summarises the figurative dimension of vision verbs in Old English as follows: “Anglo-Saxons 

conceptualized vision either as TOUCHING SOMETHING WITH THE EYES or, less frequently, as 

HEARING ABOUT SOMETHING TO CREATE A MENTAL IMAGE.” It is doubtful whether this 

etymological information was readily transparent for Anglo-Saxon speakers, but it does inform 

the development of Old English perception verbs and the synaesthetic and figurative 

connections between terms for vision and other senses.    

Díaz-Vera (2016 and 2020) also discusses tactile perception verbs in Old English, which 

are notably less numerous. In the case of touch, Díaz-Vera (2016: 44) analyses seven 

expressions: OE hrīnan, hrepian, fēlan, frēdan, grāpian, tillan and grētan, most of which derive 

from Proto-Germanic and Proto-Indo-European roots meaning ‘to touch’ and/or ‘explore with 

the hands.” Yet, the figurative and synaesthetic connections related to these are also less 

numerous compared to those that can be found for sight: “Old English touching verbs are, in 

fact, highly conservative related to their linguistic antecessors, and figurative expressions are 

less frequent” (Díaz-Vera, 2016: 44). One of these synaesthetic connections is illustrated by OE 

grētan. There is a dual meaning to this Old English verb. On the one hand, it means ‘to touch, 

handle’ (Bosworth-Toller Anglo-Saxon Dictionary23, s.v grētan, I). On the other hand, 

according to Díaz-Vera (2016: 46), it represents the metaphor LISTENING IS BEING TOUCHED, 

which is of a synaesthetic nature. It is also used in the figurative expression 

DAMAGING/ATTACKING IS TOUCHING (Díaz-Vera, 2016: 51), which ties in with Díaz-Vera’s 

(2020: 4) observation that “the lexical entries for the verbs OE hrepian and OE grētan indicate 

that they are frequently used by Anglo-Saxon authors as indicators of mental trouble and 

distress.” This Old English term evokes physical distress by means of auditory and tactile 

perception as it can be seen in ÆCHom I, 14.1 (b) 296.187, a homily by Ælfric, where worms 

are said to OE grētan ‘greet/touch/damage’ and gredelic forswealh ‘greedily devour’ the human 

body, or in a similar passage in Soul 132 where the body is OE gifre gretaþ ‘greedily 

touched/damaged’ by worms in opposition to the soul, which is OE fægere gefrætewod  

‘beautifully adorned’.  

While there are not many explicit figurative and synaesthetic connections related to the 

sense of touch, it is one of the senses that is more frequently used to talk about emotions on a 

 
23 Henceforth, BWT.  
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figurative note. In a different paper, Díaz-Vera (2020: 88) carries out “a study of some of the 

multi-fold connections between touch and emotions, as illustrated by the vocabulary of Old 

English,” highlighting the “role of touch in the context of legal practices and hospitality 

traditions” as a means of communicating “important information during the Anglo-Saxon 

period” (Díaz-Vera, 2020: 88). Díaz-Vera (2020: 90) identifies one of the metaphors from the 

haptic domain that is applied to emotions: CAUSING AN EMOTION IS TOUCHING. Many 

emotions like mental affliction, sorrow and concern are expressed metaphorically through 

tactile perception verbs and this conceptualisation, in turn, affects the experience of this 

emotion:  

 
the metaphorical construal of negative emotion as physical harm illustrated by some of these Old 

English verbs affects not only the way we feel these emotions in our own body but also […] our 

ability to understand, or even share pain observed (through the five senses) in another person (Díaz-

Vera, 2020: 92).  

 

This evidences that the way in which the senses are expressed by means of language and how 

emotions are conceptualised involves both the personal domain and the intrapersonal. Emotion 

is an embodied phenomenon, but also a social and cultural one.  

 In their Master Metaphor List, Lakoff et al. (1991: 187) point out the metaphors GOOD 
IS UP and BAD IS DOWN. The first metaphor is, to a certain extent, implicit in Díaz-Vera’s 

(2020: 94) proposed metaphor for the Old English emotion lexis EXPERIENCING AN EMOTION 

IS BEING LIFTED UP. What is positive tends to be conceptualised as upwards motion and this 

is also the case of Anglo-Saxon emotions. This idea is also interesting to discuss taking into 

consideration the notions of beauty and light, and ugliness and darkness in the terms in which 

they have been discussed in the previous chapter. Lakoff et al. (1991: 182) remark that light is 

traditionally conceptualised as a fluid, while darkness as a solid. This establishes a semantic 

pathway from positive (aesthetic) emotion to going up (or being lifted up) and a parallelism 

between light (as in absence of darkness) and being light (as absence of weight) and the idea of 

beauty.  

 On the other hand, Díaz-Vera (2020: 93-98) enumerates other haptic metaphors for 

emotion that are commonly found in negative evaluations: EXPERIENCING AN EMOTION IS 

BEING HIT, BEING PRESSED, BEING SEIZED and BEING SHAKEN. These emphasise how the 

expression of negative emotions is consistent with the hydraulic model for the mind that will 

be further on discussed. Going back to Lakoff et al. (1991: 187), darkness is conceptualised as 

a solid, which also informs emotional and aesthetic experience, since negative emotions tend 



 
 110 

to be associated with violent or heavy movements. Similarly, this establishes a parallel between 

darkness, negative aesthetic emotion and the heaviness of a solid (as opposed to the 

weightlessness of light, beauty and positive emotions). All in all, there are many emotions that 

are expressed metaphorically through tactile perception verbs and they are easily groupable in 

figurative patterns depending on their nature. Díaz-Vera (2020: 100) enumerates these emotions 

in the following list, in which they are arranged from the positive to the negative side of the 

valence spectrum: pride, joy, love, astonishment, affliction, worry, fear and anger.  

As far as the textual analysis of Old English sensory expression is concerned, Bitterli 

(2016) carries out a very exhaustive study of the treatment of sensory data and how the senses 

are talked about in the Old English Wonders of the East (henceforth, Wonders), which informs 

the theoretical remarks discussed above from a different angle. “The Marvels of the East or The 

Wonders of the East is an eclectic catalogue of exotic plants, legendary animal, oriental races 

and purported monsters” (Bitterli, 2016: 137). The Old English Wonders is a prose text, 

translated from the Latin De rebus in Oriente mirabilbus. Despite this, it is an interesting piece 

to examine as far as sensory treatment is concerned, as is the case of many translations into Old 

English, because they represent an opportunity for comparison. A similar idea is expressed by 

Bitterli (2016):  
 

A close examination of how in the Marvels and in its accompanying drawings the five senses are 

simultaneously represented and engaged, therefore, not only opens new perspectives on this 

intriguing text but also adds to our understanding of sense perception in early England, reminding 

us that in the Middle Ages much more so than today, reading an illustrated book was always a 

multisensory experience (Bitterli, 2016: 138).  

 

Looking into how the sensory and cultural information in the Latin original is translated and 

also adapted into Old English can offer interesting information about Anglo-Saxon perception 

and how it is represented in writing and pictorially. Harbus (2012), who focuses on cognitive 

aspects of Old English poetry, also emphasises the added value of Old English translations for 

diachronic research:  
 

Old English texts for which known Latin sources and analogues exist provide further insight into 

cross-cultural intelligibility and specific ideas and mental states underlying the transformation in the 

translation process. Culturally variable theories of knowledge, consciousness and the emotions 

constrain the possibilities available in the translation process, just as the different lexicons and 

syntactic structure of the host and target languages constrain linguistic possibilities. Old English 

translated texts offer a wonderfully rich opportunity for exploring the mental processes at work in 
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the interpretation and linguistic refashioning of a text, because they play out the act of meaning-

making within cultural transformation (Harbus, 2012: 21).  

 

One of the instances in which a transformation in the translation process evidences cross-

cultural differences is pointed out by Bitterli (2016: 142): the usage of the adjective OE 

ungefrǣglīc ‘extraordinary’, which occurs 2 times in Wonders; “[i]n both instances, there is no 

equivalent in the original Latin version, so that ‘in comparison to the Latin text, the Old English 

[…] seems to be expressing its own wonder at these beasts’” (Bitterli, 2016: 142; quoting Kim 

and Mittman, 2010: 5). Moreover, because Wonders is an illustrated piece, it also provides an 

opportunity to see how the written depictions of these creatures are visually rendered.  

 The previous two chapters have focused on the aesthetic emotion process and its cultural 

expression. One of the theoretical ideas mentioned in them is the appraisals of novelty and 

familiarity. Another idea is the non-adherence to traditional form as a trigger for the experience 

of ugliness. Yet another phenomenon that has been discussed in preceding chapters is that of 

mixed emotions. In Wonders, the creatures depicted are not experienced with disgust, ugliness, 

beauty or pleasure, but in a mixed emotional context, and part of the reason why this is so is 

because they are experienced through the sense of sight (by means of imagination, one of these 

specific ways of seeing as well as through actual sight), without feeling the threat that any of 

these creatures might have posed, had they been real. Bitterli (2016: 138) discusses the role of 

the senses in this appreciation and also the role of unfamiliarity (or novelty, in terms of 

appraisals):  
  

in the Marvels, the five senses not only appear as codes of alterity, hybridity, and both physical and 

moral aberration, but also serve as conduits of imagined contact and cultural encounter. The exotic 

creatures that populate its pages in words and images differ from the ordinary because the nature of 

their sensory perception is unlike our own experience. Yet they also challenge our perception of 

them, beckoning us to participate in their unfamiliar sensory interactions and to negotiate identity 

and difference through alternative ways of seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting and touching (Bitterli, 

2016: 138).  

 

The exoticism associated with these creatures is built upon the fact they are novel for the senses 

and also on the nature of these creatures’ own sensory organs, which are different from those 

of the reader. Bitterli (2016: 160) makes reference to Kim and Mittman (2016: 687), who note 

“the familiarity in strangeness of both the hybrid monsters and the culturally alien humans in 

the Marvels.” Since the variation on strangeness is carried out on the basis of a familiar 

anthropomorphic appearance, these creatures are not fully seen as alien or altogether unfamiliar, 
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and they do not trigger a negative aesthetic response. Moreover, and as it has been mentioned 

before, because these portents are experienced from the safety of a Western and ordinary 

homestead and through the reading experience, the subject feels in no way threatened by them. 

The mixture between the novelty with which they are experienced, and their deviant physical 

characteristics causes the subject to experience wonder. Alterity has a fundamentally sensorial 

component that operates in two ways: in the subject perception and in the aesthetic object’s 

own senses and organs. Bitterli (2016: 142) explains that “[p]hysical otherness and monstrosity 

in this text are typically related to notions of deformed and hybrid bodies, and often the sensory 

organs of eyes, ears, nose, tongue and skin are parts of what constitutes the marvellous and the 

alien.” For Bitterli (2016: 142-143), the sensory organs that are depicted in these creatures are 

as equally important in their perception as wonders as “their monstrous anatomy (the conjoined 

bodies and double heads and feet).” 

 Specifically talking about sight, Bitterli (2016: 144) discusses that, in the text, “eyes and 

sight encode physical otherness and unattainability.” In order to reinforce this claim, he 

mentions an example from the text, a snake whose eyes shine even in the darkness and he 

establishes a parallel between these and Grendel’s eyes in Beowulf (Beo 726b-727): 
 

In these instances, the marvellous yet uncanny aspect of what is being described is the paradox of a 

light glowing at night, of eyes that see and are seen, both in darkness and in spite of it – an essentially 

unnatural and deviant feature that also characterizes the monstrous Grendel in Beowulf, whose eyes 

shine like the fire at the nightly sight of the Danes sleeping in the hall (Bitterli, 2016: 144).  

 

The case of Grendel, however, is slightly different for several reasons. While most of the 

creatures in Wonders are experienced with amazement, the tone in Beowulf is closer to fear, as 

the next chapters will exemplify. Grendel’s eyes24 are not described as a portent. Instead, they 

emit a light that is described as OE unfæger ‘ugly’ and it is compared to fire, which is frequently 

negatively referred to in Old English literature as a result of its association with Hell. Bitterli 

(2016: 160) summarises his discussion as follows: “In the Marvels of the East, the textual and 

visual representations of sight, hearing, taste, smell and touch are central to the text’s probing 

of what constitutes the bestial, the monstrous or the human.” The two perspectives of sensory 

experience and the patterns of variation between familiarity and strangeness in the Old English 

Wonders therefore establish the fundamental pillar upon which the wonder that the text 

produces relies.  

 
24 Another possible reading for this fragment is carried out by Williams (1996: 149-150), who adds a religious 
layer and reads “the shining eyes as a sign of Grendel’s descent from Cain.” 
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 All in all, the Anglo-Saxon understanding of the senses was not radically different from 

how they are conceptualised and thought about today, as the next chapters will also attest. Some 

of the shared traits are the predominance of sight over the rest of the senses or how certain 

senses are still talked about by mean of others, for instance how expressions for touch are 

encoded in perception verbs like PDE behold. However, there are other characteristics that are 

exclusive to the Anglo-Saxon world, like the fact that sight was the only possible pathway for 

the subject to reach the deity, particular mappings connecting sight with touch or hearing or for 

instance the idea that there are senses that are more “noble” than others. Similarly, the emotional 

system and the manners in which the Anglo-Saxons talked about psychological processes, as 

for instance Lockett (2011) debates, present particular traits and nuances that should be taken 

into account before engaging in a textual analysis of Old English sources.  

 One of the first traits in the Anglo-Saxon psychology and emotional system that should 

be stressed due to its importance and its extensive analysis on the part of the academic 

community is the relevance of the perceived position of the mind and its conceptualisation as a 

container. Harbus (2002: 25) explains that “the mind was an idea of particular importance in 

Anglo-Saxon society” because “the mental world is of far more interest than other possible 

narrative concerns.” The work by Antonina Harbus (2002, 2010 or 2012, to name a few) is 

especially relevant, since her approach to Old English poetry provides a new and fresh way to 

read Anglo-Saxon culture and literature taking into account the recent advances in Cognitive 

Science.  

 Similarly, Lockett’s (2011) comprehensive volume on Anglo-Saxon Psychologies in the 

Vernacular and Latin Traditions sheds new light on Old English literature and Anglo-Saxon 

society and culture. The importance of the theory that Lockett (2011) puts forth in it lies on the 

development of the hydraulic model of the mind as represented in Anglo-Saxon poetry both in 

Latin and in Old English, which in her view should be considered as a literal physiological and 

psychological reality and not as an instance of figurative language, as other scholars like Low 

(1998) propose. Lockett’s (2011: 111) main conclusion as to whether the hydraulic model was 

literal or figurative is that “only a small fraction of Anglo-Saxon authors used the hydraulic 

model as a conceptual metaphor; for the rest, cardiocentric psychology and the hydraulic model 

were literal representations of their conceptualization of the mind and its behaviours.” Indeed, 

she points out “a pattern that recurs regularly throughout the Old English corpus: the correlation 

of psychological distress with changes in the internal dimensions and temperature within the 

chest cavity” (Lockett, 2011: 4). The chest is associated with the seat of thought and emotion 

and Lockett (2011: 4) goes over several examples where the anger “is correlated with heat and 

swelling in or around the heart.”  



 
 114 

These remarks bring up once more the question of whether the Anglo-Saxons 

established a conceptual distinction between concepts that have become almost dichotomous, 

like heart versus mind, or cognitive versus emotional or sensory. In order to fully tackle this 

issue, Lockett (2011: 8) explains the idea of the “modernist bias” arising from “the strong mind-

body dualism that dominates the thought of modern Western readers” and due to “the 

assumptions and predispositions that we bring to our reading.” In fact, Lockett (2011: 5) points 

out that “the distinction between the cognitive and the emotional is a conceptual opposition that 

the Anglo-Saxons invoked very rarely.” It is therefore an error reading Old English texts with 

contemporary preconceptions about the relationship between the senses, emotion and cognitive 

and psychological phenomena, as there is no guarantee that these links were evident or even 

possible at a conceptual level in Anglo-Saxon England. These remarks are also supported by 

Low (1998), whose PhD thesis looks into figurative language and common sense in the Anglo-

Saxon literary corpus.  

 Lockett (2011: 15) points out several studies, like those by Low (1998), Mize (2008), 

Harbus (2002), Matto (2002) and Wehlau (1997) that put forth the “container metaphor of 

mental activity” in different Old English texts, whereby the mind is located in the heart and is 

conceptualised as a container, whose “‘default’ state […] is roomy and unencumbered’” 

(Lockett, 2011: 5), and emotion is the fluid that fills it and alters its pressure. Comparatively 

speaking, what is of special interest is that the mind, in other words, the thinking part of the 

human body is not thought to be in the head, but rather in the chest. Therefore, the main feature 

of the hydraulic model is that it “implies the localization of mental activity in the midsection of 

the body, usually in the chest and sometimes in the abdomen, but not in the brain” (Lockett, 

2011: 6). Yet, the hydraulic system is not culture-specific to Old English: “linguists, 

anthropologists, psychologists, and philosophers have described many ancient and modern 

cultural variants of this psycho-physiological pattern, which they often refer to as the ‘hydraulic 

metaphor’ or ‘hydraulic model’ of the mind” (Locket, 2011: 5). This recurrence is explained by 

the theory of embodiment, mentioned in previous chapters, and it is developed in more detail 

by Johnson and Lakoff (2002), who propose that the bodily frame constrains the possible 

conceptualisations and expressions of emotional and everyday experience to a limited number 

of patterns and mappings. Yet, the bodily frame is precisely the base for all these conceptual 

metaphors. In fact, Lockett (2011) carries out a very illustrative and comprehensive summary 

of this theory:  
 

Among the most stable source domains is the experience of living in the human body, whose 

interactions with its environment are conditioned by its upright posture, its being held down by 
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gravity, its involuntary physiological responses to distress and injury and illness. These non-culture-

bound aspects of living in the human body influence the generation of conceptual metaphors (Locket, 

2011: 113).  

 

Because the experience of the world takes place in bodies that are similar, the ways in which 

the different emotions are felt and conceptualised are bound to showcase certain similarities, 

one of these being the hydraulic model. Harbus (2012: 9-10) also stresses the importance of 

understanding embodiment as one of the core ideas in cognitive research: “The most important 

idea to be borrowed from Cognitive Science is the notion of the bodily basis of all human 

experience, including cognitive processing and mental representation.” Harbus (2012) 

summarises these ideas in more accessible terms, making reference to cultural meanings:  
 

The core concept here, that the thinking mind is located within and operates as a part of the human 

body – embodiment – is combined with the impact of the cultural context on mental processing, to 

produce a rich and flexible set of approaches to literary understanding (Harbus, 2012: 10).  

 

From this perspective, Anglo-Saxon texts are understood as fossilised instances of this amalgam 

of cognition, embodiment and cultural and social practices, or as Harbus (2012: 19) puts it 

“instantiations of human cognitive processing and conceptual structures.” 

 The key difference between Lockett’s (2011) and the rest of the scholarly publications 

on the hydraulic model, more accurately denominated the hydraulic metaphor of the mind, is 

that, regardless of whether it clashes or not with contemporary understanding of biology and 

psychology, Lockett (2011: 6) does not understand this model as a metaphor used “for the 

purpose of embellishment or evocation” as, for instance, Potter (1988) does in his analysis of 

the terms OE wylm and weallan in Beowulf. Lockett (2011: 12) explains that this model is best 

understood as a conceptual metaphor, which she defines drawing on Johnson’s (2007: 165) 

definition of this concept “a systematic mapping of entities and relations from sensorimotor 

source domain to a target domain that is abstract.” Yet, for Lockett (2011: 12), this process was 

not figurative in its origins but it finished being so as a result of the metaphorisation of a “literal 

expression of folk psychology.”  

 The Old English concepts for the soul, the body and the mind also illustrate the Anglo-

Saxons’ different understanding of the existing relationship between them, which stems as well 

from folk psychology. Lockett (2011: 17, and also 2015) goes over these terms: OE sāwol for 

the soul that outlives the body, OE feorh (or ealdor and līf) for the entity that animates and 

gives life to the flesh, and words like OE mōd, hyge, sefa and ferhð, for “functions that we 
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might label psychological or mental” (Lockett, 2011: 18)25. Incidentally, the soul was also said 

to reside in the midsection of the body, like the mind. As it has been suggested above, another 

opposition that was not dichotomously present in Anglo-Saxon psychological thought was that 

of heart as opposed to reason:  
 

the Anglo-Saxons did not conceive of reason and emotion as different classes of thought or localize 

them in different bodily seats. In fact, the OE lexicon evidently includes no precise equivalents for 

[PDE emotion or emotional] as non-pejorative alternatives to ‘reason’ or ‘rational’ (Locket, 2011: 

34)  

 

If, in the Anglo-Saxon mind, reason is equivalent to emotion, psychology can inform emotional 

research, and vice versa. Precisely, Lockett (2011: 79) stresses how “the head is conspicuously 

absent from OE portrayals of the mind; it is excluded from nearly all Anglo-Saxon 

representations of mental activity.” The bodily feeling associated with the fight between reason 

and emotion “is filled, in OE literature, by the struggle of the individual to restrain the seething 

contents of its breast” (Lockett, 2011: 79). In other words, the rational part of the Anglo-Saxon 

subject is that which tries to avoid the excessive emotion, conceptualised as a fluid, which fills 

the breast and threatens to alter its initial state. There are, in fact, words that do refer to a surplus 

of emotion that overwhelms the subject: “Certainly there are OE words that denote an 

abundance or excess of emotion, many of which are rooted in bodily sensations of heat and 

swelling in the chest” (Lockett, 2011: 34). For instance, Lockett (2011: 54) points out the 

compound OE breōstsefa, which “implies a relationship between its two elements, the breast 

and the mind.” Further still, she specifies that “the OE corpus abounds in detailed depictions of 

the mind’s activity within the chest cavity and of the spatial and thermal changes wrought in 

the chest cavity by changing psychological conditions” (Lockett, 2011: 54). However, since 

this concept was far from being monolithic, and as Lockett (2011: 55) indicates, it should be 

understood as a variation of the MIND AS CONTAINER metaphor, instead of a “precisely 

replicated pattern.” 

 Regarding the hydraulic model, there are certain examples of emotions that are 

conceptualised in the midsection of the body in Present-Day English, for instance, the usage 

expressions like heartbreak or broken-hearted to refer to the emotional distress caused by a 

relationship that ends. However, as Lockett (2011: 55) points out, in Old English texts, even 

the most basic mental processes are said to take place in the chest: “The simplest representations 

 
25 For a more extensive and detailed explanation of these matters, see Phillips’ (1985) semantic study of 
Heart, Mind, and Soul in Old English. 
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of the mind-body relationships convey the localization of mental states in the heart or chest by 

means of prepositional phrases.” Lockett (2011: 55) enumerates some of these processes: “OE 

poems localize mundane mental activity in the breast too, such as ordinary thought, skill, 

expectation, intention” and she explains that, in certain contexts, emotions acquire an additional 

figurative layer and they are said to be carried (OE wegan) “in the heart or chest.” This implies 

that every emotional or psychological process (i.e., mind-body interaction) has a “recognisable 

core ‘symptom’ that is variously attributed, sometimes to the mind, sometimes to the heart or 

breast, and sometimes to mental states or contents” (Lockett, 2011: 57). As for the different 

symptoms that this emotion that is felt in the chest cavity produces, Lockett (2011: 57) points 

out the “production of heat in the chest cavity” as one of the most recurrent and ambiguous 

symptoms resulting from the experience of many different emotions. Lockett (2011: 57) 

explains that there are negative emotions like anger or grief that result in heat arising from the 

subject’s chest, but this is also a symptom of other emotions like fear, relief, joy and happiness. 

Because the feeling of heat coming from the chest was a highly unspecific reference, “clarity 

demanded that a poet specify the contents or condition of the mind along with each reference 

to cardiocentric heat” (Locket, 2011: 57).  

 All in all, Lockett (2011) summarises the main concepts of the hydraulic model of 

mental activity in the three following points:  
 

1 Mental activity happens in an enclosed bodily space, usually localized in or around the heorte, or 

in the breost or hredher.  

2 Certain intense mental states coincide with the production of cardiocentric heat, but this heat is 

attributed variously to the mind, to the mind’s contents or condition, and to the fleshly organs of the 

chest cavity.  

3 Intense mental activity may also coincide with cardiocentric swelling, boiling, or seething, but this 

spatial deformation is attributed variously to the mind, to the mind’s content or condition, and to the 

fleshly organs of the chest cavity (Lockett, 2011: 62-63).  

 

These three traits are the core features of Lockett’s (2011) model, which can be complemented 

by peripheral features in certain cases and in specific emotions. Lockett (2011: 67-68) explains 

that “coolness and roominess […] represent the ‘default’ thermal and spatial states of the mind-

in-the-breast when it is calm or in full command of its faculties, when the heat energy and 

swelling of psychological distress and desire are absent or dissipated.” This mental state is 

depicted as pleasant in its unaltered state. However, Lockett (2011: 68) points out that it can be 

altered in situations of “intense distress,” that is, when the “mind-in-the-breast seethes and 

swells, it presses outward on the walls of its container, and for as long as it lacks sufficient 
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space to function freely, its faculties are impaired.” According to the Anglo-Saxon folk 

psychology, when a certain emotion is too intense, this causes the initially roomy and cold 

cardiocentric space in which the mind is thought to reside to be figuratively filled with emotion 

and become hot and heavily pressured.  

 One interesting point made by Lockett (2011: 108) as regards the expression of the 

hydraulic model in prose as compared to verse is that prose texts are more difficult to assess, as 

they frequently rely on original Latin sources. However, even in prose, as it has been shown 

above in the case of the Old English Wonders of the East, the translator or scribe performs the 

lexical adaptations that they may deem necessary so that the final Old English text reflects the 

Anglo-Saxon way of understanding bodily processes and the world. Jorgensen (2015a: 2) points 

out the work carried out by Mize (2013) on the adaptation of foreign material that is present in 

the Old English corpus, stressing the “attention to mentality” which “is a feature of the 

traditional Old English poetry,” and he adds that “when poets are working from non-poetic or 

non-English source material, amplifying or importing references to the inner life is part of what 

they do to give their texts the character of echt Old English verse.” Mize (2016: 3) explains that 

it is precisely this emphasis on subjectivity, not usually present in foreign material translated 

into Old English, that “anglicises” it.  

For instance, Lockett (2011: 70-71) points out the poem Genesis B, which is widely 

acknowledged to be based upon an Old Saxon version; the poem shows the features of the 

cardiocentric model discussed above. As an example, Lockett (2011: 70-71) draws attention to 

the scene that takes place when Satan is trying to convince Adam into eating the forbidden fruit 

and he promises that it would make his breast roomy: “[j]ust what is meant by this roominess 

in the breast becomes clear as we learn how the fruit affects Eve: it sharpens her sensory 

perception and her apprehension of beauty.” This roomy state is described as pleasant and, as 

Lockett (2011: 71) brings up, it is precisely the “bodily symptom of an extraordinarily good 

emotional or intellectual state.” In this particular experience of beauty, the aesthetic emotion 

resulting from it induces the subject in a pleasant state whose symptoms are roominess and 

coolness in the breast. A full analysis of the poetic corpus will determine if this is the case for 

all aesthetic experience or not.  

 Additional research that adopts a cognitive perspective includes the work by Antonina 

Harbus (2012 and 2015), who carries out a very detailed analysis of the poetic corpus applying 

different theories from the field of Cognitive Science. In her 2015 paper, Harbus makes an 

overview of how the different theories and methodologies of cognitive studies can be applied 

to the study of Old English texts and more specifically to poetry. Harbus (2015: 19) highlights 

the trailblazing work of Oatley (2004 and 2006), whose diachronic research applies cognitive 
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psychology to literature, in particular to Shakespeare’s characters. It stresses the benefits that 

the application of emotion theories to literature can yield. For Harbus (2015: 19), the importance 

of Oatley’s work is that it emphasises the “biological priority of all affective experience,” that 

is, the fact that “emotions are experienced in the body before they are acknowledged 

cognitively.” The biological dimension of emotion is not present in traditional readings of the 

Old English corpus and it should not be overlooked, as it is a constant in all emotional 

phenomena.  Similarly, for Harbus (2015: 20), culture is as equally important as biology, both 

of which are encoded in the expression of emotion.  

 Harbus (2015: 20) discusses the recent intersection between the humanities and 

Cognitive Science, a label she broadly uses to encompass philosophy, psychology, 

anthropology, sociology, cognitive neuroscience and similar disciplines. In her 2012 volume, 

Harbus (2012: 5) explains that Cognitive Science “particularly draws on Cognitive Psychology, 

the branch of psychology concerned with the thinking function of the brain: the mental 

processes of cognition.” Harbus (2012: 6) believes that this interdisciplinary approach is 

extremely beneficial for research into the Anglo-Saxon period, since it “lends itself to a 

reinvigoration of literary studies through the provision of multiple new perspectives on how 

meaning is created in the mind within the triad of text, context and reader.” This approach takes 

into account all the factors in the emotional experience: language, culture, biology, reader, 

author, audience, context, cotext and history, among others. 

Yet, the importance of this discipline lies in the particularly novel symbiosis between 

the literary and the cognitive, which in Harbus’ (2012: 5) view is extremely beneficial, since 

the literary approach can provide the “tools and methodologies for detailed and nuanced 

readings of texts as both the products of and the triggers for mental processes,” while cognitive 

studies emphasise that texts are the “sites where culture and cognition interact.” She develops 

this idea further:  
 

This intersection is particularly productive for the consideration of texts created in temporally or 

geographically remote societies, such as Anglo-Saxon England. From the perspective of the history 

of emotions, consideration of the affective potential of such texts, written down over 1000 years ago 

in a language that is the antecedent of our own, allows us to examine the role of culture in the 

experience of emotions […]. Instances from Old English poetry can allow us to ask whether the 

experience being represented in these medieval texts is the same as similarly named emotions 

experienced by us today; and more broadly, to what degree emotions are intelligible cross-culturally 

(Harbus, 2015: 20).   
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Harbus (2012: 3) also emphasises the importance of this approach in cognitive research into the 

Anglo-Saxon conceptualisation of the mind, which in her view is “particularly useful for […] 

bringing to light the implications of those ideas for literary and socio-cultural interpretation.” 

The conceptualisation of certain concepts can provide information about that culture’s social 

and cultural ideas and structures. In fact, Harbus (2012: 4) points out the work carried out by 

Tomasello (1999), who “demonstrates how cognitive functions are indebted specifically to 

cultural developments.” In this sense, cognition is not only culture-specific but at times it is 

also a result and a reflection of particular cultural developments. These remarks pose a 

fundamental question that can only be answered empirically and contrastively: to what extent 

is the Anglo-Saxon experience of emotions (and, in the case of this study, emotions of an 

aesthetic nature) different in its conceptualisation from contemporary aesthetic experience.  

 Indeed, as LeVine (2007: 398) stresses, it is mistaken “to assume that emotions are 

unproblematically translatable from one culture or historical period to another.” Other factors, 

as Harbus (2015: 24) explains, like social or ethnographic contexts should be taken into 

consideration. Whether these emotions are easily translatable between historical periods or not, 

it is clear that they are central to fully understand the texts under analysis. In the literary context, 

Feagin (2010: 648-9) explains that “feelings are a way of apprehending a work” and they 

“reveal its complexity.” Through emotion, the reader is able to grasp the depth of a literary 

work. If a poem does not trigger a certain emotional response in the reader, the reader does not 

understand its emotional complexity and, therefore, they do not understand it fully. This is one 

of the reasons why, when discussing aesthetic emotions, the dimensions of biology and the 

psychology of emotions should be taken into account, moving beyond exclusively cultural, 

philosophical or theological ideas.  

 There are certain mechanisms at play that allow contemporary readers to understand 

Old English texts. The most evident is the process of translation from Old English to Present-

Day English, but it is important to mention that translation does not occur only at a linguistic 

level, but also at a cultural one: for instance, the transposition of the hydraulic model into a 

more intelligible figurative or physiological expressions. Harbus (2015) develops this notion:  
 

The Anglo-Saxon literary corpus, and in particular its fictional representations of emotional 

experience, is readable to us, but only via the process of linguistic and cultural relocation that 

operates through translation into present-day English. Nevertheless, a core degree of intelligibility 

remains, because we share the human experience of an embodied mind and, apparently, a hard-wired 

predisposition for narrative, a distinctly ‘narrative sense of self’, and reliance on narrative structure 

from memory and imagination (Harbus, 2015: 29).  
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What Harbus (2015) proposes is that the experience of reading an Anglo-Saxon text 

encompasses elements relating to language, culture, biology, psychology, sociology and more; 

while some remain constant due to evolutionary proximity26, others do not, and this is what 

makes Anglo-Saxon texts only partially intelligible. In her 2012 volume on cognitive 

approaches to Old English poetry, Harbus (2012) makes similar remarks as regards The Dream 

of the Rood:  
 

The vernacular writer of The Dream of the Rood conceptualises the human mind, and its ability to 

apprehend textual representations of dream images and imaginary worlds of scintillating animated 

crosses, in distinctive ways that are at least partially available to us today. Without some access, not 

only to those concepts, but also to the common human mental functions for processing the text, we 

would not be able to make sense of these lines, nor have an emotional, intellectual, or aesthetic 

reaction to them (Harbus, 2012: 1).  

 

By understanding the pertinent cultural and social and meanings associated with the texts, some 

of these limitations are overcome. However, intelligibility does not only revolve around culture 

and social notions, but also around biology, and this is what Harbus (2012: 1) denominates 

“universal cognitive functions” that have remained unchanged since Anglo-Saxon times. She 

summarises the intersection between literature, society, culture and cognition in the following 

lines: “every literary encounter is determined by common human mental capacities enacted by 

an individual mind in specific sociocultural contexts, and so relies on the interaction of 

literature, culture and cognition” (Harbus, 2012: 1). In short, a successful reading of any given 

literary text involves a simultaneous and active application of knowledge related to cultural and 

social rules.  

Harbus (2015: 29) assesses the research so far conducted on the “archaeology of 

emotions” in Old English literature, and she acknowledges that while emotions in Anglo-Saxon 

England have been so far tackled, they have never been looked into from a cognitive 

perspective. She also underlines the importance of Old English verse and how much it can 

contribute to the history of emotions:  
 

Because we now know that cognition and affect are mutually reliant, it is possible to see how a 

reader can respond emotionally to culturally remote, poetically communicated fictional narrative, a 

process that occurs at both the specific and general levels (Harbus, 2015: 29).  

 

 
26 Harbus (2015: 29) defines evolutionary proximity as “the similarity of our embodied emotional experiences 
with other humans from remote cultures makes cross-cultural intelligibility possible.”  
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In chapter 1, I discussed how fictional events can still trigger emotion episodes in the subject, 

albeit in different manner than real-life events. These considerations also apply to Old English 

poems that were written a thousand years ago. In fact, reading Old English poetry requires the 

employment of a greater array of devices on the part of the subject: “the reader needs to engage 

memory, imagination, empathy, and embodied feeling, as well as cognitively processing the 

shifting focalisation into and beyond the minds of the narrator and the object of her affection” 

(Harbus, 2015: 31). Similarly, as far as aesthetic experience is concerned, for a contemporary 

subject to experience beauty as a result of an Old English poem, they need to draw upon these 

devices, too: memory, imagination, empathy and embodied feeling, as well as the focalisation 

from the subject of the narrative to the object of beauty depicted and a knowledge of the 

language and culture of the Anglo-Saxons.  

 These devices are acquired by the subject through experience and cultural and emotional 

education. Jorgensen (2015b) describes emotion as a learning process:  
 

Although built on neurological and hormonal processes, emotion has a substantial cultural 

component. The term brackets a complex of perceptions, judgements, and automatic and learned 

responses, and individuals must learn how to organise and relate these elements, both with respect 

to their own and others’ behaviours (Jorgensen, 2015b: 127).  

 

In this context, the concept of “emotion scripts” (Russell and Lemay, 2000: 496) can be 

appreciated, which are defined as “prototypical sequence[s] of casually connected and 

temporally ordered subevents,” in other words, “the little scenarios that we play out – as 

sequences of cause and effect, of perception, evaluation and response – when we experience 

emotion.” The more the subject experiences emotion, the more a certain relationship between 

object and subject is expected. There are many ways in which the subject learns how to apply 

these devices. Jorgensen (2015b: 127) points out a few, but what is interesting from her 

observations is that she mentions how in Anglo-Saxon England it was possible to be educated 

emotionally through texts. Jorgensen (2015b: 127) mentions the Old English Paris Psalter as 

an example, which, as she notes, was fairly common through Anglo-Saxon England. And, 

indeed, as the following chapters will attest, the Paris Psalter is especially interesting to look 

into from the perspective of translational practices in order to study the treatment of aesthetic 

emotions markers and how the translator interprets the original Latin psalm and renders it 

differently into Old English.  

 A deeper analysis of the ongoing research on Old English poetry from the cognitive 

perspective will later on illuminate the textual evidence in this study. Harbus (2012) carries out 



 
 123 

a brief summary of the current branches of Cognitive Science and how they can contribute to 

Anglo-Saxon scholarly discussions. Harbus (2012: 4) calls attention to how the emergence of 

the application of Cognitive Science to literary analysis has given rise to two branches: 

Cognitive Poetics, which concerns itself with the linguistic, and Cognitive Literary Studies and 

its most recent branch, Cognitive Cultural Studies, which studies with the literary. The aim of 

the cognitive approach is to “explore the relationship between mind and meaning from the 

perspective of the mind and its product as being the result of the close dynamic interplay of 

culture and biology” (Harbus, 2012: 4-5). As it has been explained above, Cognitive Science is 

a very broad term that encompasses disciplines that study the mind and the relationship 

between, mind, body and environment from different standpoints. The definition proposed by 

Harbus (2012: 5) is particularly remarkable in that it incorporates computer sciences to 

highlight the recent usage of methods from, for instance, Computational Linguistics in cognitive 

studies.  

 Precisely, Harbus’ (2012) volume focuses on various areas of Old English poetry from 

different cognitive theories. First, she analyses the Anglo-Saxon metaphor use following Lakoff 

and Johnson (1980), focusing on “how embodied experience determines metaphor clusters in 

relation to the life journey and the mind” (Harbus, 2012: 22). Then, Harbus (2012) concentrates 

on conceptual blending as explained by Mark Turner (2002) and on the Text World Theory 

(Gavins, 2006; Werth, 1999), and afterwards she applies this theory to produce a reading of The 

Dream of the Rood, which will be discussed at the end of this chapter, both in terms of cognitive 

theories and aesthetic emotions. Harbus (2012) also pays attention to the Theory of Mind 

(Zushine, 2006), stressing the role of cognition as culturally influenced, faring deeper into these 

elements which, in her view, are inextricably linked in the process of creation of self-image and 

memory in autobiographical works. All in all, Harbus (2012: 22) demonstrates “the value of 

combining an established approach to literary history with the contribution provided by the 

consideration of emotions made available by Cognitive Science” on research concerning the 

history of emotions.  

 Harbus (2012: 26) stresses the importance of Lakoff and Johnson’s studies on figurative 

language, but she points out that they “do not consider two vital factors relating to human 

communication: the structure of knowledge at a cultural level, and the impact of cultural 

transmission and diachronic development of metaphor use.” Everyday language and literary 

language differ both in their meaning-making processes and in their usage of figurative 

language. As Harbus (2012: 26) explains, metaphor theories are not entirely applicable in the 

case of literary texts, because these are governed by their own set of rules: readers “mobilise 

special reading strategies and knowledge about literary discourses, which guide their perception 
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processes and their interpretations of metaphor” (Harbus, 2012: 26). In fact, Harbus (2012: 28) 

points out a generalised lack of interest with the study of figurative language in poetic texts.   

 The main difference that Harbus (2012: 29) points out between literary and everyday 

metaphors is based the work by Hart (1995: 15), who proposes that this difference is a matter 

of degree and/or richness: “literary metaphor extends and elaborates by expanding the bounds 

of a culturally conventional metaphor to include more aspects than is conventionally 

necessary.” This being so, it is important, when analysing metaphors or any instances of 

figurative language, to also analyse the context in which they occur, avoiding isolating the 

linguistic data from its contextual and cotextual information. As a result of the uniqueness of 

the literary figurative language, Old English poetry and prose will have different ways of 

expressing emotional and figurative phenomena by the very nature of the characteristics of each 

textual genre.  

 By far, the most interesting application of cognitive theories to Old English texts is 

Harbus’ (2012: 59) reading of The Dream of the Rood from the perspective of the Conceptual 

Blending Theory proposed by Turner (1991 and 1996). This theory discusses the “innate human 

ability to resolve disparate pieces of information and the conceptual scenarios they invoke 

(inputs) into new knowledge (a blend) that cannot be predicted from any of the constituent parts 

alone” (Harbus, 2012: 53). In other words, two different domains give rise to another idea or 

interpretation that is derived from the sum of their parts. According to Turner (2002: 14), who 

also performs a brief analysis of the symbolism of The Dream of the Rood in terms of conceptual 

blending, this poem is a “spectacular example of blending,” since the personification of the 

cross when it addresses the poet is a perfectly illustrative example. Further still, Turner (2002: 

14) points out how the cross is blended with Christ, with the sinner, and with a thane in separate 

meaning-making instances. Harbus (2012: 59) also includes the blending of the cross with the 

history behind it as a Christian symbol.  

 There are several additional levels to analysis; for instance, Harbus (2012: 59) also 

draws from Stockwell (2002: 82-87) to discuss the different narrative levels of the poet’s 

account of his vision, which rely “on the idea of ‘conceptual upgrading’, where the real world 

is transformed into the dream world.” Stockwell (2002: 87) concludes that “the overall effect 

is to map transcendental concepts into the schema of the individual’s personal sense” and this 

is why the poem is effective in both fulfilling its religious (didactic) purpose and its aesthetic 

one. By layering different meanings which stem from the combination of diverse domains onto 

the same object, which is also an aesthetic one, as it will be discussed later on, the same object 

triggers different emotions and responses that make the poem powerfully effective on different 

levels.  



 
 125 

 For Harbus (2012: 60), this is possible thanks to the underlying “conceptual triggers” 

that make possible blends like that between the cross and Christ, which in this case depends on 

the knowledge derived from the Scriptures, other religious texts, and “the natural world and 

human and social interaction.” Harbus (2012) goes as far as labelling the poem a “megablend”:  
 

In this poem, there are several blended spaces that operate within the dynamic megablend that is the 

poem: sin is presented as something that can be manifest on the body – blood, a physical burden, a 

blemish – and redemptive power is likewise visually manifest – as precious jewels […]. The reader 

is required to integrate these schemas in order to make some sense of the text (Harbus, 2012: 60). 

 

Interestingly enough, this process of integration does not take place at a conscious level but 

subconsciously, promoted by a lifetime of lived experiences and constant acquisition of cultural 

meanings that are textually implicit. Because the setting of the poem is that of the scene of the 

Crucifixion, the poem retains some of the religious and contextual facts associated with it and 

“the images and the ideas of the poem are organized to retain some of these spaces” (Harbus, 

2012: 60). However, they do not become fixed, and they are subject to change throughout the 

poem, which is a master blend of these original religious ideas, settings and meanings with 

images and notions that belong to Anglo-Saxon culture:  
 

Meaning becomes dynamic when the arising blends become input spaces for further blends: for 

instance, when the crucifixion space becomes blended with the redemption space by means of the 

common factor of the Cross in its two functions, and when the addressee of the Cross’s narrative 

becomes the speaker in a discourse situation with the textual recipient (Harbus, 2012: 61). 

  

While this is not exactly discussed by Harbus (2012) in explicit terms, the adaptation of the 

Crucifixion story in Anglo-Saxon and/or pagan motifs, like the poetic figure of prosopopoeia, 

the personification of the cross as a thane or the general heroic tone of the poem, is a perfect 

conceptual blend in itself. Consequently, the poem cannot be read as a purely Christian or pagan 

text, but rather as a blend comprised of elements from both domains that cannot be exclusively 

understood in terms of the one or the other. 

 Some of these ideas are discussed further on by Harbus (2012: 70), who focuses 

specifically on “what occurs below the level of conscious awareness” and on the mental 

representations of a given object inside a framework of provisional or fictional worlds that 

“must be imagined and then continuously updated in order to make sense of the text at hand, 

and to accommodate its emerging premises and assumptions.” As is the case of the aesthetic 

emotion episode, reading a text requires an active collaboration on the part of the reader. The 
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initial cues are provided by the text, but they are further developed by the subject in a mental 

portrayal of them. This approach adopted by Harbus (2012) is derived from the Text World 

Theory, first put forth by Werth (1999) and further developed by Gavins (2006), and it is based 

on the following premises:  

  
When we read poetry or fiction, we accommodate the existence of non-actual states of affairs and 

hypothetical situations. This process is possible only through the existence of referential frames […] 

that are cued in by the text and brought to bear on sense-making (Harbus, 2012: 72). 

 

These referential frames are defined by Gavins (2006: 10) as “whole chunks of experience and 

situations codified and stored in memory as single items.” As it has been pointed out before, 

the historical context of Crucifixion is one of these “chunks of experience” that are deeply 

stored in the subject’s memory and that take part in an active reading of a piece depicting this 

scene. 

 Because a previous knowledge of the circumstances of the Crucifixion is a given for 

Christians, the poem does not explicitly allude to them, but it incorporates them in a new 

context, which is the cross personified and which indexes additional meanings as the poem and 

its narrative progress. Harbus (2012) points out some of these meanings:  
 

for instance, when the crucifixion space becomes blended with the redemption space by means of 

the common factor of the Cross in its two functions, and when the addressee of the Cross’s narrative 

becomes the speaker in a discourse situation with the textual recipient (Harbus, 2012: 61).  

 

Harbus (2012: 79) also discusses an idea that has already been mentioned in chapter 1, whether 

fictional or remote events can evoke a response on the subject; her conclusion is that these texts 

“can invite intense, involved readings from a culturally remote, modern audience because they 

evoke and thereby produce emotional experiences and genuine sensations, notwithstanding 

their acknowledged fictionality.” It does not matter whether an event is real or not, if it resonates 

with the subject’s experience or triggers their empathy, the emotion will be triggered.   

 Harbus (2012: 61) introduces a very recurrent theme, which is also a blend and is present 

in most Old English poetry, particularly in aesthetic emotion contexts: THE EXTERNAL IS AN 

INDEX OF THE INTERNAL. In the previous chapter, I discussed how in aesthetic emotion moral 

qualities often were reflected on the outside of a person and materialised as beauty. This is 

especially true in the case of Old English poetry. The examples provided by Harbus (2012: 61) 

refer to jewels as a symbol of redemption and “mappings of wrongdoing onto physical 

blemish,” which translate into a possible aesthetic reading. Since sin is mapped as a stain and 
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what is unclean is generally ugly, sin therefore is conceptualised as and visually expressed by 

means of ugliness. In other words, an idea that might seem simple or literal can contain different 

multi-layered meanings.  

  These multiple meanings, both in The Dream of the Rood and, at large, in the texts that 

compose the Old English poetic production, pose a challenge to the reader, who “is required to 

manage the dynamic instability of the image of the Cross, by creating multiple overlapping sets 

of characteristics” (Harbus, 2012: 61). The reader or hearer is supposed to make an active effort 

to interpret exactly what each of these symbols mean based on their previous knowledge and 

on the blends that are displayed as the poem progresses. Because the poem portrays one of these 

“particular modes of vision” (Díaz-Vera, 2016: 36-37), in this case the dream/vision, there is 

some information to be abstracted as regards the Anglo-Saxon visual and visionary experience:   
 

Along with the opening remarks, and the emphasis on visual phenomena throughout the poem, these 

lines [95-97a, where the cross commands the poet to tell the story to more people] express Anglo-

Saxon ideas about the ability of the human imagination to be stimulated by associative dream logic, 

expressed through the multivalent capacity of poetic discourse, to understand the complexities of 

faith (Harbus, 2012: 62). 

 

Poetry is, therefore, not only a past-time or an artistic discipline but a tool that stimulates 

imagination, and it is particularly useful in triggering images and emotional and aesthetic 

experiences. Moreover, it provides the subject with physically appreciable sensations by means 

of which they are able to conceptualise and experience the abstract ideas of faith in more 

tangible terms.  

 Ultimately, the poem demands the subject to establish a final conceptual blend. Harbus 

(2012: 63) points out that both the dreamer and the Cross share the role of witness to the event 

of Crucifixion and, therefore, it is expected of them to recount these events. First, it is the cross 

that tells the story to the dreamer, but in the end the dreamer blends with the cross in that they 

are in charge of recounting the story far and wide. This requires the subject to adapt their mind 

as these meanings are made evident in the text:  
 

An interpretation of this ‘vision within a vision’ requires the recipient to revise radically concepts 

from the real world, and to blend remembered dream experiences with known scriptural information 

and the personal experience of dream narratives […]. Because the mental processes anticipated by 

the creators of this literary text are the same as those modern readers use today, and textual cues are 

negotiated in the same way, cross-cultural interpretability is possible. Cognitive consistency across 

the ages permits a text such as The Dream of the Rood to engage the imagination and trigger complex 
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blending operations of present-day audiences in much the same way in which it was consumed by 

contemporary ones (Harbus, 2012: 63).   

 

Since the poem can be processed by a present-day reader in a similar manner to how it was 

processed in Anglo-Saxon times, provided that they have a certain knowledge of these social 

and literary meanings, most of these blends can be assumed to be successfully interpreted on 

the part of informed readers, and so the poem is still able to create a similar emotional and 

aesthetic response after a thousand years. This goes on to show that in order to fully understand 

a text from a geographically and temporally removed society, it is necessary to understand a set 

of cultural, social, religious, aesthetic, emotional and psychological meanings that point the 

reading of the text in the appropriate direction.   

 In her volume on The Experience of Beauty in the Middle Ages, Carruthers (2013) also 

performs an analysis of The Dream of the Rood from an aesthetic perspective. The uniqueness 

of this reading resides on the fact that most of her research focuses on Latin texts and this 

thorough inspection of The Dream of the Rood is the only analysis of a vernacular text. Before 

diving deep into the textual reading, Carruthers (2013: 35) points out that the motif of life-sized 

crosses was a recurrent one in Anglo-Saxon England, which could have been “of gold 

hammered over a frame of wood, embossed with patterns of interlacement, and decorated with 

jewels of glass, garnets or perhaps other stones.” Therefore, the cross depicted in certain 

sections of the poem might have been for some readers/listeners an object that they had 

encountered in their real lives.  

 Carruthers (2013: 36) points out the usage of OE sellīc ‘little known, strange, wonderful, 

unfamiliar’ (BTW, s.v. seld-, adj., I) to refer to the tree, which she translates as “unearthly,” 

though she makes the mistake of etymologically relating it to PDE silly, which derives from 

OE gesǣlig and not from OE sellīc. The very definition of this term, which labels the central 

image in the poem, evidences that this instance of aesthetic experience cannot be understood 

with reference to exclusively one emotion (either beauty, wonder or ugliness, among other 

aesthetic emotions), but as a complex aesthetic emotion episode. Indeed, there is evidence in 

the poem that further stresses this idea, like the following textual example: Eall ic wæs mid 

sorgum gedrefed, forht ic wæs for þære fægran gesyhðe 27 (Dream 20). The lexical evidence 

stresses the complexity of the aesthetic experience present throughout the poem, which is closer 

to that of mixed aesthetic phenomena.  

 
27  ‘I was troubled with anxiety, afraid of the beautiful sight.’ 
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 For Carruthers (2013: 35), the experience depicted in the poem is clearly an aesthetic 

one, an “encounter” with a man-made artefact that becomes a “marvellous visitation.” In terms 

of perception, Carruthers (2013: 36) similarly talks about a blending process, in this case 

highlighting that the poem is very ambitious because it blends “seeing” and “mental seeing”28:  

  
During sleep, the rational and sensory powers are in a resting state, and the mind is then receptive to 

all sorts of influences internal and external, including imaginings in the form of dreams that cast up 

from memory pieces of images formed in the course of waking, rational activity. It is a state in which 

the fluid, porous nature of human being is particularly evident, unordered by rational recollection or 

conceptual reasoning (Carruthers, 2013: 36). 

 

What Carruthers (2013: 36) proposes is that in the dreaming state, the narrator is “naked to his 

sensations,” and so he goes through an “unmediated aesthetic experience.” As a result, when 

the dreamer beholds the tree, all the different ideas and notions that are part of the dreamer’s 

cultural and literary background are projected onto the tree/cross, which “is and yet is not a 

tree” (Carruthers, 2013: 36). This evidently echoes the idea that the tree is no longer an ordinary 

object but an aesthetic one that is the result of several conceptual blending processes.  

 The dream-like state in which the speaker of the poem finds himself is, for Carruthers 

(2013: 36), one of the most interesting parts of the poem: “The initiating aesthetic experience 

is characterized by fluctuation and porosity, in both the dreamer and the dream image.” In her 

view, “the perceptual flux of the dreamer’s mental state, emphasising his vulnerability in body 

and spirit” is reflected on the fact that the tree “shimmers back and forth between blood and 

gold” (Carruthers, 2013: 36). The contrast between the blood and the gold parallels that of sin 

and moral purity and there is a transition between these two states in the course of the poem. 

This link, which may not be evident in the mind of the reader after a first encounter with the 

poem, is laid out in accessible sensory terms: “The wondrous tree, unearthly and uncanny when 

first seen, yet produces recognizably human sensations: sights and sounds are emotions that 

domesticate its apparent divinity” (Carruthers, 2013: 36). The domestication of divinity by 

means of sensory data is a process that very frequently occurs in the Old English poetic corpus, 

as it will be developed in the next chapters.  

 This is one of the ways in which religious experience is rendered in plain emotional 

terms. The senses are, therefore, a pathway to the religious, surely as sight was understood to 

be the key to salvation (Wheatley, 2010: 187-188). Moreover, the aesthetic, the sensory and the 

 
28 For a complete development of this idea of mental vision and memory, see her work The Craft of Thought, 
Carruthers (1998).  
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emotional intersect and also blend in this poem, as Carruthers (2013: 38-39) explains: “[t]he 

stress in The Dream of the Rood is on how the auditor/visionary feels, the change in him from 

distress to joy, caused gradually through his sympathy with and belief in the story as the tree 

tells it.” As the poem advances, the reader not only goes through the aesthetic experience of 

building the aesthetic object in their mind and consequently triggering an aesthetic emotion, but 

they also experience a general emotional uplift. Carruthers (2013: 39) points out that this is a 

common process in monastic rhetoric in Medieval times, where the text moves from fear, to 

“steadfastness in its adversity,” to “increasing hope,” to “joy,” and, finally “apotheosis.” More 

specifically, “[t]he poem directly produces in us a variously sensory, complex aesthetic 

experience that, through its enacted stages, occasions ‘warm’ belief, confidence, and joy, not 

only in the dreamer and the cross but in us, its readers” (Carruthers, 2013: 39). All in all, The 

Dream of the Rood represents a remarkable example of aesthetic experience in Anglo-Saxon 

England. It is, as well, an excellent opportunity to discuss and further investigate the different 

cognitive mechanisms that take place during the reading process. The main idea to be derived 

from this analysis is that Old English poetry can be built upon layers and layers of different 

cultural, social, literary and religious meanings and symbols that affect and interact in various 

areas, like the emotional, the aesthetic and the divine, and these are often manifested in the 

same emotional experience.  

In short, there are certain core elements in Anglo-Saxon emotions and psychology that 

explain the ways in which the world, the body, the senses and the emotions are expressed in the 

Old English language. It has been shown how, for the Anglo-Saxons, sensory and cognitive 

phenomena were not diametrically opposed but seen as complementary processes. In 

physiological terms, the senses constrained their bodily experience and, depending on the role 

that they were perceived to play in the subject’s life, they were distributed along a hierarchy in 

which sight stood out as the fundamental sense. Because the expression of sensory information 

is culture-specific, Old English featured a hybridity between sight as a bodily sense, as a means 

of learning and as an avenue of access to the deity. This created a feeling of union between 

subject and object that is not evoked by any other senses. These specific nuances and 

connections of sight are expressed in many figurative expressions related to sensory perception. 

The rest of the senses are not as predominantly featured in Old English texts and they have, 

likewise, received scarce attention from scholars over the last decades.  

As far as psychology is concerned, I have pointed out the usage of expressions that 

illustrate the cardiocentric localisation of the mind and its conceptualisation as a container. 

These expressions have been theorised into the hydraulic model of mental activity, whose 

degree of figurativeness has been lengthily debated. All things considered, and for the purposes 
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of this study, I will incline towards Lockett’s (2011) explanation that this hydraulic model was 

a literal physiological reality in most of the cases. Further research into Cognitive Science and 

emotion theories has shed a new light on Old English texts. This stresses the bodily basis of 

these emotional experiences and, since for the Anglo-Saxons reason and emotion were not two 

separate faculties, it becomes evident that there is a symbiosis between these two categories 

that can favour future analyses between these two disciplines. These considerations, however, 

cannot be seamlessly translated into contemporary emotional phenomena and psychological 

thought, as their cultural intelligibility is only partial as a consequence of the different social, 

ethnographic and geographical contexts, among other reasons. This becomes particularly 

evident when analysing specific texts like The Dream of the Rood or the Old English verse 

Genesis, where the cultural, religious and social meanings ascribed to them condition a 

successful reading and may hinder the emotional experience which the text is intended to 

trigger. All in all, when engaging with Anglo-Saxon texts after more than a hundred years of 

their composition and despite the cultural and geographical divide, it is evident that 

understanding these texts’ underlying psychological and emotional processes as well as the 

nature of the literal and figurative expressions that can be found in them is the key to a 

successful reading and analysis.  

 

3.2 The Anglo-Saxon aesthetic experience  

The Anglo-Saxons, unlike other civilisations, never did theorise about what represented ideal 

beauty or ugliness for them, other than passing mentions about these aesthetic ideals and their 

connections with holiness or the lack thereof. These remarks are supported by Hill (2010b: 13): 

“How might an Anglo-Saxon have sought beauty? We have no treatises on the matter from 

Anglo-Saxon times.” In his Anglo-Saxon Keywords, Franzen (2012: 1) also acknowledges this 

absence of information: “we know that the Anglo-Saxons produced and prized beautiful things, 

but our knowledge of their aesthetic standards is incomplete.” Moreover, he mentions the 

cognitive depth of the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic experience: “things declared to be beautiful in OE 

sources are often assessed spiritually rather than visually or in terms of another sense” (Franzen, 

2012: 1). While, for instance, the Greeks and the Romans wrote at length about what traits an 

aesthetic object had to have in order for it to be considered beautiful or ugly, the Anglo-Saxons 

only defined beauty through morality. This is also supported by Stevick (2010: 135) who states 

that: “Whether there ever was a philosopher of the beautiful, writing or otherwise discoursing 

in Anglo-Saxon England, we simply do not know.” Nevertheless, he ventures a guess that this 

was not the case.  
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 Consequently, analyses on the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic experience have to be carried out 

using other written sources and objects of material culture. As Stevick (2010: 135) notes, “the 

medium of communication of aesthetic matters [in Anglo-Saxon times] lay in demonstration 

and in comment on constructing specific objects at hand.” Yet, while the daily Anglo-Saxon 

aesthetic experience might have been heavily focused on the material, the written sources are 

still extremely valuable as far as the intentional triggering of aesthetic emotion and the usage 

of aesthetic emotion markers are concerned. Before engaging with a full analysis of the Old 

English field of aesthetic emotion terms, in this subsection, I will make an overview of the 

available academic material that treats Old English beauty. Unfortunately, Old English ugliness 

still remains a virgin field with no publications on the subject thus far (and only brief mentions 

in other works in connection to beauty or the devil). Among the published works, Hill’s (2010a) 

volume On the Aesthetics of Beowulf and Other Old English Poems stands out as a composite 

work made of different research items on diverse Old English poems and from different 

theoretical angles. Similarly, Ramey’s (2017) article on the usage of OE wrǣtlīc, one of the 

positive aesthetic emotion markers in Old English poetry, is notably interesting for the present 

discussion on Anglo-Saxon aesthetic experience. Tyler (2006) also carries out a detailed 

analysis of Old English poetry from the perspective of aesthetics, but instead of engaging with 

aesthetic experience, she focuses on how Old English verse is constructed around familiar 

patterns, what she calls the “aesthetics of the familiar.” 

 There is an inextricable religious component in the surviving Anglo-Saxon written 

materials that contain terms for beauty. Hill (2010b: 18) points out that both in poetry and, more 

broadly in Anglo-Saxon society, geometry and proportion were a divine sign. “One might even 

suggest that for the religious poets in this aesthetic God formed or in some sense designed the 

poems; the poets simply articulated a kind of dictation within God’s plan” (Hill, 2010b: 18). In 

a way, the surviving religious poetry aims at reflecting or evoking some degree of divine order. 

While there are poems that are not religiously oriented (like The Wife’s Lament or, arguably, 

Beowulf)29, the historical circumstances of the creation of these poems condition the nature of 

the material. Stevick (2010) develops further this issue:  
  

With a literacy maintained and employed almost exclusively to serve the purposes of Christianity 

making its way in new territory, it is not surprising that so many of the poems consist of Biblical 

narrative or paraphrase, or Englishing of Christianized allegory, saints’ legends, and hymnal and 

homiletic materials (Stevick, 2010: 136).  

 
29 For a more detailed discussion of these matters, see next chapter, where an account of the different types 
and classification of Old English poetry is provided.  
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The fact that the extant manuscripts were produced in monastic centres explains the theme, 

language and background of most of the available poetic production. However, as it has been 

mentioned above, this does not necessarily mean that all the surviving poems treat Christian 

stories or that they do so in a purely traditional Latin fashion.  

For the time being, and in order to maintain a certain structure through this section, I 

will divide the existing aesthetic analyses of the poetic corpus in three main blocks: a) liturgical 

poems, b) poems with Christian themes and c) secular poems. The usage of poetic devices 

across these three categories is as different as their comparative usage in prose and verse. 

Beechy (2010) explains this idea: 
 

Beowulf is simply the most heavily dominated by the poetic function, whereas, for instance, in the 

vernacular homilies, there are also admixtures of the conative (focus on the addressee, appropriate 

for didactic discourse), and the referential (there is matter to be taught) (Beechy, 2010: 44).  

 

Nevertheless, she acknowledges that, to a greater or lesser extent, poetic function is present in 

most Anglo-Saxon texts, and she makes a case to highlight alliteration, rhyming and other 

poetic devices in Æthelberht’s and Wulfstan’s laws, while broadening her conception of 

aesthetics not to transcendental beauty only but “as the twentieth century renovation of the word 

to denote the cognitive and sensory effects of all kinds of stimuli” (Beechy, 2010: 43). 

Conversely, Beechy (2010: 54) also points out the Old English charms as one of the examples 

where poetic style takes over content for the sake of the charm. Some of the charms are 

completely untranslatable into Present-Day English, not because there are no terms that could 

serve in a translation, but because they employ perfectly obscure language devoid of meaning 

to create an aesthetic effect with a supposed magical purpose.  

 Keefer (2010) carries out an analysis of the Anglo-Saxon liturgical poetry, more 

specifically focusing on how the Latin terminology is translated into the vernacular. While 

Keefer (2010) does not directly address the issue of Anglo-Saxon beauty, her discussion on the 

aesthetics of Old English Church liturgy will be important later on when assessing the usage of 

certain aesthetic emotion terms. Before proceeding to explain “what [poetry’s] form and content 

reveal about the aesthetic values of the time” (Keefer, 2010: 101), she remarks that poetry is a 

special area to carry research on, because it has long been held to be the genre that “records 

what the poets of that era or nation considered of aesthetic beauty and cultural importance” 

(Keefer, 2010: 101). For her, poetry is the way in which the precious things in a society endure 

the passing of time, as they are recorded for posterity. Furthermore, she goes on to claim that 
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these precious things are usually the “most aesthetically pleasing and intellectually satisfying” 

(Keefer, 2010: 101).  

 The usefulness of looking into material that was translated into Old English has been 

discussed before in this chapter. Old English liturgical poems are a similar example, since they 

are heavily based upon the structure of Latin prayers while at the same time having been adapted 

to fit Anglo-Saxon style (meter, rhyme, alliteration, and so on) and its predilection for 

expansion via descriptive terminology (as Ramey, 2017: 465 notes). By analysing these 

translations,  
 

[w]e are able to identify the influences of original sources on the work in hand but are also able to 

isolate element within those sources that most appealed to those using them, by noting language, 

structure and other details common to both source and verse (Keefer, 2010: 101).  

 

Even if these poems are not the closest to an aboriginal Anglo-Saxon style, they still provide 

the chance to unveil these aesthetic assumptions through word choices and structural elements. 

For Keefer (2010: 103), studying the translated Old English liturgical poems proves to be an 

interesting task because as much as they were designed to retain some degree of similarity with 

the Latin original, they were personalised into the vernacular and, ultimately, this allows us to 

discover what aesthetic elements were “prized” in this respect.  

Some of these “aspects of what the Anglo-Saxon imagination valued” were “a 

comforting sense of timelessness” and “an array of ‘terms for God’ by which the Christian soul 

maintains communication with her Creator” (Keefer, 2010: 104). The Old English terms that 

are used to refer to God are more varied than the existing Latin equivalents, and they are created 

by means of kennings and similar literary devices. Liturgical poetry, Keefer (2010: 104) 

explains, presents a fundamental difference as compared hagiographical or epic poems: the lack 

of appositions. They have “no interweaving narrative sequences or ‘storylines’ that comment 

on one another to set up dramatic resonance. Instead, they are ‘centered’ pieces of writing, 

locating their audience in the ‘now’ of devotional meditation” (Keefer, 2010: 104). Liturgical 

poetry presupposes full knowledge of the recurring people mentioned in them and do not refer 

to other works, like the religious or secular poems do (as it will be explained below).  

Therefore, liturgical poetry is a fairly heterogenous group within the Anglo-Saxon 

poetic corpus, but they all have in common that they are all set in an “eternal now” (Keefer, 

2010: 105). Although Keefer (2010) does not mention this idea explicitly, there is the implicit 

assumption that Old English prayers are a sort of propaganda that, by being set in this “eternal 

now” makes an overview of the past and states hopes and petitions for the future. The rewards 
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of a pious life are often stated in these poems: “Clearly, for the Anglo-Saxons, a move from 

time with all of its deadliness into the ‘eternal stability’ of the Day of resurrection, emulated by 

the sustained present tense of ritual prayer and promised by devotional practice, was immensely 

desirable” (Keefer, 2010: 106).  

This is precisely where aesthetic emotions operate more effectively. Keefer (2010: 105) 

explains that these poems “dwell reflectively and steadily on a God as He was understood by 

the men and women of the period.” In fact, adding aesthetic content to a subject-matter that is 

duller can have an invigorating effect: “Aesthetic attention revivifies things otherwise lost, 

dead, or irrelevant, revealing their energeia – their life force” (Knapp, 2010: 81).  God and 

eternal life were described with long lists of aesthetic terminology, and while the poem-prayer 

per se constitutes an aesthetic object that might have triggered aesthetic experience by means 

of their images and resonances when uttered out loud, they also construct a secondary aesthetic 

object: the idea of God as both perfect beauty and light, and eternal life as an extension and 

ideal conceptualisation of the experiences of bliss that these subjects might have experienced 

on earth, only eternal. Thus, both the form and the content of liturgical prayers are heavily 

loaded with aesthetic significance.  

 Poetry with Christian themes has not been thoroughly analysed as far as aesthetics are 

concerned. This category includes hagiographical and Biblical poems like Elene, Judith or the 

verse Genesis. However, this group is one of the most interesting in terms of cultural (and hence 

aesthetic) hybridity, since the Christian subject-matter is blended with a purely Anglo-Saxon 

format. Yet, it cannot be strictly divided in terms of the exclusively Christian content and 

Anglo-Saxon form, because the reality of these narrative poems is far more complex.  

 Chickering (2010) analyses the Old English poem Judith and assesses it in aesthetic 

terms, which he labels as having “poetic exuberance.” Of special interest in Chickering’s (2010: 

27) research is the fact that he analyses the poem “on its own terms” rather than addressing the 

text as an adaptation, translation or any other form of textual modification. His paper assesses 

whether the Old English Judith is a good and effective poem in itself, regardless of its source 

text or the circumstances of its creation. One of the ideas that he thoroughly debates is the 

relation between beauty, bravery and morality in the character of Judith. In the poem, the usage 

and meaning of the compound OE ælf-scīnu ‘shining like an elf or fairy, elfin-bright, of elfin 

beauty’ (BWT, s.v. ælfscīnu, adj., 1) has been a matter of debate in the field. For Chickering 

(2010: 31), this term is a mark of her moral beauty: “Her inner spiritual beauty also shines out 

like a halo in the early and unusual epithet ‘ælf-scinu’ (14a).”  

 The character of Judith contrasts heavily with that of Holofernes. While the latter is 

defined by his vices and wrongdoings, Judith’s strength and moral virtues are constantly 
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emphasised. Fulk and Cain (2003: 117) explain that “the poet polarizes the characters, drawing 

a sharp contrast between the licentious Holofernes and the virtuous Judith, who is cast as a kind 

of miles Dei, saint-like in her faith that God will deliver her people.” This polarisation, or 

alternatively the usage of Holofernes’ defective morals in the same manner in which ugliness 

is often presented as a foil, allows for Judith’s character to be appreciated as notably nobler and 

more beautiful. Chickering (2010) elaborates on this idea:  
 

Pious in prayer and vigorous in exhortation, after she beheads Holofernes she is given several heroic 

epithets that define her as ‘bold, and ‘courageous,’ which her action certainly is, but beyond that she 

has only two basic character traits […]: she is ‘gleaw’ (wise) and she has ‘trumne geleafan’ (firm 

faith) (Chickering, 2010: 31).  

 

Nevertheless, Judith is also described with an impressive variety of aesthetic emotion terms, 

more specifically those connected with the notion of light as an indicator of beauty.  

This raises the question as to whether Judith, independently from all her moral virtues, 

was physically beautiful or not and it also poses a further question that this study aims to answer: 

in what proportion do Old English aesthetic emotion terms refer to sensory and cognitive 

qualities? Chickering (2010) summarises a paper by Parker (1992), in which she analyses 

whether the aesthetic terms in the Old English Judith actually refer to physical or moral beauty:  
 

Parker examines the question of her title [Is the Old English Judith beautiful?] from all sides, using 

the Dictionary of Old English data-base, and answers in the negative. She shows that there are no 

clear words for female loveliness in the poem, and that the adjectives for Judith’s brightness (‘torht,’ 

‘beorht,’ etc., as well as ‘-scinu’) are best taken to refer to her inner spiritual beauty, traditionally 

figured as light. The supernatural connotation of the ‘ælf-’ element suggests further that Judith’s role 

in the poem is as ‘a conduit to the divine’ (77). Parker points out that this interpretation […] suggests 

that ‘ælf-scinu’ may be the verbal equivalent of a halo (77, 68) (Chickering, 2010: 31).  

 

Chickering’s (2012: 42) main conclusion is that the poetic (and, to a certain extent, aesthetic) 

devices used in the Old English Judith contribute to “reinforce the poem’s simple central themes 

of Judith’s wisdom and faith, and God’s mercy and grace towards His faithful.” This confirms 

that particularly in the case of Old English hagiographical and Biblical poetry aesthetic emotion 

terms can potentially serve as a sort of sensory basis for cognitive and spiritual connotations.  

 The publications on aesthetic aspects of secular or heroic poetry have been more 

numerous, notably those that concern the aesthetics of Beowulf. In Hill’s (2010a) volume, 

several scholars analyse different aspects of the Beowulfian aesthetics. Russom (2010) looks 
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into aesthetic criteria in the Old English heroic style, concretely how the meter in Beowulf is 

constructed following formulaic style to avoid repetition and at the same time create patterns 

of familiarity: “[p]lacement of poetic compounds reveals an aesthetic constraint on their 

usefulness. The poet varies these compounds when repetition in close proximity might prove 

tedious” (Russom, 2010: 71). It is precisely this combination between familiarity and variety 

that enriches the poem. Yet, it is not necessarily an advantage in composition. According to 

Russom (2010: 72) these compounds “sometimes facilitate composition but do not necessarily 

do so. To understand the Beowulf poet’s aesthetic, we must not confuse ‘traditional’ with 

‘predictable’ or ‘automatic’.” The fact that Beowulf is widely regarded as epic poetry and that 

it fits into a larger traditional genre does not imply that its aesthetic quality is a direct result of 

the rules of this genre, but rather the result of careful variation, repetition and lexical 

innovations.  

 Indeed, the craft of writing poetry or songs stands out as an extremely important activity 

in Anglo-Saxon England. The theme of song writing is a recurrent one, not only in Beowulf, 

but also in poems like in The Wife’s Lament or Cædmon’s Hymn. Hill (2010b: 20) elaborates 

on this idea: “[w]hen the words are ‘poetological,’ that is, referring to or expressing creative 

activity, adornment and beauty, they implicate the entire poem as a song and the poet’s making 

as a theme.” This concept is similarly expressed by Beechy (2010: 54), according to whom “the 

act of poetic creation is also described with the lexicon of binding.” Hill (2010b: 17) discusses 

the relationship between ornamentation and beauty: “[a]s ornamentation increases, so does 

quality, whereas symmetry declines, provided that clarity is conserved at all observable scales.” 

While the Greeks valued proportion and geometry as essential for a beautiful figure, for the 

Anglo-Saxons geometry could easily be sacrificed in exchange for abundant ornamentation. 

Moreover, the Anglo-Saxons aesthetic paradigm reveals some sort of aesthetic horror vacui, 

produced by a “nearly mystical impulse towards complete filling of space,” in the words of Hill 

(2010b: 17). Every single space is filled with ornaments in physical aesthetic objects or with 

aesthetic terminology in writing. In this sense, certain terms, and especially aesthetic emotion 

markers, are understood as some sort of linguistic ornamentation. Ultimately, the task of 

ornamenting and creating poetry is seen on the part of the poet as a metaphorical reflection of 

God’s work. The poet is God-like in their creation of the beautiful, for which the ugly, even if 

it is unmentioned, is needed at times to provide contrast, as it is evident in Judith.  

 Ornamentation and beauty are frequently found in patterns of intricacy. At a lexical 

level, Ramey (2017) conducts an analysis of the adjective OE wrǣtlīc in order to figure out 

what these patterns exactly mean at a poetic level. However, this interlacing pattern is also 

found at a structural level and it was first pointed out by Leyerle (1967). Knapp (2010: 81) 
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looks into how “Beowulf repays aesthetic attention both for its intricate craftedness and for its 

testimony to the strange necessity for beauty in a world filled with dangers for the human 

community.” Beauty, “craftedness,” and intricacy are found in the objects present in the poem 

but also in the poem in itself. On the idea of intricacy, Knapp (2010: 85) remarks that Anglo-

Saxon art is “strongly characterized by a pattern of interlace.” This idea, as it has been 

mentioned before, operates at a literal and figurative level.  

 At a figurative level, “[t]he interlace style provides an obvious contrast to chronological, 

mimetic representations […]. Northern medieval style tends towards the abstract and formal, 

and its structure is not necessarily that of a casual chain” (Knapp, 2010: 85). This complexity 

in the intricate narrative and aesthetic style of Beowulf is one of the reasons why the poem has 

long been held to be of a superior quality than other poems in the corpus. Knapp (2010) provides 

a series of examples of how this intricacy is manifested:  
 

Although abstract frames and boundaries are carefully and ingeniously crafted, interlace images by 

no means lack energy – the boundaries seem necessary to contain the impression of teeming 

movement within […]. Interlace both creates patterns that tease the eye into following dizzying paths 

and in many cases represents the free ends of some strands as a stylized zoomorphic head, sometimes 

the body of a serpent, sometimes a serpent with legs. Dragons come to mind. Such interlaced images 

are found everywhere over a long period, in jewellery-making, the design of useful objects, and 

sculpture (Knapp, 2010: 85).  

 

In fact, Knapp (2010: 86) goes on to compare the complete Beowulf poem to a carpet page in 

the Lindisfarne Gospels (fol. 26v)30 as a perfect visual representation and equivalent of what 

the Anglo-Saxon mind expected of a poem. In fact, this is not the only instance where Old 

English poetry is analysed in geometrical or mathematical terms; Hill (2010c) analyses line 

count and structural relations in The Dream of the Rood. This line of research draws upon 

studies like Howlett (1978), who focuses on the golden ratio on The Dream of the Rood, or 

Stevick (1978), who proves how the Old English poems Andreas and Elene have an underlying 

structure that relies on determinate ratios like golden rectangles or the square root of two. 

Similar research on aesthetics is carried out by Hart (2010: 176), who looks into the 

mathematical proportions in Beowulf and the Old English Boethius in order to find common 

patterns and to pursue the typical relation in aesthetics between truth and beauty.  

Going back to that page in the Lindisfarne Gospels, in Knapp’s (2010: 86) view, the 

cross in it, which is drawn against a “background of intricately detailed interlace” tempts and 

 
30 See Appendix 1, Figure 5.  
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denies the subject’s gaze at the same time. This applies to Beowulf in that this background is 

“like the ‘digressions’ in Beowulf, which are interlaced with one another to produce an image 

of the social ideals and anxieties of the world of the poem” (Knapp, 2010: 86). In essence, this 

complex structure that conveys the equally complex content of the poem is partly responsible 

for the aesthetic quality of the poem at hand. For Knapp (2010: 88), the “genius of the Beowulf-

poet is perhaps the best displayed by the aesthetically pleasing way he produces a coherent 

(purposive) tale that cannot be captured in an overarching concept.” 

 And, yet, as Knapp (2010: 85) details, Beowulf is a poem that is “woven with relatively 

few strands” despite its interlacing pattern. He makes a case to prove how the aesthetic potential 

of this poem precisely lies on the opposition and combination of purely Germanic and Christian 

elements, and so this blend results in a tension that results aesthetically appealing. For instance, 

the cyclic Germanic conception of time versus the Christian idea of time as a linear ideal: “Like 

the serpentine forms that seem to be biting their tails on the carpet page, the poem begins and 

ends with a hero’s funeral, but Beowulf’s death is also treated as the end of a linear sequence, 

a story framed and contained” (Knapp, 2010: 90). Heorot and its “artful construction” (Knapp, 

2010: 90) is both a Germanic meadhall and a Christian sanctuary. Dragons and monsters are, 

on the one hand, primeval Germanic creatures and, on the other hand, Caines cynne (Beo 107 

a), descendants of Cain.  

Similarly, the future is discussed from two entirely different perspectives, the Germanic 

idea of wyrd or “fatedness”31 and the Christian concept of providence: “the whole poem 

becomes a Christian deconstruction of heroic society that places the Christian poet above the 

mysteries of wyrd through his enlightened concept of causality and providence” (Knapp, 2010: 

93). Yet, this is not to say that, in the framework of the poem, the Germanic wyrd is less 

important than providence. Knapp (2010: 93) sees wyrd as “the central mediating term that 

brings together a Germanic sense of time and action with a Christian sense of divine 

providence.” Both wyrd and providence are complementary in how they configure the narrative 

of the poem. The character of Beowulf can also be read in two different lights: as the 

archetypical Germanic warrior and as a Christ-like figure. Knapp (2010: 91) also discusses the 

importance of treasure, which is extremely valuable in Germanic cultures (and the important 

social meanings ascribed to it) as compared to the Christian teachings of humility: 

“Symbolically, treasure made of precious metals and studded with gems suggests value and 

bestows it on temple buildings. In heaven, Revelations tells us, the very streets are paved with 

gold (21:21).” In this sense, ornaments and precious jewels and metals, which are very 

 
31 For more on the Germanic concept of wyrd, see The Well and The Tree: World and Time in Early Germanic 
Culture by Bauschatz (1982).  
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prominent in Germanic culture as a symbol of worth, find a spiritual explication in light of the 

Christian doctrine. While the Anglo-Saxons might have been warned not to focus too much on 

material goods, as the writings from the period attest, the idea of treasure, as well as bright 

colours and patterns of intricacy had, on the other hand, spiritual and social meanings that are 

indissociable from them.  

Knapp (2010: 98) also comments briefly on an instance of negative aesthetic experience 

in Beowulf, although he does not necessarily do so in these specific terms. He brings attention 

to the usage of the verb OE cuman ‘to come’, OE com ‘came’, more specifically, which in his 

view has “a drum beat effect.” This is the case of the scene depicted from line 702b onwards, 

narrating Grendel’s nocturnal attack. Here, negative aesthetic experience is described with 

allusion to darkness (OE sceadugenga, ‘shadow-walker’) and reinforced by the added aural 

experience of the drum beat effect created by OE com; this connection between shadow and 

sound is also pointed by Missuno (2019). Knapp (2010: 98) defines Grendel in these passages 

(lines 702, 710 and 720, where OE com is used) as follows: “[h]e is, in a sense, monstrousness 

itself, visually undefined, the exiled Other we imagine as capable of hating, overpowering, and 

eating us.” The resulting negative response that Knapp (2010) describes in this passage 

fluctuates between the everyday emotion of fear and the aesthetic experiences of ugliness and 

disgust.  

 Knapp (2010) also discusses two more scenes from Beowulf that are significant from an 

aesthetic point of view. One of them takes place around line 1365, where the lake that is on fire 

is described:  
 

Equally scary and mysterious is the fire lake, with its tangles of branches mirrored in the surface and 

the water teaming with reptilian sea monsters […]. The night fires burn on water […], another 

instance of light, the most consistent image of benign human satisfaction and civilization turning 

sinister (Knapp, 2010: 98).  

 

This is another example of mixed aesthetic experience, emphasised by one of the constituents 

of the compound OE nihtwundor ‘nocturnal wonder’. By subverting a traditionally positive 

image, as is the case of light in all its divine dimension, the Beowulf-poet converts familiarity 

into strangeness without necessarily creating a negative aesthetic emotion.  

 In a similar vein, there is Grendel’s glove or OE glōf, in the original text, a sort of bag 

in which he puts its victims for later consumption. Both Knapp (2010: 99) and Ramey (2017: 

473) comment on it. It is described in aesthetic terms by means of the term OE sellīc ‘very 

strange, very wonderful’. “Another image is that of Grendel’s glof. […] it seems to belong to 
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the very category of crafted items that signify civilized attainment in the rest of the poem” 

(Knapp, 2010: 99). In fact, the glove is analysed further:   
 

The intricate design, ‘a rare patchwork / of devilishly fitted dragon-skins’ (2006-7), roomy and 

functional (like humanly crafted war-gear) resembles much of the treasure in the poem and the poem 

itself, but it lies beyond the traditions that bring understanding to other crafted items (Knapp, 2010: 

99).  

 

The pouch is depicted as an artefact, intricate, strange and wonderful, having been manually 

created with great ability. Despite the fact that the very idea of a bag whose purpose is to store 

human victims, the poem still stresses that this unsettling object is, nevertheless, one that has 

an aesthetic appeal. All in all, Beowulf stands out as an extremely remarkable poem to analyse 

in aesthetic terms, for both its content and its form. Strangeness abounds in the poem and so 

does this strange type of beauty that is met with neither pain nor pleasure, but with an amazed 

desire for more of these wondrous objects, entities and situations.  

 Regarding content, Hart (2010: 176) highlights a phrase from Beowulf that leads the 

way for a more in-depth discussion of a particular aspect of Anglo-Saxon beauty: wrættum 

gebunden (Beo 1531b) ‘bound by artifices/writing’. According to Hart (2010: 176) this phrase 

“refers to ‘artful patterns’ beautifying a sword, i.e. ‘engravings’ in metalwork, literally 

‘writings’ in some sense.” Precisely, Hart (2010: 176) points out the term OE wrǣt[t] “‘work 

of art,’ derived from writan ‘engrave, write, draw a figure.’” Hart (2010: 178) also discusses 

the usage of this Old English adjective in two more lines from Beowulf, 991 and 1650. Line 

1650, wliteseon wrætlice, is particularly interesting in his view, and he points out Heaney’s 

(1999) translation of the text, in which this phrase is translated taking into account the effect 

that the sight can potentially cause: “It was an astonishing sight” (Heaney, 1999: 54). Ramey 

(2017: 465) also comments on this phrase, highlighting the fact that, in most collocations with 

OE wrǣtlīc, the terms alliterate. This particular scene is, in a way, a mixture between awe and 

beauty: “the spectacle of Grendel’s severed head is a wliteseon wrætlic, a terrible (egeslic) yet 

mesmerizing spectacle for all who gaze on it” (Ramey, 2017: 465). As chapter 7 will attest, 

these types of attestations of terms for beauty and awe are common in Beowulf, which most 

accurately represents the emotion of wonder in the domain of the unknown. Hart’s (2010) paper 

does not continue with the analysis of this adjective; instead, it digresses towards more 

mathematical matters that do not really contribute to a reconstruction of poetic and aesthetic 

paradigms at cultural levels but only as regards the technical details of composition. 

Nevertheless, it poses a question that a complete analysis of the poetic corpus can hope to 
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answer: to what extent are the notions of writing, artifice, ornamentation, and intricacy related 

through OE wrǣtlīc?  

 Ramey (2017) does carry out a partial analysis of OE wrǣtlīc in one of the most 

exhaustive and focused papers on Old English aesthetics in the last few years. While he takes 

as a starting point more philosophical and highly abstract pieces of work, like the writings of 

Scarry (2001), he also draws from more specific studies like those by Eco (1986) or de Bruyne 

(1994) to contextualise a thorough inspection of the aforementioned adjective in selected 

fragments of Old English poetry, being fully aware that the “classical model cannot fully 

account for the aesthetic values that animate Old English poetry” (Ramey, 2017: 458). In his 

view, one of these aesthetic values, which is distinctive of Old English poetry, are “artifacts and 

animals that are not readily assimilated within an ideal order but that stand out for their 

strangeness, uniqueness, and ornate designs” (Ramey, 2017: 458). These objects are not copies 

of an ideal image, as the platonic approach suggests, but instead “singular items in possession 

of their own inimitable power and beauty” (Ramey, 2017: 458). In fact, Ramey (2017: 458) 

suggests that Old English poetry is, in certain respects, diametrically opposed to classical 

aesthetics: “not imitation but singularity and individual intricacy; not symmetry but 

strangeness; and not an inducement to pleasure or desire but to awe and even fear.” While there 

are texts that do reflect a more classical approach to beauty, especially as far as the notions of 

divinity and morality are concerned and partly due to Latin influence, the Anglo-Saxon 

aboriginal approach to beauty, ugliness and wonder still permeates these texts, and it is 

observable in every poem to a greater or lesser extent.  

 Regarding the adjective OE wrǣtlīc, which will, in any case, be thoroughly analysed in 

chapter 5 following the methodology proposed for this study, Ramey (2017: 458) notes that it 

“is used in the poetic corpus to single out items of extraordinary craft and beauty” and he points 

out some of these cases, like “Beowulf’s special iron-wrought shield, a precious neck ring, the 

ruined wealstan, God’s voice, the bright plumage of the phoenix, and a large number of 

mysterious riddle objects.” Indeed, not only is OE wrǣtlīc used in remarkable passages of 

several iconic Old English poems, it is also featured prominently in the Old English riddles to 

refer to the object that is slowly revealed. Summing up, Ramey (2017: 460) explains that OE 

wrǣtlīc is associated with a “distinctive conception of artistry, intricacy and awe.” 

 OE wrǣtlīc is equally ambiguous as far as perspective is concerned. Ramey (2017: 464) 

points out that it is not “easy to distinguish neatly between the objective qualities of the wrought 

item and the subjective impressions it makes on its perceiver.” Moreover, in his view, this is 

precisely where the potential of the adjective resides. It is clear, though, in a preliminary stage, 

that OE wrǣtlīc does prototypically refer to the sensory qualities in the aesthetic object as its 
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etymology attests, but, like most of the Old English aesthetic emotion vocabulary, it could also 

be applied to cognitive situations via figurative language. One of these examples, pointed out 

by Ramey (2017: 462), is its application to OE wyrd ‘fate’, “how in Fortunes of Men it is said 

that the Saviour wrætlice allots the destiny of each person” (Ramey, 2017: 464). Indeed, it is 

not always possible to know whether a term evaluates an object’s sensory qualities, which are 

more objectively measurable, or the skill and work required for its creation.  

 This term does not operate exclusively in the domain of beauty. Ramey (2017: 462) 

draws upon Juzi’s (1939: 67-70) explanation of the meanings of OE wrǣtlīc, which are more 

numerous than those proposed by in BWT or other Old English dictionaries like Clark-Hall’s 

(2000). In Juzi’s (1939) view, OE wrǣtlīc derives from a root meaning “similar to a work of 

art” and operates in these four domains “(1) artfully wrought, (2) beautiful, (3) wondrous, (4) 

strange” (Ramey, 2017: 462). A further analysis of this Old English adjective might evidence 

the intrinsic relations between the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic emotions of beauty and wonder, 

which seem to overlap in the aesthetic emotion episodes described by this adjective.  

 There is an inherent relation between beauty and ornamentation that is not only stressed 

by means of OE wrǣtlīc. Treasure and ornamentation are extremely recurrent themes in Old 

English poetry: “Treasure appears widely in Old English verse, with very few poems not 

mentioning treasure in one form or another” (Tyler, 2006: 9). Like most aesthetic themes in the 

Old English poetic corpus, there are certain cultural meanings that associated with them, in this 

case its importance at a cultural, social and material level. Tyler (2006: 9) explains that “[i]n 

secular and religious verse alike, treasure, as a symbol for wealth, occurs in connection with 

transience.” In fact, Tyler (2006: 11) makes a list of Old English terms that “are associated, 

though not exclusively, with treasure, especially jewelry: frætwe, gehroden, gehong, wlitig, 

wlite and wrætlice.” The recurrence of collocations between aesthetic emotion terms and lexis 

related to jewels and treasure and the implicit relation of some of these aesthetic emotion terms 

with the idea of treasure and hand-wrought items evidence one very specific aspect of the 

Anglo-Saxon aesthetic experience, that it is easily triggered and constructed around beautiful 

material things, which may or may not have an additional cognitive meaning, and this is 

especially true in more authentic poems like Beowulf. Jewells and the role of gold and treasure 

in Anglo-Saxon culture and society are discussed at length in the work by Dodwell (1982), who 

makes an extremely comprehensive examination of the existing records and findings on Anglo-

Saxon jewellery, usage of precious metals and art at large. According to Dodwell (1982: 194), 

gold, silver and gems were frequently found as adornments and prized as exquisite objects, and 

the fascination with these precious metals and gems found expression not only in their 

possession but in how they were used in talking about nature and/or beauty: “The Anglo-Saxon 
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poets and writers were so hypnotised by the crafts of the jewellers and goldsmiths that they 

turned naturally to them for their similes and metaphors” (Drout, 1982: 27).  

After a superficial analysis of the most representative writings on the aesthetics of Old 

English poetry, it becomes clear that the poetic corpus constitutes a very heterogeneous group 

in this regard. Drout (2010: 114) also acknowledges the difficulty in finding some sort of 

common aesthetic values in the Old English poetic production: “One tries in vain to find any 

agreed-upon set of articulated aesthetic criteria by which to judge Old English poetry.” 

Moreover, Drout (2011: 115) points out that the extremely complex history of the survival of 

these texts “prevents us from taking it as either a random sample or a deliberate selection of 

what was considered the ‘best’.” In fact, there is a tendency to denaturalise aesthetic analyses 

of Old English poetry by including ideas that do not belong in such an exploration:   
 

when we try to translate our intuitive responses to poetry – that, for example, Beowulf is a better 

poem in aesthetic terms than Andreas, or that The Dream of the Rood is more aesthetically 

accomplished than Percepts – into some kind of aesthetic theory, we end up tangled in tradition, 

critical history and politics (Drout, 2010: 115). 

 

Therefore, when analysing poetry in terms of aesthetic content or effectiveness, it is essential 

to, first and foremost, analyse the poem in itself, for what emotions it may or may not trigger 

and how it does so, and then, in a second stage, it is necessary to try to figure out whether these 

aesthetic principles have or not a social or spiritual meaning.  

 The fact that the existing Old English poems are so disparate in their aesthetics stresses 

further the heterogeneity of this textual genre. For instance, Stevick (2010: 136) explains that 

the “unevenness in ostensive aesthetic aspects makes it clear, though, that aesthetic merit was 

not a consistent factor in their selection and preservation.” In this regard, Drout’s (2010: 115) 

paper poses an extremely thought-provoking question: have the extant Old English poems 

survived because they “are those that have been reproduced most frequently or have been in the 

canon the longest”; in other words, is the fact that a poem has survived up to our time indicative 

of aesthetic quality or fulfilment? Before going any deeper into this matter, Drout (2010: 115) 

warns readers not to mistake canonicity with quality.  

 In order to answer these questions, Drout (2010: 117) introduces the idea of meme, “an 

entity that has managed to replicate itself from one mind to another.” Drout (2010) connects 

this concept to aesthetics and to the traditional literary canon in a Darwinian parallelism 

between the survival of the species and the survival of the most pleasing texts: 
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Those memes that are more frequently imitated will come to replace those that are less frequently 

imitated, and through this process, memes will become more and more closely adapted to their 

environments. A culture can be seen as an ecosystem of competing and cooperating memes (Drout, 

2010: 120).  

 

While a poem is not necessarily a meme, Drout (2010: 120) explains how a poem becomes a 

meme, “coded with rhyme, meter, or alliteration” noting that “they are not transmitted verbatim 

between individuals.” Through poetic devices, poets turn poetic fragments into memes that are 

transmitted from person to person and, eventually, into a manuscript. Drout (2010) goes into 

detail about the development of this process, drawing on Rubin’s (1995) volume on memory in 

oral tradition:  
 

Rubin [1995: 7] notes that in oral traditional contexts ‘A verbatim text is not being transmitted, but 

instead an organized set of rules or constraints that are set by the piece and its tradition. In literary 

terms, this claim makes the structure of the genre central to the production of the piece. In 

psychological terms, this claim is an argument for schemas that involve imagery and poetics as well 

as meaning’ (Drout, 2010: 120). 

 

Therefore, it is not the poem that becomes the meme, but the poem’s structure and its meanings, 

which are processed by various cognitive mechanisms of abstraction and interpretation and, 

ultimately, they become representative and hold all the aesthetic potential of the poem under 

consideration. As a result, one could understand the whole Old English poetic corpus as made 

up of different poetic and symbolic patterns that have different aesthetic effects when they are 

consciously or unconsciously employed.  

 Drout (2010: 112) specifies two elements that play a central role in the survival of 

memes: distinctiveness and their ability to trigger aesthetic emotions, which, in his view, is 

directly related to how memorable a poem or meme is: “Those memes that are more pleasing 

to the human mind are more likely to be perceived, received, copied into memory, and 

retransmitted. Therefore mnemonically superior memes would also be aesthetically superior 

memes” [emphasis mine]. This could be true in the sense that mnemonically superior memes 

involve a higher content of poetic devices like alliteration, repetition and rhyming. However, 

Drout’s (2010) argument is that the pleasantness of a poem causes it to be more memorable, 

not that it is memorable because of the different mnemonic devices it uses. Poems that are 

perceived to be more beautiful, therefore, are more likely to be widely known. However, 

Drout’s (2010) theory is ultimately subject to individual impressions and, because he does not 

produce a fully developed model, it is not entirely applicable to the present analysis of the Old 
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English poetic corpus. In order not to establish a hierarchy between the texts in the corpus, and 

so as to avoid including the complex phenomenon of manuscript survival and textual 

transmission, the texts here will not be treated as being of a higher or lower quality but paying 

attention to what each of them can reveal about Anglo-Saxon aesthetic emotions.  

In conclusion, while the Anglo-Saxons themselves did not write about their aesthetic 

preferences, their writings make it possible to reconstruct and examine their relationship with 

beauty, ugliness, disgust and wonder. In recent years, scholars have focused on the aesthetics 

of Old English poetic texts, much more so than in prose texts, not necessarily from the 

perspective of aesthetic emotions but looking into how poets compose poems in order to create 

structures at a syntactical and textual level that could turn the reading of the poem into a pleasant 

experience. While this is not exactly the focus of this study, it has been shown above how this 

approach illuminates further research into Anglo-Saxon aesthetic criteria.  

It has also been highlighted how the nature of the poetic material conditions the themes 

depicted therein. As Hill (2010b) and Stevick (2010) argue, the close link between literacy and 

Christianity explains why most of the terms that refer to beauty, ugliness or wonder refer back 

to religious figures or to the deity, thereby enhancing and making ever more prominent the link 

between morality and physical appearance and depicting the poet as some sort of God-like 

figure in the process of composition. Other texts, nevertheless, have a completely different 

approach to aesthetic experience, like Beowulf, where beauty coexists with ugliness and 

wonder, these emotions being mingled in episodes that evidence the thin line between fear and 

awe. It is this sort of texts that reveal a much more interesting type of aesthetic response on the 

part of the subject, which is dependent on the notions of strangeness and intricacy that reflect 

in the overall structure of a given poem and in the specific usage of lexical items and poetic 

devices. Anglo-Saxon poets did not only aim at portraying pure, moral and luminous beauty, 

which they do very effectively, but they also tried to affect the listener with remarkable 

instances of strange beauty and extraordinarily intricate monsters that inspire awe, fear and 

wonder. The Anglo-Saxon poetic corpus, indeed, seems to be a world of many wonders—

mesmerizingly beautiful, strikingly hideous, and everything in between.  
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4. Methodology  

As it has been mentioned before in this study, emotion and aesthetic emotion phenomena are 

best approached from a multi and interdisciplinary perspective. Scherer (2005: 697) states that 

“affective and emotional phenomena need to be addressed in a genuinely interdisciplinary 

fashion.” Harbus (2012: 6) also agrees on how the interdisciplinary approach, more specifically, 

the application of cognitive linguistic theories to literary studies can reinvigorate new analyses. 

This study takes as a base the theoretical material summarised and discussed in the preceding 

chapters, contemporary emotion theories, aesthetic emotion theories, cognitive science analyses 

of the mind, the body and the emotions, and the philosophical, art history and literary 

approaches to beauty, ugliness and wonder. Furthermore, it implements a fundamentally 

linguistic methodology to retrieve and analyse the linguistic data that will thereafter be explored 

taking into account the different theoretical perspectives mentioned above. What follows is a 

detailed explanation of these linguistic methods, textual sources and specific treatment of the 

data analysed.  

 

4.1 Corpora  

One of the most important shortcomings of linguistic historical research is the absence of living 

informants that could explain or clarify a particular phenomenon, or how they understand and 

experience a given emotion. Since this study is, at its core, a linguistic one, it relies on the 

writings that have been passed down to us from the Anglo-Saxon period. While there are also 

objects of material culture that could be part of an analysis of aesthetic preferences, they will 

not be considered as part of the main sources.  

  The written materials from the Anglo-Saxon period fall into two large categories: Latin 

writings and Old English texts. This study focuses on the latter. Nevertheless, the complete 

corpus of Old English writings is a fairly broad group. There are corpora that reunite all these 

texts. The most well-known example is the Dictionary of Old English Corpus (henceforth, 

DOEC), compiled by researchers at the University of Toronto. The material for this corpus was 

compiled and digitalised in the 1970s and finally released in 1981. It has since been periodically 

updated, the latest version having been published in 2009. It is both available in CD format and 

online from the Dictionary of Old English project’s website32. It contains at least one copy of 

every surviving Old English text, several if they are interesting to look at from a dialectal or 

chronological perspective. This corpus includes the major surviving poetic works and prose 

 
32 https://tapor.library.utoronto.ca/doecorpus/ [last accessed 24 January 2021]  
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writings in the Anglo-Saxon tongue, and it also contains charters, laws, riddles, wills, glosses 

and inscriptions.  

 All in all, the DOEC includes 3,124 texts, the list of which is available from their 

website33 and it first indicates an editor and corrector, and second it contains information about 

the original manuscripts, if any is known. The corpus is divided into five main categories, 

representing the diverse nature of the texts contained there: a) verse, b) prose, c) glosses, d) 

glossaries, and e) inscriptions. These texts are not arranged chronologically, since the 

agreement on dating of Old English texts is often not unanimous and, in particular genres like 

poetry, due to its fundamentally oral nature, it is not a fully accomplishable task. The list of 

texts also indicates how the 3 million words that the DOEC indexes are distributed along the 

different textual genres:  

 

 · Verse: 117,480 words – 5.85% 

 · Prose: 2,128,781 words – 70.18% 

 · Glosses: 699,606 words – 23.06%  

 · Glossaries: 26,598 words – 0.87%  

 · Inscriptions: 687 words – 0.02%  

 

It becomes clear that in the existing body of Old English texts certain genres, like verse, are 

underrepresented, while others, like prose, are overrepresented. The online interface of the 

DOEC, for which a subscription is needed, offers several possibilities to carry out searches, for 

example that of selecting the genre in which the word or phrase appears.   

 One of the aspects that was most debated before carrying out this study was whether a 

discussion of Anglo-Saxon aesthetic preferences should include the complete corpus or just 

limit itself to texts of a poetic nature, which, in theory, are texts that are more likely to represent 

the ideals of beauty and ugliness. Moreover, regardless of the historical period, poetic texts in 

particular, just as any artwork, are created with the intention of triggering some sort of aesthetic 

response on the part of the subject. I based my decision upon the findings of my Master’s thesis, 

which consisted in an analysis of the adjective OE fæger in the complete Old English corpus. 

According to my analysis (Minaya, 2018: 64), which took into account the relative frequency 

of attestation in the corpus attending to the different textual genres, the adjective OE fæger 

occurred in the poetic genre 10 times more than in prose. It is safe to assume that this could be 

the case for most Old English aesthetic emotion terms, and, in any case, this could be contrasted 

 
33 https://tapor.library.utoronto.ca/doe/#listoftexts [last accessed 24 January 2021] 
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in further research employing a different corpus. As a result, and as it stands now, this study 

aims at producing an analysis of aesthetic experience in Old English poetry, not in the Old 

English corpus.  

 There are further complications that could arise in an analysis of the complete Old 

English textual corpus. One of the main difficulties I faced in my Master’s thesis was the sheer 

volume of attestations of OE fæger. Translating this experience into a full analysis of all the 

Old English lexemes for beauty, ugliness and wonder is beyond the scope of any PhD thesis, at 

least in the way in which it has been carried out here. Moreover, a strictly corpus linguistic 

approach implies having to analyse fragments with very limited contextual information, and so 

the categorisation of these fragments proves to be arduous. By limiting the texts analysed to 

only those in the poetic genre, a complete reading in a single sitting is possible for most of the 

texts, which facilitates the analysis of the attestations and their contextualisation and 

categorisation, as it will be explained in the next section.  

 Other possible choices of corpora for this study were the Diachronic Part of the Helsinki 

Corpus of English Texts, in particular the section focused on Old English, containing circa 

415,000 words, or the minor offshoots created from it, The York-Toronto-Helsinki Parsed 

Corpus of Old English Poetry (71,490 words), The York-Toronto-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of 

Old English Prose (1.5 million words), or the Brooklyn-Geneva-Amsterdam-Helsinki Parsed 

Corpus of Old English. The type of research carried out inevitably conditions the type of 

corpora used, and, in the case of this study, a parsed corpus represents a disadvantage in that a 

continuous reading of the text is made notably more difficult by the annotations of these corpora 

and there are virtually no advantages or possibility of benefiting from these grammatical details.  

Moreover, while these corpora are designed to contain a balanced number of texts in 

terms of genre, period, dialect, and so on, they necessarily exclude texts that are central to 

understand Anglo-Saxon aesthetic experience (such as, for instance, the Old English Judith). 

Therefore, even if the Helsinki Corpus is not annotated, it is still a very limited selection of Old 

English texts, at least for the purposes of the study. It has been my choice to specifically focus 

on the poetic genre, not only in an effort to limit the amount of data to be analysed, but to 

encompass a greater variety of aesthetic emotions, and in order to be able to understand at a 

cognitive level how Anglo-Saxon poets and Anglo-Saxon people in general conceptualised, 

expressed and experienced aesthetic emotions. Ultimately, this would reveal some of the 

implicit aesthetic preferences of the Anglo-Saxons, which, in theory, are best reflected in a 

more original Anglo-Saxon genre. This departs from the assumption that the poetic genre is the 

closest textual representation of the Anglo-Saxon aboriginal cultural substratum. Having said 

this, and, as it has been mentioned above, the fact that some of these poems are translations or 
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adaptations of Latin poems does not suppose a problem either; rather, it is an opportunity to 

analyse the process of cultural and linguistic translation.  

The Old English poetic texts are a very distinctive group of writings with characteristics 

and rules that separate them from the rest of the writings from the period. I will make an 

overview of these traits in the following lines in order to provide a cohesive summary and 

categorisation to which I can refer back in the following chapters. There are many handbooks, 

articles and volumes written on the topic of Old English verse and its distinct nature; a few 

examples of them are Fulk (1992), Greenfield and Calder (1986) or Scragg (2013). Since this 

study does not concern itself with the nature or origins of Old English poetry, I will do my best 

to summarise and highlight the most relevant traits as far as this research is concerned.  

Old English poetry seems to have originated from a common Germanic verse source: 

“Old English, Old Icelandic, Old Saxon, and Old High German poetry all derive from a 

common verse form still clearly discernible behind the separate developments of the surviving 

poetic corpora” (Greenfield and Calder, 1986: 122). Scragg (2013: 50) makes similar 

observations: “The verse form used for vernacular poetry throughout the Anglo-Saxon period 

was common to all Germanic peoples, and was carried to England by the migrating tribes of 

the fifth century.” These Germanic poetic forms are also characterised by “fixing of the stress 

upon the initial syllable of a word” and “the use of alliteration or initial rhyme” (Greenfield and 

Calder, 1986: 122). There is evidence that suggests that these poems may have been recited out 

loud with accompaniment of a harp, but as Greenfield and Calder (1986: 124) indicate, this is 

not totally clear. Scragg (2013: 53) explains how the manuscripts did not give any indications 

as to how these poems were supposed to be performed, but he points out the fact that the terms 

OE leōð ‘poem’ and sang ‘song’ were used interchangeably as an indication that there was 

some inherent musicality to this poetry. Therefore, one of the key facts about Old English poetry 

is its pleasant aural quality, which is constructed by means of the appropriate placement of 

stress, different stylistic devices, and, possibly, the additional presence of music in its recitation.  

 The language and rhetoric devices used in poetry are also remarkable in the sense that 

Old English poetry has a great array of terms that are exclusively used in verse, while at the 

same time it employs terms from prose. One source of poetic vocabulary are words that, by the 

time that they were used in poetry, were already obsolete or archaic in everyday language: 

“Some archaic words evidently acquired poetic status by their perpetuation only in verse: mece 

‘sword’ and guð ‘battle’ are two such words” (Greenfield and Calder, 1986: 125). Greenfield 

and Calder (1986: 125) also point out the use of metaphoric and metonymic words, like the 

usage of OE lind ‘linden-wood’ to refer to the shield and the compounds and combinations of 

words that are more commonly known as kennings. One of these examples, extremely poetic 
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as many of the kennings are, is OE hronrād ‘the sea’, but literally ‘whale-road’ or OE bānhūs 

‘body’, but literally ‘bone-house’, or the manifold designations for God, like OE Hǣlend or 

Metod, ‘healer’ and ‘maker’, respectively.  

These devices are used in a formulaic style; the Anglo-Saxon wordhoard was so 

plentiful that it allowed the poet to express a wide variety of concepts in poetic terms. “Anglo-

Saxon poetry was fashioned from a stock of verse or verse-pairs formulas and formulaic 

systems; that is, from stylized syntactically related collocations of words in regular rhythmic 

patterns” (Greenfield and Calder, 1986: 125). These formulas were set, but they also allowed 

for variation in order to avoid repetition, as it has been mentioned in the preceding chapter. 

Thus, Old English verse was constructed around familiar and novel patterns, at a syntactical 

and structural level. In Greenfield and Calder’s (1986: 126) view, the quality of the poetry is 

often related to how skilfully the poet is able to produce something novel within the existing 

formulas.  

Most of these poetic works have survived in four manuscripts, the Junius Manuscript 

(Junius 11), containing Genesis (A and B), Exodus, Daniel and Christ and Satan, the Vercelli 

Manuscript, containing, among others, Andreas, The Dream of the Rood and Elene, the Exeter 

Book, with a great variety of poems, some longer, like Azarias or Guthlac A and B, some 

shorter, like Deor or Almsgiving, and most of the OE riddles, and finally the so-called Beowulf 

Manuscript, with the eponymous Beowulf and Judith. As Scragg (2013: 51) points out, these 

titles were not present in the original poems and they were thus titled by their editors in the 

nineteenth century. These texts have apparently no common denominator, nor sensible reasons 

for having been compiled in the same manuscript. Scragg (2013: 51) notes that they “have little 

in common with each other except that they all contain verse.” For example, as regards the 

Beowulf Manuscript, Scragg (2013: 51) points out the well-known fact that there is a common 

thematic denominator in all of the texts in it: “it contains a series of ‘monster’ tales, some in 

prose, some in verse, the subjects being a mixture of Christian and secular.” Other manuscripts 

like the Junius contain only religious poetry, while “The Exeter Book was probably made for a 

wealthy patron” (Scragg, 2013: 52), which might explain the richer variety of texts from 

different genres and themes.  

The rest of the poems have been found in different manuscript, some fragmentary, some 

in their totality. These are often referred to as “the minor poems” and they were compiled in 

the sixth volume of the Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records by Dobbie. Dobbie (1942: v) explains that 

they “were scattered here and there in manuscripts not primarily devoted to Anglo-Saxon 

poetry.” Some of these poems are far from being minor, like Cædmon’s Hymn, the poems of 

the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, or the complete collection of charms. The Anglo-Saxon Poetic 
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Records index all these texts in the volumes ranging from one to six, but since the publication 

of the last volume in 1992, scholars have discovered several more short poetic pieces. The 

DOEC contains these texts, as it is periodically updated.  

The dating of these manuscripts is especially challenging. Because poetry was an oral 

genre, these poems should be understood as a version of a poem, by definition an organic text 

that suffered changes and alterations every time it was recited, in a given time and place.  Scragg 

(2013) explains that 
 

Some of the surviving poems may themselves have been transmitted orally, perhaps  across many 

generations, before they were committed to writing, and even those which were composed in writing 

use techniques and rhetorical devices which were developed in an oral tradition and reflect the needs 

of that tradition, such as the repetition of sentence elements or the frequent use of mnemonic 

formulae (Scragg, 2013: 50-51).  

 

This approach to poetry is very different from the conception of poetry that is widely held today 

as confined to the paper and as a highly individualistic experience. That the poems were widely 

circulated is attested by the fact that there are three different versions of The Dream of the Rood; 

one of them found in the Vercelli Book, which might have been written in Canterbury (Scragg, 

2012: 85) and another one, fragmentarily rendered in the Ruthwell Cross. If the Vercelli Book 

had, indeed, been written in Canterbury, these two locations are separated by more than 600 

kms. Therefore, since it is extremely difficult to pinpoint the provenance and exact date of 

composition of the poems and because they are mostly written in the West-Saxon dialect, this 

study will not engage with chronological, dialectal or geographical matters.  

 Greenfield and Calder (1986: 131) propose the following thematic division of the OE 

poetic corpus: poems about the secular hero, the Christian saint as hero, poems about Christ, 

poems about Old Testament figures, poems concerning various Christian and secular themes, 

“lore and wisdom,” and the elegies. This division is far more detailed than the one I proposed 

in the preceding chapter for the purposes of maintaining some degree of coherence in that 

chapter of the theoretical framework.  

 According to Greenfield and Calder (1986: 134) heroic poetry is one of the best 

reflections of an original Teutonic culture, marked by the “code of conduct they embodied” and 

a “heroic spirit” that “manifested itself most strongly in the desire for fame after death.” In 

Greenfield and Calder’s (1986: 134) view, “this spirit and code, suitably transformed, found 

accommodation in Old English poetic paraphrases of Old Testament narratives, in saints’ lives, 

and in the figure of Christ Himself.” Even if the heroic genre is best represented by Beowulf or 

The Battle of Maldon, the Germanic values and imagery still permeate other poetic works. An 
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example of this is The Dream of the Rood, whose cultural hybridity has been discussed in the 

preceding chapter. Other poems like Widsith, Waldere or Deor fall in this category as well. In 

these poems, the line that separates fact from fiction is not always clear. The Battle of Maldon 

is supposed to be a historical verse account of the real-life battle, but any modern reader would 

instantly understand that the events that it depicts are, to some degree, fictionalised. Conversely, 

Beowulf and its swarm of fantastical creatures may cause the reader to wonder to which extent 

the events that the poem recounts are true.   

 The motif regarding the Christian saint as hero is a direct result of the hybridity between 

the Anglo-Saxon warrior/hero and the figure of the saint as it was understood by Medieval 

Christianity. Greenfield and Calder (1986: 158) deconstruct the idea of the Christian saint as 

hero as a result of a combination between the patristic image of the miles Christi or Christian 

Knight with the Christian Saint in order to fulfil the expectations of an Anglo-Saxon audience. 

In the poetic genre, there are several examples of this type of poetry, for instance Andreas, 

whose voyage companions are not disciples or mates, but Anglo-Saxon thanes who observe the 

comitatus. More interesting yet are the poems that depict a mixture of the Christian saint with 

the Germanic woman-warrior motif, like Elene, Judith or Juliana, which are also analysed as a 

group by Nelson (1991) and Chance (1986), or poems like Guthlac A and B, where the enemies 

of the main character are the demons that torment him, not Viking warriors.  

The next group differs from the previous in that it is only one character that is recurrently 

depicted as a hero, in this case, Christ. Greenfield and Calder (1986: 183) explain the different 

contexts in which the figure of Christ as an Anglo-Saxon hero can be found: “from his co-

eternality with God the Father, through His descent as Savior, to His Second Coming as Judge 

of mankind.” Examples of such poems are the three different Christ poems, Christ I, II and III, 

otherwise known as Advent Lyrics, Ascension and Judgment. These are similar to poems like 

Guthlac A and B, or Genesis A and B in that they are grouped together because they share a 

similar theme and were once believed to be part of the same poem. However, thanks to 

individual paleographic, stylistic and lexical studies, there is now a generalised consensus that 

these are indeed different poems. Comparing the poems in this group to other epic poems would 

be to grasp at straws. Despite sharing the central motif of Jesus depicted in similar terms to a 

Germanic hero, it is very clear that these poems are different in their nature. For instance, Christ 

I: Advent Lyrics is a compilation of lyrics, different smaller poems, each of which begins with 

an antiphon (OE eālā, ‘O’ as exclamation) referring in different ways to Christ, or other 

religious figures, which then proceed to praise them in various manners. More epic-style poems 

that fall into this group are The Dream of the Rood, where the blend between Christ and the 

Germanic warrior is more evidently seen, Christ and Satan, or The Descent into Hell, which 
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according to Williamson (2017: 566) “combines heroic and religious language and themes to 

shape an Anglo-Saxon version of the Harrowing.” All in all, Greenfield and Calder (1986: 202-

203) also acknowledge that the poems in this category combine “secular heroic concepts and 

Christian tradition in a poetic style that fuses native Anglo-Saxon and Latin rhetorical 

techniques.” 

Moving on from poems with specific figures as main characters, the next category 

groups the so-called narrative poems that treat stories from the Old Testament, retaining a 

heroic, formulaic and Germanic style and tone. These are chiefly found in the Junius 

Manuscript, which also depicts them visually. The poems Genesis A and B narrate in poetic 

style the story of the Biblical book of Genesis, with several alterations, insertions and 

omissions. In fact, Genesis B, which recounts the story of Adam and Eve, is fitted in the middle 

of the initial section of Genesis A, because their narratives are complementary. Other poems in 

this group include Exodus, focusing on Moses and the Israelites and their crossing of the Red 

sea, Daniel, based on the Book of Daniel from the Old Testament, and Azarias, found in the 

Exeter Book, which narrates a particular episode also depicted in Daniel. Judith could also be 

included in this section, but it is best analysed as part of the poetry concerning the saint-as-

warrior motif. For more information on this group, see Remley (1996).  

Greenfield and Calder (1986: 227) point out another group inside the poetic corpus, 

which contains “miscellaneous religious and secular poetry.” This is a fairly broad group that 

encompasses poems with different themes, backgrounds, lengths, styles and quality, ranging 

from more religious or allegorical poems like The Whale, The Phoenix, Cædmon’s Hymn, the 

different versions of The Lord’s Prayer, Homiletic Fragments in verse, Soul and Body I and I, 

or the Metrical Psalms of the Paris Psalter, to secular poems like The Capture of the Five 

Boroughs or The Death of Edgar. They are so disparate that no common traits can be attributed 

to them other than being written in Old English verse and, presumably, it will be as difficult 

finding a common aesthetic denominator in them. 

 The next category groups poems which are “more didactic in purpose […] emphasizing 

secular and Christian lore and wisdom” (Greenfield and Calder, 1986: 253). These touch on 

folk themes, and they even draw from the runic alphabet, as The Rune Poem attests, explaining 

the meaning of each rune in verse. In this category, one finds the Old English charms, which 

are held to be the “oldest relics of Germanic literature, despite their Christianization in their 

Old English forms” (Greenfield and Calder, 1986: 255). There are also two collections of short 

poems called Maxims I and II in two different manuscripts, the Exeter Book and the MS Cotton 

Tiberius B.i; they are pieces of wisdom on different topics explaining how something should 

work or how someone should ideally act or behave. As Williamson (2017: 977) explains, 
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“[t]hese poems derive from a medieval and classical tradition of catalogic and encyclopedic 

works, but they have a tone and structure uniquely Anglo-Saxon.” Other such poems include 

The Gifts of Men, Vainglory or Instructions for Christians. The Exeter Book includes three 

separate blocks of Riddles. Drawing from the Latin tradition of enigmata, the Anglo-Saxons 

developed their own genre of riddle poetry that describes an object in obscure terms, playing 

on double-entendre and making use of figurative language so that the reader or listener has to 

find a satisfying answer that is not written in any of the manuscripts, leaving ample room for 

interpretation. Other pieces of wisdom in Old English verse include the dialogues of Solomon 

and Saturn I and II or The Meters of Boethius. Shippey (1976) analyses this genre in more 

detail.  

The last discernible group in Old English Poetry are the elegies. These eight well-known 

texts are shorter pieces of writing, and they are characterised by exhibiting some sort of lament. 

All of them are found in the Exeter Book. They are Deor, The Husband’s Message, The Riming 

Poem, The Ruin, The Seafarer, The Wanderer, The Wife’s Lament and Wulf and Eadwacer. 

There is no agreement on whether the poems Resignation A and B should be regarded as elegies 

or not, or whether they constitute one or two poems. According to Greenfield and Calder (1986: 

143), these poems “call attention in varying degrees to the transitory nature of the pleasures of 

this world,” while being “relatively short reflective or dramatic poem[s] embodying a 

contrasting pattern of loss and consolation.” The situations that the speakers in these poems 

mourn or lament vary; The Ruin mourns the former glory of a great city now reduced to ruins, 

The Wanderer, loss of kin, The Wife’s Lament, a husband or lord who is gone, while in others, 

like Deor and Wulf and Eadwacer, the situation or person that is mourned is not entirely clear. 

Nevertheless, it is obvious that they share a thematic and emotional denominator, as well as 

tone and language. For a further typological description of this genre, see Klinck (1992).  

All in all, the OE poetic corpus is a very heterogeneous group of texts, whose 

characteristics have been briefly outlined above, pinpointing the most remarkable examples of 

each group for easier reference throughout the next chapters. For further information about 

these groups, see Greenfield and Calder (1986), who make a very detailed analysis of these 

individual divisions, or the specific scholarly works that I have pointed out where pertinent. 

These remarks shed some light on the nature of the textual corpus that this study employs and 

also anticipates some of the recurrent themes that will surface in the aesthetic analysis that will 

follow in the next chapters.  
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4.2. Software and data collection  

Having decided that this study would focus on Old English poetic texts, and having ruled out 

the Helsinki Corpus and its minor offshoots, it became clear that the most fitting decision was 

to abstract the complete poetic works from the DOEC and place them in a separate folder in 

order to load them into the different software that were going to be used in this study. Using the 

DOEC provided both the possibility of first annotating the texts and thereafter carrying out a 

reading of every individual text taking into account the annotations in order to finally process 

these occurrences as appropriate. I have used two main concordance packages: WordSmith 

Tools version 6, developed by Scott (2012), which is a concordance software with a very wide 

range of functions available, and CasualConc, a basic and intuitive software created by Imao 

(2008). Using WordSmith Tools, I have looked up and tagged the different spellings of a 

number of Old English lexical items for aesthetic emotions.  

 In order to determine which terms would be analysed in this study I have drawn from 

three main online sources: the Dictionary of Old English34 (henceforth, DOE), Bosworth-Toller 

Anglo-Saxon Dictionary35 (onwards, BWT) and the Thesaurus of Old English36 (abbreviated in 

the following chapters as TOE). Taking as a base the corresponding entries in the TOE for the 

three main aesthetic emotions analysed in this study (i.e. experience of beauty, experience of 

ugliness, and wonder), I complemented these lists with lookups on the DOE and in BWT: 

 a) Positive aesthetic experience. In the seventh category in the TOE, opinion, there is a 

heading concerning beauty: 7.10 Beauty, Fairness (TOE, s.v. Opinion, 7.10). This section is 

divided into 7.10.01 Elegance, Beauty, Comeliness, 7.10.02 Ugliness, and 7.10.03 An 

Adornment, Decoration, Ornament. (TOE, s.v. Beauty, Fairness 7.10. to 7.10.3). The first 

heading divides the entries for beauty and pleasant personal experience into six different 

categories, roughly corresponding to the grammatical categories of the terms at hand: 1. 

Earthly beauty, 2. What is beautiful, 3. Wondrous beauty, (TOE, s.v. Beauty, Fairness, 

7.10.1 to 7.10.3) for the nouns denoting beauty;  4. Lovely, Beautiful, Fair (TOE, s.v. Beauty, 

Fairness, 7.10.4) for all the different Old English adjectives concerning pleasant personal 

sensory and cognitive experience; 5. Beautifully (TOE, s.v. Beauty, Fairness, 7.10.5), for 

adverbs expressing actions carried out in a pleasant, beautiful or graceful way; and 6. To 

become fair or beautiful (TOE, s.v. Beauty, Fairness, 7.10.6), for verbs referring to the process 

of beautifying an object, or a person that becomes beautiful. Because these categories and their 

subcategories do not really provide any useful information that could guide an analysis of the 

 
34 Available from https://www.doe.utoronto.ca/pages/index.html [last accessed 24 January 2021] 
35 Available from http://bosworth.ff.cuni.cz [last accessed 24 January 2021] 
36 Available from  https://oldenglishthesaurus.arts.gla.ac.uk [last accessed 24 January 2021]  
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Old English sources other than the fact that a word occurs more frequently in poetry than in 

verse or that a given term is infrequent, I arranged these terms and the additional lexemes found 

after a search in the dictionaries mentioned above in their grammatical categories. The 

preliminary list for positive aesthetic experience stood as follows:  

 i) adjectives  
 

 
37 These definitions and synonyms are taken and adapted from BWT and DOE. Uncertain cases are marked 
with an asterisk and they will be later on assessed in the event that they occur in the corpus.  

Old English term PDE translation37  

fæger  beautiful, pleasant, fair  

forfæger very beautiful, surpassingly fair 

wrǣtlīc wondrous, curious, of noble excellence, elegant, beautiful 

wlitig beautiful, comely, fair 

wynsum winsome, agreeable pleasant, joyous   

leōflīc lovely, beautiful, delightful, pleasant, lovable, dear 

lufilendic lovely, lovable, worthy of love, amiable, dear 

wynlīc delightful, pleasing, agreeable, charming 

frīþ beautiful* 

ælfscȳne beautiful like an elf or nymph, of elfin beauty 

ānlīc only, singular, incomparable, excellent, elegant, beautiful 

æþele noble, famous, glorious, holy, splendid, magnificent 

beorht bright/beautiful 

blāchlēor beautiful*  

cyrten beautiful, elegant, comely in person 

hīwbeorht beautiful of hue, beautiful in form or colour 

gebleōd coloured, of different colours, variegated, gifted with beauty, 

beautiful in countenance 

cȳme becoming, convenient, suitable, lovely, beautiful, splendid 

cȳmlīc comely, convenient, lovely, beautiful, splendid   

hiwlīc beautiful 

torht bright, splendid, beautiful 

hleōrtorht beautiful cheek/face 

wliteful beautiful, comely, handsome 

wlitescīne of brilliant beauty, splendid, beauteous 

geatolīc adorned, splendid 

sunnscīne beautiful like the sun 
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ii) nouns 

 

(ge)fæger(nes) beauty, fairness 

hīw shape, form, fashion, appearance, hue, colour, beauty 

hīwnes beauty, fairness 

wlite aspect, countenance, beauty, ornament 

wlitignes beauty, comeliness, adornment 

weoroldfægerness earthly beauty 

glǣm brightness, splendour, radiance 

torhtness glory38 

 

iii) adverbs  

 

fægere pleasantly, softly gently fairly, beautifully 

torhte /torhtlīce clearly, beautifully, splendidly  

wlitige beautifully, fairly, splendidly    

 

The TOE regards adornment and ornamentation to be a part of the beautiful, as do most of the 

scholars that carry out research into Medieval aesthetics. However, since these are not in their 

totality aesthetic emotion terms but rather terms that denote objects that may or may not be 

regarded as beautiful, I finally did not include them in this study as potential aesthetic emotion 

markers.   

 b) Negative aesthetic experience. The TOE makes an overview of the Old English terms 

for ugliness under the heading of 7.10.02 Ugliness (TOE, s.v. Beauty, Fairness, 7.10.2), making 

a distinction between the terms used exclusively for ugliness and those that are associated with 

disfigurement.  

 

 i) adjectives  

 

 
38 Since OE torht was described as part of the light terms that define beauty as well, OE torhtness was also 
included, despite being defined as ‘glory’ in order to determine whether it referred to ‘beauty’ as well.   

þurhbeorht very bright, splendid, beautiful 

þurhscīnendlīc splendid 

heofonwlitig of heavenly beauty 

frǣwlitig very beautiful, beauteous, glorious 
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unwlitig not beautiful, ugly, foul 

wlitelēas without beauty, hideous, uncomely 

fūl dirty, impure, offensive to the senses, ugly 

unfæger not fair, not beautiful, ugly 

forlegenlic  mean looking, ugly  

æscære untrimmed, ill-kept, ugly 

 

 ii) verbs  

 

unwlitegian  to make or become ugly, to deprive of beauty  

 

 iii) nouns  

 

unfægerness  foulness, ugliness, abomination  

 

 iv) ugliness and disfigurement  

 

atol (adj.) dire, terrible, foul, loathsome, deformed 

unwlitignes (n.) ugliness, disfigurement 

unwlitigung (n.) disfiguring 

misbegān (v.) to waste, disfigure 

forniman (v.) to take away the beauty  

un(ge)wlitigian (v.) to disfigure, deprive of beauty 

geatolhīwian (v.) to make hideous, horrible  

awlǣtan (v.) to make loathsome, disfigure, pollute  

 

At a first glance, it is evident that the terminology for negative aesthetic experience in Old 

English was much more limited than that the positive counterpart.   

 c) Experience of wonder. In this category, I have only analysed the Old English terms 

for the emotion of wonder. The TOE lists a great variety of terms in the subheading 

06.01.08.05.01 Amazement, Astonishment, Wonder, Admiration (TOE, s.v. Unexpected, 

06.01.08.05.01)39. From this section, I made a preliminary selection of terms, which, apart from 

 
39 This task was initially carried out in late 2018-early 2019. Since then, the list that this heading describes 
has been exhaustively revised by the developers of the TOE and it now includes an additional number of 
lexical items that have not been analysed in this study.  
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OE wafian and wræclīc, mostly derive from the main indicator of wonder in Old English 

sources, OE wundor:  

  

wundor (n). a wonder, wonderful, admiration, a miracle 

wundorcræft (n). wondrous skill, miraculous power 

eallwundor (n). a very wonderful thing 

mægenwundor (n). a very great wonder 

sundorwundor (n). a special wonder 

þeodwundor (n). a great wonder, miracle 

wundorweorc (n). a wondrous work 

wundortācen (n). a wondrous sign 

wundorbeacen (n). a wondrous sign 

wundorsēon (n). a wondrous spectacle 

wundrung (n). a wonder, a wonderful sight 

searowundor (n). a wonderful thing in implements 

handwundor (n). a wonderful thing made by hand 

wafian (v). to look with wonder 

wræclīc (n). strange, wonderful, curious 

  

 After confecting these lists, I searched the different spellings of these terms as suggested 

by the DOE (for those words from ‘a’ to ‘i’) and by BWT (for the rest) using WordSmith Tools 

and I tagged them in my corpus according to the aesthetic emotion that they could potentially 

represent. Thereafter, using the other concordance software, CasualConc, I proceeded to carry 

out a continuous reading of the complete corpus. While doing this, I engaged in several 

simultaneous tasks: a) identifying further lexis that could have eluded the first round of tagging, 

b) identifying further lexis that also renders aesthetic experience but that was not included in 

BWT, DOE or TOE, as it was the case for some of the light-related terms as positive aesthetic 

emotion markers, c) importing these fragments into an Access database where they could be 

treated following corpus-based lexical semantics methods, d) translating, analysing, and 

tagging said fragments after they were imported into the database.  

This study also draws from corpus-based lexical semantics, in other words, the “study 

of lexical items, their distribution, and what their distribution reveals about their semantics and 

pragmatics / discourses function(s)” (Gries and Otani, 2010: 211). This approach, as Miller and 

Charles (1991: 5) remark, is aimed at attaining “some abstraction or generalisation derived from 

the context that has been encountered.” By exhaustively analysing a term, how and where it 

appears, there is information to be abstracted about this term and the cultural and cognitive 
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associations implicit in it. Part of the methodology in this study draws from the Behavioural 

Profiles (BP) methodology for lexical semantics proposed by Gries (2010), Gries and Otani 

(2010) and Gries and Divjak (2009). It tries to overcome some of the traditional drawbacks of 

corpus linguistics by implementing the usage of databases where the occurrences extracted from 

the different corpora are annotated and treated statistically. Nevertheless, there are some 

exceptions in my application of this methodology that should be pointed out:  

 a) Gries’ (2010: 327) first step is to retrieve “(a representative random sample of) all 

instances of the lemmas of the word(s) to be studied from a corpus in the form of a 

concordance.” This makes sense when working with larger corpora, for instance a Present-Day 

English corpus, where it is not totally feasible to analyse all the attestations of a single word. 

However, since the corpus used in this study is more limited in its number of words, it was 

possible to extract all the different occurrences of the lexemes proposed in the previous pages, 

not only in their base form, but in all their different inflections.  

 b) Gries (2010: 327) proposes creating a database with “(so far largely) manual analysis 

and annotations of many properties of each match in the concordance of the lemmas.” Gries 

(2010) draws on Atkins (1987) to enumerate a series of ID tags to classify these occurrences 

according to morphological, syntactic and semantic criteria. In this study, occurrences in the 

database are sorted in different ID tags that take into account mainly semantic criteria and other 

factors like collocates. They will be enumerated and explained shortly.  

 Other than that, the next two steps pointed out by Gries (2010: 329) have been followed 

without any modification. These are to convert “these data into a co-occurrence table that 

provides the relative frequency of co-occurrence of each lemma/sense with each ID tag” and to 

evaluate “the co-occurrence data […] by means of statistical techniques.” Once the data in the 

database has been analysed and properly tagged, the software offers the possibility of creating 

co-occurrence tables and treating the data indexed there in statistic terms.   

 

4.3 Data analysis  

I will now make an overview of the different tags that I have used in the database, explaining 

their importance and what insights that can be gained from each of them. First and foremost, 

the database holds the fragments that have been imported from the corpus. The individual 

fragments have been first translated into Present-Day English, so as to fully understand the 

attestation and to have a ready translation if the fragment is to be used later on to support an 

idea. In order to carry out these translations, I have used the aforementioned lexical tools, 

chiefly BWT and DOE, but I have also aided and guided my translations by doing parallel 

readings of the original Old English text with several translations of these poems.  
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There are many translations of the individual texts available. In fact, some texts have 

been translated dozens of times over the last century. Yet, other texts have not been paid as 

much attention. Some “minor” Old English texts had not been translated up until recently, or 

their translations were not readily available. However, in 2017, Craig Williamson carried out a 

complete translation of the Old English poetic corpus, paying attention to texts like the Metrical 

Psalms of the Paris Psalter, which had been overlooked in previous decades. Williamson’s 

(2017) translation is not totally reliable in guiding a linguistic analysis, because his stylistic 

choices sometimes go against the preservation of the original meaning. His determination to 

maintain alliteration and rhyme where possible sometimes forces him to alter nuances and even 

change complete sentences. Another compilation of translations that were used when 

Williamson’s (2017) was unclear was that made by Professor Aaron K. Hostetter in the 

framework of his Anglo-Saxon Narrative Poetry Project40. His translations do not cover the 

complete poetic corpus, but they are more accurate in that they indicate the line numbers in the 

original and in that his language choices stay closer to the original terms. Other translations, 

editions and critical material have been consulted frequently, but they are far too numerous to 

make a brief overview. In any case, they will be duly pointed out where relevant.  

These fragments were then analysed taking into account the aesthetic emotion that they 

depict, how they may or may not trigger aesthetic emotion and looking into the context where 

they are found. Considering all of this, remarks were added in an appropriate box with keywords 

that could facilitate a posterior lookup. Then, the different boxes with the ID tags were filled 

in:  

i) Text name and citation. The first is an ID tag that can be used further on to see 

specifically how many aesthetic emotion terms occur in a given text. If necessary, this could 

yield a table showing the texts that feature the most aesthetic emotion content and those which 

are less aesthetically oriented. The second is a text box designed to insert the citation according 

to the nomenclature in the DOEC41 and the line number, for instance GenA,B 12, for an 

occurrence taking place in the twelfth line of the text Genesis A and B.  

ii) Emotion depicted. The second ID tag shows which emotion (or emotions) the 

fragment under analysis showcases. If the fragment shows more than one emotion (e.g. 

experience of beauty plus wonder) there are two more boxes available to fill this information 

in so that they can also be counted in the statistic treatment of this ID tag. In order to simplify 

 
40 Available from https://anglosaxonpoetry.camden.rutgers.edu [last accessed 24 January 2021]  
41 The list of abbreviations is available alongside the list of texts from the Dictionary of Old English Corpus 
website at http://tapor.library.utoronto.ca/doe/#listoftexts [last accessed 24 January 2021]  
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this tag, there are four possibilities for this field: a) positive aesthetic emotion (labelled 

‘positive’), b) negative aesthetic emotion (labelled ‘negative’), c) ‘wonder’ and d) 

‘inconclusive’ for those fragments that clearly feature aesthetic emotion content or episodes but 

where the emotion that is depicted is not specifically referred to. This tag offers the possibility 

of seeing in what proportion the aesthetic emotions analysed in this study occur in the poetic 

corpus.  

iii) Term. This ID tag includes the base form of the word in question, not as seen in the 

fragment, but following the standard spelling proposed by BWT. This will provide the 

possibility of creating a table that shows how many times a word is used in the corpus, thereby 

determining which are the core aesthetic emotion terms in poetry.  

iv) Thematic group. In order to establish some sort of relation between aesthetic terms 

other than the different grammatical categories, I have distributed the terms into the following 

thematic groups, which are different for the three blocks of aesthetic emotions in this study. 

The creation of these thematic units has been made partially using the lexical tools mentioned 

before and partially ad hoc as the analysis progressed, incorporating new groups and modifying 

the existing ones. 

For positive aesthetic emotion, I have sorted the terms into the following groups:  

 

1) Appearance. The terms in this group generally refer to pleasing outer appearance, 

chiefly in sensory and visual terms.  

2) Cleanness. In Medieval times, there was an intrinsic relation between cleanness and 

beauty that originates in the conceptualisation of sin as a stain. As a result, some 

terms related to cleanness are used in an aesthetic way. This group indexes them 

only when it is clear that they contribute to or depict aesthetic emotion.  

3) Colour. Colour was associated with beauty and positive aesthetic experience during 

the Medieval period, as the theoretical framework of this study has shown. This 

group encompasses terms for colour when they are found in aesthetic contexts.  

4) Intricacy. This group indexes terms that show the intrinsic relation between intricacy 

(or interlace) and beauty in Old English texts. As the studies by Ramey (2017) or 

Knapp (2010) have shown, this was a recurrent motif in Old English poetry.  

5) Light. The writings of Eco (1986 and 2004) or de Bruyne (1994) stress the recurrent 

connection between light and beauty or pleasant aesthetic experience in Medieval 

times. The terms in this group feature this connection. If a term only refers to light, 

it is not indexed in this group, but if it refers to light in relation to beauty, or 

exclusively to beauty by means of figurative language, the attestation is considered 
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to be of an aesthetic nature and therefore included in the concordance and tagged in 

this group.  

6) Nobility. Some Old English terms for nobility also have a secondary meaning 

referring to beauty. If these terms are used aesthetically, they are tagged in this 

thematic group.  

7) Pleasant experience. Some Old English terms depict pleasant personal and aesthetic 

experience, but it is not clear what emotion they are depicting or if it is only a 

reference to mild aesthetic pleasure. These terms are tagged with this deliberately 

general tag.  

 

The themes for negative aesthetic emotion are less numerous than those for positive aesthetic 

emotion. Some of them are direct oppositions of the positive aesthetic emotion counterpart, but 

others are specific to this group:  

 

1) Appearance. As in the previous list, this group includes terms that refer to 

fundamentally visual negative stimuli.  

2) Monstrosity and/or deformity. Chapter 2 explored the relationship between beauty 

and shape and how if an aesthetic object violated traditional canons of form it 

implied a negative response on the part of the subject. This was the case of 

monstrosity and shapelessness, which in the Medieval mindset were associated with 

ugliness. The TOE also stresses this connection between deformity and ugliness, 

which should also be taken as monstrous following Medieval thought.  

3) Darkness. In the previous chapters, I have tried to establish a parallel between beauty 

and light, and ugliness and darkness. This group encompasses occurrences that use 

terms related to darkness in an aesthetic context, referring, in some way, to ugliness 

or negative aesthetic experience.  

4) Offensive. This group includes terms that refer to phenomena which are 

aesthetically offensive to the senses and it includes terms and attestations that cannot 

be understood as figurative extensions of terms for ugliness applied to other senses.  

5) Loathsome. Chapter 1 explored the emotion of disgust, a core negative aesthetic 

emotion, which was also connected to cognitive and behavioural judgments. This 

thematic group was incorporated to the domain of negative aesthetic experience 

after the initial analysis, and it indexes lexemes that render disgust resulting from 

negative aesthetic evaluations.  
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Because the academic works that treat the emotion of wonder are less numerous than those that 

treat beauty and ugliness, I have not been able to completely draw on theoretical ideas to 

establish some sort of preliminary thematic distribution other than the different domains of the 

experience of wonder proposed by Walker (1997) and Brewer (2016). Consequently, the 

approach for this group of occurrences is different: after an initial analysis of some of the tokens 

in the concordance, I realised that it was important to first separate the occurrences that depict 

miracles from those that refer to wonder in terms of something so good that it intensely affects 

the subject. It was also clear that there needed to be a thematic group for strangeness, another 

for beauty, and two others for natural wonders and for hand-wrought items. The rest were 

created ad hoc as the analysis of the concordance progressed, yielding these final thematic 

groups: 1) ability, power; 2) anti-natural wonder; 3) artful wonder; 4) astonishment; 5) awe-

inspiring object; 6) negative wonder; 7) beauty; 8) death; 9) great thing, wonder; 10) miracle; 

11) mystery; 12) natural wonder; 13) strangeness; 14) surprise; and 15) to marvel. These 

categories are more related to the meaning of the instances than thematic groups per se, but 

they will be useful in showing how different the experience of wonder is compared to 

experiences of beauty or ugliness.  

These thematic groups will not only be useful in seeing how the lexemes are organised 

in larger groups, but it will also serve to structure the discussion of the concordance data in the 

next chapters. By exploring these terms as related to the theoretical ideas that they may reflect, 

this corpus-based lexical semantics methodology is smoothly married with philosophical, art 

and literary history concepts and perspectives.  

 v) The fourth group of ID tags indexes collocates. There are four separate boxes in which 

to insert the different terms that occur alongside the aesthetic emotion term, separated into the 

different grammatical categories. This offers the possibility of creating several tables of 

collocates: first, a list of nouns that most often are found as aesthetic objects or involved in 

aesthetic emotion episodes; second, a list of adjectives that are frequently found in aesthetic 

emotion passages, thereby providing additional information as to the nature of beauty, ugliness 

and wonder and how they are described; third, a list of adverbs that further clarify the manner 

in which an action deemed wondrous, beautiful or ugly is carried out; finally, a list with the 

verbs that are most commonly used to describe or render aesthetic experience, which will also 

be useful in determining whether there are more action or copular verbs.  

 vi) The last group of ID tags is a categorisation deliberately and meticulously created 

for this study that arranges the occurrences depending on what type of aesthetic judgment they 

carry out. In the first chapter, most of the scholars cited agreed on the different nature of the 

aesthetic judgments resulting from the aesthetic emotion episode. They could either be of a 
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sensory nature or of a cognitive one. I have particularly drawn from the study carried out by 

Gladkova and Romero-Trillo (2014), who, in their study of PDE beautiful, distributed 

occurrences in the following four groups: beautiful1 for the visual appreciation of humans and 

objects, beautiful2 for aural appreciation, beautiful3, categorising human actions, and beautiful4, 

describing pleasant personal experience, smell, taste and touch. Since my study is more 

extensive and the context of the Old English poetic corpus is slightly different from that of a 

Present-Day English corpus, I have carried out a different classification. As a result, I have 

distributed the occurrences in two main groups, with the pertinent subdivisions when 

applicable.  

 

1) Sensory judgment. These occurrences judge the aesthetic objects in a sensory 

basis. In order to get a fuller picture, I have specified what sense is involved in 

this judgment: sight, taste, smell, touch, hearing, temperature or 

‘unclear/experiential’. The last tag refers to those occurrences that are clearly 

sensory but that are not specific or simply refer to how the subject feels or 

experiences a certain situation or object.  

2) Cognitive. These occurrences appraise the aesthetic object in cognitive or 

behavioural terms usually by means of action or copular verbs. This category 

includes evaluations pertaining to morality, spirituality, divinity or evaluations 

of eloquence or intelligence.  

3) Combination. This additional tag provides the opportunity of determining the 

number of cases in which there is a combination of aesthetic judgments, that is, 

in what proportion aesthetic emotion is triggered by two judgments of a different 

nature.  

 

What follows in the next chapters is the presentation and discussion of the findings derived 

from the analysis of the corpus and the statistic treatment of the concordance.  
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5. The field of positive aesthetic emotion in Old English poetry  

Anglo-Saxon poets used a great variety of terms to express and talk about positive aesthetic 

emotions, that is, to designate beautiful and pleasant entities, objects and circumstances and to 

cause the subject to experience them as such. This is not to say that the terms that I will highlight 

in the following chapters were the only existing Old English terms for positive aesthetic 

experience; they are the ones that were made known in the surviving poetic writings. In this 

chapter, I will look into the individual aesthetic emotion terms that I have come across with in 

my corpus lookups and in the focused reading of the complete Old English poetic works. I will 

structure the following subsections according to the thematic groups mentioned in the previous 

chapter in order to try to give some internal coherence to an otherwise unstructured lexical field. 

I will also make reference to specific texts and to the theoretical ideas mentioned in the 

preceding chapters in order to ground these lexical findings in a larger theoretical and 

methodological framework. The information provided in the following subsections is the result 

of a fine-grained analysis of the concordance, and, therefore, data driven.   

 

5.1 Appearance  

The marked ocularcentrism in Western societies has caused the visual to be the first and 

foremost domain of aesthetic experience. As a result, when talking about positive aesthetic 

experience, one of the very first concepts that comes to mind is that of an outer appearance that 

is pleasing to sight. However, these terms do not always necessarily refer to the visual or to the 

sensory, but they may also entail other types of judgments like cognitive or behavioural ones 

via figurative language. In other words, some of the terms in this subsection may be polysemic 

or used metaphorically, but they will be discussed in this section if the main meaning or the 

most recurrent sense is that of appearance. In this subsection, I will look into the lexical items 

that describe pleasant appearances in their main sense and I will highlight the main textual 

examples that best illustrate their usage and meanings, while at the same time including 

fragments belonging to other thematic groups if they provide further evidence for a given idea 

or motif, or if they also refer to appearance in secondary senses. So as to discuss these terms 

individually, in this section, I will separate these terms according to lexemes or smaller semantic 

units.  

 

5.1.1 OE ansȳn 

Etymologically speaking, this noun is composed of two different elements, the prefix OE on- 

and the verb OE seōn, as Pokorny (2007: 2592) attests. In terms of its constituents, this term, at 

its core, means ‘what is looked upon’, but as the different dictionaries state, this is a polysemic 
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noun. The DOE goes as far as stating seven different senses in this entry. While the main sense 

for this noun is “1. Face, countenance” (DOE, s.v. ansȳn, n., 1), it can also describe a beautiful 

or ugly appearance, as certain subdivisions for this term evidence: “1.a.ii. referring to the beauty 

/ ugliness of a face;” “4.a.i. specifically: attractive appearance, beauty (of women)” (DOE, s.v. 

ansȳn, n., 1.a.ii. and 4.a.i.). At times, beauty is conveyed by means of additional aesthetic 

emotion terms:  

 

(1) Cymeð wundorlic Cristes onsyn, æþelcyninges wlite, eastan fram roderum (ChristA,B,C 
910)42  

‘the wonderful appearance of Christ, the beauty of his countenance, came east from the sky’43  

  

But other times, the aesthetic meaning is implied by the term itself, by the context or by other 

figurative devices present in a given fragment, as is the case of the following excerpt:  

 

(2) ðær is engla song, eadigra blis, þær is seo dyre dryhtnes onsien eallum þam gesælgum 
sunnan leohtra (ChristA,B,C 1649)  

‘where there is the song of the angels, happy bliss, there is also the countenance/beauty* of the 
dear lord, like the light of the sun, for those who are happy’  

 

In this case, there are several processes that are operating simultaneously. Here, OE ansȳn could 

be taken as directly meaning ‘beauty’ and, even if there is no other adjoining aesthetic lexis that 

could clarify that this is the case, the last clause establishes a parallelism between the light of 

the sun, which, as the writings on Medieval aesthetics attest, is the main aesthetic emotion 

motif, and the countenance of God. This indicates that OE ansȳn does have an aesthetic value 

that is a result of the mapping from the target domain of appearance, to the source domain of 

beauty. Even if this term is not very frequently attested in the corpus and the instances in the 

concordance are not enough to abstract a significant conclusion, it exemplifies a recurrent trend: 

terms that designate perception (OE seōn, in this case) are involved in processes of semantic 

shift, by which they become used to describe physical beauty.  

 
5.1.2 OE cȳm-  

The terms OE cȳme and cȳmelic(e) are grouped together because their meanings and 

components are practically identical. Despite their similarity to Old English terms derived from 

 
42 I will follow the practice of placing the main term under discussion in boldface and underline the secondary 
terms. In these fragments, which are extracted from the DOEC, vowel length is not marked.  
43 The proposed translations of these excerpts are mine unless stated otherwise.  
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cuman ‘to come’, these aesthetic emotion terms derive from a West Germanic root, *kumi-, 

attested in Middle High German kūme, meaning ‘weak, fragile, easily broken’ with the sense 

of ‘precious’ (Porkorny, 2007: 1149). The DOE defines these terms as “fine, comely, 

handsome” (DOE, s.v. cȳmlic and cȳme, adj., 1). BWT reinforces the idea of pleasantness and 

adds the nuance of convenience, defining OE cȳmlic as “comely, convenient, lovely, beautiful, 

splendid” (BWT, s.v. cymlic, adj., 1). Out of ten attested occurrences, nine are found in the 

Paris Psalter, known for its questionable usage of poetic terms (as O’ Neill, 2015 and 

Williamson, 2017: 709 explain). For instance:  
 

(3) Gif ic mine gewæda on witehrægl cyme cyrde, cwædan hi syþþan, þæt ic him wæfersyn wære 
eallum (PPs 68.11)  

‘if I were to change my beautiful garments for a sackcloth, they would say that I am a public 
show’ 

 

In this case, as in most of the occurrences, the surrounding terms do not clarify exactly what 

the meaning of the term under analysis is. The only opportunity of abstraction is found in the 

opposition between OE wītehrægel ‘sackcloth, i.e. garment worn as punishment’, which is 

semantically charged in terms of roughness and dullness and the idea of beauty infused to the 

noun OE gewǣde by means of the adjective OE cȳme. Other fragments that feature the root OE 

cȳm- do not clarify its meaning either:  
 

(4) Hierusalem, geara ðu wære swa swa cymlic ceaster getimbred (PPs 121.3)  

‘in the old days, Jerusalem, you were built as such a beautiful city’  

 

This is one of the very few poetic terms that have apparently survived into Present-Day English, 

as it is illustrated by PDE comely; however, it is unclear whether it derives from OE cȳmlic or 

from ME bicumelic (which is related to the verb become, rather than to the Old English root 

under scrutiny here). Independently of this, both the existing occurrences and the lexical tools 

available make it clear that this Old English root refers to the outward appearance of aesthetic 

objects; it is used to stress a pleasant and strictly visual appearance. The fact that is not very 

frequently attested in the corpus evidences that, even if it is found in poetry, it is not a poetic 

term as such.  

 

5.1.3 Adjective OE fæger 

In its adjectival form, this term is one of the most frequently attested aesthetic emotion markers 

in the concordance. Because it is more recurrent in the corpus, an in-depth analysis of its usage 
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in the poetic corpus can reveal more information about Anglo-Saxon aesthetic preferences than 

other terms, for instance the two that have been mentioned above. OE fæger is the etymological 

root of the adjective PDE fair. In Old English times, this adjective was mostly used in the sense 

of ‘beautiful’, as it will be shown, but it was also starting to develop the meaning of ‘just’. PDE 

fair has undergone a narrowing in meaning, as in the Oxford English Dictionary (henceforth, 

OED), being now almost exclusively used with the sense of “just or appropriate in the 

circumstances” (OED, s.v. fair, adj. n1, 1). Nevertheless, PDE fair still retains part of its 

historical meaning, “(of hair or complexion) blond; light or pale,” “(of weather) fine,” and a 

last sense considered archaic as synonymous of beautiful (OED, s.v. fair, n1., 2, 4 and 6). In 

etymological terms, Pokorny (2007: 2301) points out that the Old English root derives from 

Proto-Germanic *fagraz, which at the same time seems to descend from the PIE root *pek- 

meaning ‘to embellish’. This Indo-European root is also said to have been the source of Old 

English words related to gladness like gefēon ‘to be glad’ and fægen ‘glad’, showing an 

etymological connection between the domains of beauty and pleasant experience.   

 There are two main senses to the adjective OE fæger that are extremely relevant from 

an aesthetic emotion perspective: “1. beautiful, fair (to the senses/perception),” and “3. free 

from blemish or impurity” (DOE, s.v. fæger, adj., 1 and 3). The other three senses are either not 

found in poetic texts, not relevant to an aesthetic analysis, or not clearly aesthetic in nature, for 

instance, “4. fair, favourable, benign; not disturbed” (DOE, s.v. fæger, adj., 4). This last sense 

could have an aesthetic reading too as carrying out behavioural or experiential aesthetic 

evaluations by means of figurative language, deriving from senses 1 and 3, as I proposed in my 

Master’s thesis (Minaya, 2018). BWT does not divide the meanings of OE fæger in different 

senses; instead, it enumerates a list of Present-Day English terms that are close synonyms: “fair, 

beautiful, joyous, pleasant, pleasing, sweet” (BWT, s.v. fæger, adj.). This list comprises most 

of the domains of evaluation of OE fæger, even if it does so without specifying the type of 

aesthetic judgment that takes place.  

 According to the DOE, the first subdivision of the main sense of OE fæger concerns the 

visual. It is divided into as many as 18 different groups, representing the most remarkable 

thematic groups present in the complete corpus of Old English texts, some of which are not 

depicted in verse. Generally speaking, OE fæger evaluates object in terms of “pleasing 

appearance or form” (DOE, s.v fæger, adj., 1.a), for instance:  

 

(5) Fægere leohte þæt liðe land lago yrnende, wylleburne (GenA,B 210)  

‘beautiful light that flowed in a running stream through the gentle land’  
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In this excerpt, OE fæger is used in a prototypical way to describe something that is pleasant to 

behold, beautiful in shape or appearance. It could be argued whether the connection with light 

holds any other connotations, but that would be a different layer of analysis and it will be 

addressed at a later stage. For instance, in GenA,B 1719, Abraham’s wife, Sarah, is said to be 

fæger and freolic; these remarks could be taken both literally and figuratively, but it remains 

clear that OE fæger refers, to a great extent, to the visual, while OE freōlīc ‘noble’ or ‘goodly’ 

refers to more cognitive matters. OE fæger is sometimes found alongside other lexis that further 

clarifies the predominance of the visual:  

  

(6) [Rune I, is] byþ oferceald, ungemetum slidor, glisnaþ glæshluttur, gimmum gelicust, flor 
forste geworuht, fæger ansyne. (MRune 29)  

‘ice / the rune I is very cold and slippery, and shines pure as glass, like gems, the floor made of 
frost and a beautiful appearance’ 

 

In this case, since OE fæger is used in a wide variety of contexts and an important number of 

them include cognitive or behavioural aesthetic judgments, the visual meaning has to be 

reinforced with other lexis, like OE ansȳn, which, as it has been mentioned in the first 

subsection, refers to both appearance and beauty.  

In a great number of occurrences, OE fæger refers to creation as a unit, including the 

created universe and the people and beings in it: “of people, applied with equal frequency to 

men and women,” but also “of angels (esp. Lucifer before the Fall) and of souls” (DOE, s.v. 

fæger, adj., 1.a.ii). These people and divine agents are referred to as beautiful because they are 

part of God’s creation and they will remain so for as long as they obey God’s commands. For 

example:  

 

(7) Beheoldon þær engel dryhtnes ealle, fægere þurh forðgesceaft. (Dream 6)  

‘the angels beheld [the recently created earth], beautiful through eternity’  

 

Without further explanation, the angels are deemed eternally beautiful. Or, in PPs 94.7, where 

humankind is figuratively referred to as fægere sceap ‘beautiful sheep’. A similar appreciation 

can be found in Glor II 1, where they are called fægere gemæne ‘beautiful multitude’. Another 

example is uttered by Guthlac himself, who in GuthA,B 629 refers to the world as a whole as a 

fægran gesceaft ‘beautiful creation’, or in Glor I 24, where creation is said to be God’s fægere 

weorc ‘beautiful work’. The Old English Guthlac poems also develop the idea of the creation 

of man as a beautiful process, not only by means of OE fæger, but with additional aesthetic 
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lexis that anticipate ideas of pleasantness and cleanness that will be discussed in the next 

sections:  

 

(8) ða wæs fruma [cynnes of þære clænestan foldan geworhte] niwe ælda tudres, onstæl wynlic, 
fæger ond gefealic (GuthA,B 823)  

‘that was the beginning of the race [when humans were wrought from the cleanest earth], 
pleasant arrangement, beautiful and delightful’  

 

Ultimately, as it is stated in Husb 35, the beautiful Earth (OE fæger foldan) is a gift from God 

to humans. The collocation of fæger alongside fold is a recurrent one, also found for instance 

in Beo 1136, describing the way in which the earth blossoms after the winter and part of the 

reason for this collocation is the alliteration of the initial consonants in both terms.  

 As far as landscape is concerned, as it has been shown in some of the preceding 

examples, OE fæger is also used to describe the pleasant experience of beholding a beautiful 

natural sight. In this case, the evaluation is not only carried out in visual terms, but it should be 

taken generally as a multisensorial experience, for instance, the fægerum beorge ‘beautiful 

mountain’ in PPs 67.16. Because most of the texts that feature OE fæger are of a religious 

nature, the idea of beauty is very closely related to the will of the deity. In this sense, the light 

of the sun, which is the foremost representation of divine presence, is said to be the most 

beautiful light in creation:  

 

(9) Wyle [tungla torhtust] syððan leng grund behealdan and gangan lator ofer foldan wang 
fægerust leohta, woruldgesceafta (Men 112)  

‘then [the most radiant heavenly body, i.e. the sun] wishes to behold the extensive ground and 
goes over the earth’s plains, the most beautiful light, the world’s creation’  

 

The sun is referred to as tungla torhtust and its light is said to be the fægerust; it is in this type 

of occurrences, which, in theory, do not discuss religious matters, where it can be seen how 

divine motifs and theological implications permeate the text. In these cases, while the aesthetic 

judgment has a fundamentally sensory basis, the context and adjacent images stress the 

connection of these visual cues with cognitive (spiritual) ones.  

 The display of figurative language and devices varies in degrees of explicitness. For 

instance, and following the usage of OE fæger, the following excerpt also depicts a situation 

where the adjective is employed visually, but there is also an additional cognitive layer:  

 

(10) Swa þin heahsetl is heah and mære, fæger and wurðlic, swa þin fæder worhte, æþele and 
ece, þar ðu on sittest on sinre swiðran healf (LPr II 39)  
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‘your throne is high and renowned, beautiful and worthy, just like your father wrought it, 
noble/beautiful and eternal, where you sit at his right side’  

 

Most of the adjectives in this fragment carry out cognitive judgments, including OE heāh ‘high’, 

which acts in similar manner to OE fæger: by means of a visual image, cognitive meanings are 

implemented to provide a sensory basis for an otherwise abstract experience. In this case, by 

adding aesthetic experience lexis to terms of worth and value, the experience of Christ’s throne 

is notably much more intensely depicted and, presumably, more vividly imagined and 

experienced by an Anglo-Saxon audience.  

 The Christian afterlife is also described by means of OE fæger and compared to the 

Earth as being infinitely more beautiful than it. For instance, in the following excerpt:  

 

(11) þonne behofað se ðe her wunað weorulde wynnum þæt him wlite scine þonne he oðer lif 
eft geseceð, fægere land þonne þeos folde seo; is þær wlitig and wynsum, wæstmas scinað, 
beorhte ofer burgum. (Sat 209)  

‘then it behoves him who lives in this world’s bliss, shining with beauty, when he seeks another 
life in a more beautiful land than this; there is beauty and pleasure there, and the fruits shine 
bright over the cities’  

 

Christian Paradise is described with greater detail and in more positive terms than life on Earth 

and not only by means of OE fæger, but drawing on other aesthetic emotion terms that will be 

discussed later on in this chapter. OE fæger is also present in the following description of 

Paradise, in which God promises Matthew that after enduring torture he will be rewarded with 

the following:  

 

(12) þe is neorxnawang, blæda beorhtost, boldwela fægrost, hama hyhtlicost, halegum mihtum 
torht ontyned (And 102) 

‘to you Paradise is open, brightest in fruit, most beautiful home of happiness, highest of homes, 
bright in its holy power’  

 

Paradise is, therefore, recreated in the mind of the audience as a bright and beautiful place where 

there is pleasure and bliss; this triggers a multifactorial aesthetic experience that becomes 

associated with descriptions of the afterlife as a reward for earthly suffering and it is 

subsequently evoked in a more or less conscious level every time that Paradise is mentioned.  

 Perhaps one of the most interesting senses in the DOE is 1.a.iii, which concerns the 

mythical Phoenix: “of birds (esp. the Phoenix) and animals” (DOE, s.v. fæger, adj., 1.a.iii). 

According to Muir (2000: 468), the Old English Phoenix is “a free and creative adaptation and 

development of Lactantius’s Carmen de ave phoenice, by a poet well-versed in Christian 



 
 174 

theology.” The poem itself is an allegory. Garde (1991) develops the different levels in which 

The Phoenix is an allegory:  
 

[the Phoenix] is presented as a specifically appointed, exemplary creature of God whose paradisal 

sun-worship is reminiscent of post-Judgmental Christian glorifying Christ; whose essential nest-

building function is peculiarly relevant to the endeavours of the aspiring Christian, and whose 

descent to earth, passage through death to new life, and return to its paradisal homeland indicate 

those of Christ and by extension, the righteous Christian (Garde, 1991: 196).  

 

Greenfield and Calder (1986: 244) also compare the Phoenix to the exile of Adam and Eve after 

eating from the forbidden fruit. The Phoenix, being the religiously charged symbol that it is, 

exhibits most of the aesthetic traits attributed to these religious figures. Moreover, The Phoenix 

contains an abnormally abundant number of aesthetic emotion terms, particularly OE fæger, 

partly due to the alliteration of fæger fenix, and partly due to the personal style of the poet in 

this case. The poet begins by implementing an aesthetic tone in the description of the poem’s 

setting:  

 

(13) Wlitig is se wong eall, wynnum geblissad mid þam fægrestum foldan stencum (Phoen 7) 

‘all the land is beautiful, rejoicing with the pleasures of the most beautiful perfumes of the earth’  

 

As it can be seen here, OE fæger is not only used in visual evaluations but also to refer to 

pleasant odours. OE wlitig ‘beautiful’ alliterates with OE wong ‘plain, land’, while OE fæger 

alliterates with OE fold. Both OE wlitig and OE fæger are practically interchangeable, as are 

OE wong and OE fold in this context, but they are paired together to create a pattern of 

alliteration that is pleasant to the ear and easy to memorise on the part of the person in charge 

of reciting the poem. Another pair of terms that are frequently paired together is that between 

OE fæger(e), either in its adverbial or adjectival form, and OE (ge)frætwod ‘adorned’. This 

couplet can be seen in this excerpt, which takes place after the Phoenix has been reborn:  

 

(14) ond þonne gebringeð ban ond yslan, ades lafe, eft ætsomne, ond þonne þæt wælreaf wyrtum 
biteldeð, fægre gefrætwed (Phoen 266)  

‘and then the Phoenix gathers bone and embers, the remnants of the funeral pyre, and the corpse 
is covered in herbs, beautifully ornamented’  

 

In it, it is not clear whether the beautiful ornamentation refers to the herbs (OE wyrt) or to the 

plumage of the bird, but there is evidence in the corpus to suggest that the feathers of birds are 
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described as beautiful and resembling ornaments. Emphasis on its strong plumage is elsewhere 

made, as well as to the beauty of these feathers:  

 

(15) ðone wudu weardaþ wundrum fæger fugel feþrum strong, se is fenix haten (Phoen 85)  

‘the woods are guarded by a wonderfully beautiful bird, strongly feathered, called Phoenix’  

 

(16) and æfter þon feþrum gefrætwad, swylc he æt frymðe wæs, beorht geblowen (Phoen 234)  

‘and after [the Phoenix grows up] it becomes adorned in its feathers, just as it was initially, 
brightly blossomed’  

 

(17) Is se fugel fæger forweard hiwe, bleobrygdum fag ymb þa breost foran (Phoen 291) 

‘the bird’s front shape/appearance* is beautiful, variegated in colour around the breast’  

 

The last excerpt exemplifies subdivisions 1.a.vi.e and 1.a.viii, which respectively refer to colour 

and shape but that take on an additional meaning as indicators of beauty. These nuances are 

difficult to distinguish at times, as is the case of example (17), where it is not clear whether OE 

hīw ‘shape/form/appearance’ refers to the coloration of the plumage of the bird or to its beauty. 

This will be further on discussed in the subsection regarding colour, but as it can be seen here, 

when Anglo-Saxon poems refer to colours, there is reference to an abundance of beautiful 

colours but very rarely do these occurrences specify what colour is depicted. And one of these 

exceptions is, precisely, found in The Phoenix:  

 

(18) Sindon þa fiþru hwit hindanweard, ond se hals grene nioþoweard ond ufeweard, ond þæt 
nebb lixeð swa glæs oþþe gim, geaflas scyne innan ond utan (Phoen 297)  

‘the feathers are white at the tips and the neck is green on the bottom and upper part; its beak 
shines like glass or gems, the jaws shine in and out’  

 

(19) þonne is se finta fægre gedæled, sum brun, sum basu, sum blacum splottum searolice 
beseted (Phoen 295)  

‘the tail is beautifully divided, there’s some brown, some purple/crimson and some black spots 
skilfully set’  

 

These instances are extremely remarkable in the context of the complete Old English poetic 

corpus because such variety of colour-related terms does not occur in any other poems and, 

especially, not in the presence of an explicit aesthetic emotion marker like OE fæger. All in all, 

the Phoenix is described by means of many different expressions for beauty and through many 

terms for colour and light. Following on the larger metaphor or allegory that the bird represents, 

these instances of outer beauty are a reflection of all the different ideas that the Phoenix 
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represents, and that have been mentioned above. Because these figures are proper (or beautiful) 

at a moral level, they are similarly beautiful on the outside, and so is the Phoenix, which 

represents them.  

 Another instance that is problematic in The Phoenix also involves OE fæger. It concerns 

the gender and birth of the bird:  

 

(20) hu þa wisan sind wundorlice, fæger fyrngesceap, ymb þæs fugles gebyrd (Phoen 355)  

‘the beautiful gender condition of the bird and its birth is a wonder’  

 

Clark (2009: 159) analyses this instance and he goes over many of the different translations that 

have been thus far proposed: “God only knows / The Almighty King, what his breed may be, / 

Or male or female” (Heffernan, 1982: 239); “Its gender remains a mystery to men; only the 

meotod understands... its birth or generation” (Bugge, 1976: 339); and his own “no one knows 

it of the human race, except the Creator alone, how the ways are wonderful, the fair ancient 

decree about that bird’s birth” (Clark, 2009: 159). Most of these translations, and many more 

among those available, completely neglect that OE fæger is an aesthetic emotion term, and 

either leave it untranslated or simply write the closest Present-Day English term, fair. This, 

however, does not solve the problem. My suggestion is that in this excerpt, OE fæger is used as 

it is found in the Paris Psalter, which I will discuss in the next pages. It is simply included to 

fit metrical and rhyme purposes. As a result, in this instance, it does not render an aesthetic 

experience nor is it aimed at triggering one.  

 OE fæger is also applied to the body and its parts, in theory to refer to exclusively 

sensory qualities, as well as to corpses: “1.a.iv. of the body and its parts; also of a corpse” (DOE, 

s.v. fæger, adj., 1.a.iv.). An example of this is found also in The Phoenix, where the womb of 

the bird is described as follows:  

 

 (21) wrætlic is seo womb neoþan, wundrum fæger, scir ond scyne (Phoen 307) 

 ‘beautifully intricate is its breast beneath, wondrously beautiful and shiny’  

 

It does not necessarily only apply to human bodies but, as seen above, also to animal parts or, 

as in the following excerpt, to the eyes of pagan idols:  

 

(22) þa muð habbað, and ne meldiað wiht, fægere eagan, ne magon feor geseon (PPs 134. 16) 

‘though they have mouths, they do not speak; though they have beautiful eyes, they cannot 
see’  
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This instance is particularly exceptional, because it is one of the few that treat Anglo-Saxon 

pagan idols, and it does so by acknowledging their apparent beauty and contrasting it to the fact 

that they do not really connect with a higher beauty or a deity. Moreover, it is one of the few 

occurrences in which outer beauty is not associated with divinity and/or moral qualities. The 

line preceding fragment (22) also emphasises the beauty of these OE deōfolgild ‘pagan idols’44:  

  

(23) Beoð deofolgyld dysigra þeoda gold and seolfur, þe her geotað menn, and mid heora 
folmum fægere wyrceað (PPs 134.15) 

‘these idols are gold and silver, men wrought them beautifully wrought by hand’  

 

It is noteworthy because, as it will be seen in the next chapter in the discussion of Anglo-Saxon 

terms for ugliness, in Old English poetry other supernatural figures that are not the Christian 

deity, Satan, for example, are rendered with terms for ugliness, disfigurement and disgust.  

 It is also interesting to mention separately one of the nuances of the previous DOE entry: 

the fact that corpses can be perceived as beautiful. Elsewhere in the corpus, the image of the 

dead body is used to evoke the fleeting nature of the human condition and to moralise to men 

not to focus too much on bodily pleasures. As a result, these are aimed at triggering feelings of 

disgust, not the experience of beauty. One of these cases in which a corpse is perceived to be 

beautiful is found in The Dream of the Rood:  

 

 (24) hræw colode, fæger feorgbold (Dream 72)  

 ‘the corpse became cold, beautiful dwelling of life’  

 

But this is not the only instance in which a corpse is described in aesthetic terms in the 

concordance or even in this poem:  

 

(25) þystro hæfdon bewrigen mid wolcnum wealdendes hræw, scirne sciman, sceadu forðeode, 
wann under wolcnum (Dream 52)  

‘darkness had covered with clouds the corpse of the Lord, shining splendour, dark under the 
clouds’  

  

A third example can be found in the illustration mentioned above, example number (14), where 

the corpse of the Phoenix is covered in herbs and beautifully ornamented. A similar motif 

 
44 If this term is translated according to the meaning of its constituents, the translation is fairly different: 
‘devil deity’. 



 
 178 

concerning the ornamentation of a corpse, which is also described with aesthetic emotion 

vocabulary, is found in Beowulf. In it, Scyld’s corpse and the boat that contains it are described 

thus:  

 

 (26) þær wæs madma fela of feorwegum, frætwa, gelæded (Beo 36)  

‘[on the boat] there were many precious things brought from far away, laden with ornaments’  

 

Beowulf is different in its portrayal of beauty and ornaments because, as it has been debated in 

the previous chapter, the ideas of beauty are not connected to morality and spirituality as in 

most of the religious and Biblical poetry that can be found in the corpus. In it, the beauty in 

ornaments is seen as part of an Anglo-Saxon aboriginal culture that prized beautiful things in 

their own right. However, as examples (14), (24) and (25) demonstrate, where corpses are 

described with positive aesthetic emotion terms, the beauty in it is a result of the moral qualities 

of the person or being that once was alive. In example (14), the corpse is beautiful because it 

represents the different religious figures that have been enumerated above, Christ, and 

additionally Adam and Eve or any Christian person that acts according to the Christian doctrine. 

Consequently, the cadaver of the Phoenix is an object of beauty. Similarly, examples (24) and 

(25) depict the body of Christ at the time of his death, a death that, according to Christian 

history, redeemed mankind from the original sin. This death is, therefore, seen in its entirety as 

a beautiful action carried out by a divine agent who is beautiful when he is alive because his 

inner goodness is reflected on the outside. In his death, he continues to be as beautiful because 

his corpse is reflective of both that beautiful action and of his morality. As is it self-evident, 

most of these instances do indicate sensory beauty but they are fundamentally built around inner 

beauty as it is described in the third sense in the DOE.  

 This Old English adjective is also applied to inanimate objects, not only to people and 

divine beings: “1.a.vi. of places and inanimate things” (DOE, s.v. fæger, adj., 1.a.vi.). These 

objects are very different in their nature, from jewels and ornaments, to heavenly bodies, letters 

or different figurative formulas to refer to God or truth that employ material objects as a source 

domain. For instance, the golden net that is described in Judith around Holofernes’ bed, in the 

scene before she beheads him:  

 

 (27) þær wæs eallgylden fleohnet fæger ymbe þæs folctogan bed ahongen (Jud 46)  

 ‘there was a beautiful all-golden fly-net hanging around the bed of the leader of people’ 
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In this case, the net is a beautiful object because it is a prized object, being made of gold, and 

because it is visually appealing. The wooden hall in Beowulf after Grendel’s attack is depicted 

similarly:  

 

(28) þa wæs wundor micel þæt se winsele wiðhæfde heaþodeorum, þæt he on hrusan ne feol, 
fæger foldbold (Beo 771)  

‘it was a great miracle that the wine-hall withstood the brave in battle, that it did not fall to 
pieces, the beautiful building’  

 

In excerpts (27) and (28), these aesthetic objects are evaluated only taking into account sensory 

data. However, the evaluation of inanimate objects also contains cognitive judgments, 

especially when additional symbolism is conferred to them, as is the case of the following 

excerpt, where there is a parallelism between how God descends to the Earth and how rain, 

literally, the beautiful drops, falls on wool:  

 

(29) He þonne astigeð, swa se stranga ren fealleð on flys her, and swa fæger dropa þe on þas 
eorðan upon dreopað (PPs 71.6)  

‘he will then descend, just like heavy rain falls on wool, just like the beautiful drops fall upon 
the earth’  

 

While the basis of the evaluation implicit in this attestation of OE fæger is sensory and it is 

applied to inanimate objects, as rain is, its comparison to God’s descent to Earth to judge 

mankind adds another layer of meaning to an otherwise sensory usage. This is also the case of 

aesthetic evaluations of places, which frequently, despite being sensory oriented, convey an 

additional meaning. The land in which Lot establishes himself near the river Jordan in the verse 

Genesis serves as a perfect illustration:  

 

(30) Him þa Loth gewat land sceawigan be Iordane, grene eorðan. Seo wæs wætrum weaht and 
wæstmum þeaht, lagostreamum leoht, and gelic godes neorxnawange (GenA,B 1920) 

‘then Lot started to walk, looking around the river Jordan, the green earth. It was quickened by 
water and covered in fruits, shining with streams, very similar to God’s Paradise’  

 

This excerpt exemplifies what requirements an extension of land needs to fulfil in order to be 

perceived as beautiful and, indeed, it is deemed so by means of OE fæger just a few lines after 

the preceding fragment: folcstede fægere (GenA,B 1930) ‘beautiful dwelling-place’. 

Abundance of water, fruits and green pastures are found in other points of the corpus around 
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aesthetic emotion lexis, conveying the idea that what is prosperous and abundant is favourable 

and, hence, aesthetically appreciated.  

 Subdivisions 1.a.vi.a and 1.a.vi.b. in the DOE focus on the usage of OE fæger to refer 

to light, visions or sights; these two applications have already been discussed in a sideways 

manner in the preceding pages. However, this last subdivision presents a particularity that 

should be highlighted because it provides an opportunity for the discussion of some of the ideas 

mentioned in the first chapter: mixed emotional phenomena and the role of the experience of 

beauty in other emotional contexts that are not positive. The DOE does not specify whether the 

nature of these sights, “1.a.vi.b. of a vision, spectacle, sight” (DOE, s.v. fæger, adj., 1.a.vi.b), 

is positive or negative. There is evidence in the concordance that suggests that both are possible, 

especially since they involve the same term:   

  

(31) Cyning wæs þy bliðra ond þe sorgleasra, secga aldor, on fyrhðsefan, þurh þa fægeran 
gesyhð (El 96)  

‘the king, elder of men, was happier and less sorrowful in his mind because of that beautiful 
sight’  

 

(32) forht ic wæs for þære fægran gesyhðe (Dream 18)  

‘I was afraid of that beautiful sight’  

 

In the first excerpt from the poem Elene, Elene’s son, Constantinus, dreams of a wlitescyne on 

weres hade, hwit ond hiwbeorht (El 73) ‘a shining and beautiful man, white and bright in shape’, 

which is an angel promising the victory over the Huns and Hrethgoths, after which Constantinus 

sends his mother on a quest to find the True Cross as an act of faith and gratitude. This sight 

has a positive effect on the subject in the poem, making him happy, improving his mood. 

However, this needs not be the general trend. In The Dream of the Rood, which happens to 

immediately precede the Old English Elene in the Vercelli Book, the sensory input of the image 

of the all-beautiful golden cross decked with jewels contrasts with both the fact that the cross 

begins to bleed from its side and with the general emotional tone of the poem rendered by the 

speaker’s condition as a sinner. The resulting aesthetic emotion in this case does involve a 

certain degree of experience of beauty but it is an undeniable mixed (aesthetic) emotion that 

encompasses beauty, fear and awe.   

 This analysis fits into the description of the emotion of awe as described by Keltner and 

Haidt (2003: 305), who propose two types of features in its experience: central features (need 

for accommodation and vastness), and peripheral or “flavouring” features (threat, beauty, 

ability, virtue, and supernatural causality). According to Keltner and Haidt (2003: 303), 
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“[v]astness refers to anything that is experienced as being much larger than the self,” in the case 

of fragment (32), the golden cross that bleeds and that represents Christ is by far larger than the 

sinning individual who narrates the episode. Need for accommodation is the “process of 

adjusting mental structures that cannot assimilate a new experience” (Keltner and Haidt, 2003; 

referencing Piaget and Inhelder, 1969), which can also be found in this instance; in it, the subject 

has to adjust their mental processes to be able to apprehend the new reality that the vision they 

are beholding presents.  

 Keltner and Haidt (2003: 304) also define the experience of beauty as being able to 

“produce awe-related experiences that are flavoured with aesthetic pleasure.” In the case of The 

Dream of The Rood, the image of the cross is so beautiful that the subject (the narrator of the 

poem and, as a result, the potential subject who is hearing or reading the poem) perceives it as 

vast and needs to accommodate their thought processes to apprehend and fully understand it. It 

could also be argued whether supernatural causality, another flavouring feature, is also part of 

the episode. Keltner and Haidt (2003: 306) argue that “the perception of God or some other 

supernatural entity […] manifesting itself […] will flavour an experience with an element of 

the uncanny” and they move on to explain that “[t]he uncanny is usually terrifying,” but it is 

also “glorious if the entity is perceived as benevolent.” It is clear that the emotion of awe in the 

preceding fragment is chiefly triggered by the first two central features (vastness and need for 

accommodation), alongside the experience of beauty and supernatural causality.  

Another instance in the concordance that involves OE fæger as well as the experience 

of awe is found in an episode from Daniel, and it is also perfectly illustrative of why the 

continuous reading of the poetic works is the most appropriate methodology to follow in this 

research, as the lexical items depicting beauty, awe and all the different flavouring features can 

be found in lines that are so far apart that no concordance software would have identified them 

as referring to the same episode. The event in question extends from line 495 to line 525, 

roughly. It recounts Nebuchadnezzar’s second dream sent by God. The actual meaning of the 

dream is of little importance here, because the dreamer is not aware of what it means until 

Daniel reveals it to him several lines after it is described.   

In the following episode, Nebuchadnezzar dreams of a wondrous tree that, to him, is of 

an undeniable and exquisite beauty, extremely big and disproportionate:  

 

(33) þuhte him þæt on foldan fægre stode wudubeam wlitig, se wæs wyrtum fæst, beorht on 
blædum. Næs he bearwe gelic, ac he hlifode to heofontunglum, swilce he oferfæðmde foldan 
sceatas, ealne middangeard, oð merestreamas, twigum and telgum (Dan 495-504)  
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‘it seemed to him that a beautiful tree stood on the beautiful earth, firm in its roots, 
bright/beautiful its fruits. It was not like any other trees, but it towered up to heaven, 
overshadowing the corners of the earth, all middle-earth and the oceans, twig and branch’ 

 

In this depiction of the tree that Nebuchadnezzar dreams of, there are already three elements 

that trigger the experience of awe. First, the height of the tree (deduced from the fact that the 

tree towers up to the heavens) which implies vastness. Second, the context of the dream, as well 

as the different images that are presented to the dreamer, require, on his part, an accommodation 

of his mental structures. Additionally, there is also the flavouring feature of beauty, as 

emphasised by three different aesthetic emotion lexemes, OE fæger, wlitig and beorht. 

However, as the poem progresses, more elements are included in this aesthetic emotion episode:  

 

(34) þuhte him þæt se wudubeam wilddeor scylde […]. ðuhte him þæt engel ufan of roderum 
stigan cwome and stefne abead, torhtan reorde (Dan 504-508) 

‘it seemed to him that the tree shielded wild animals […] and it seemed to him that an angel 
descended from above, biding his command with a splendid voice’  

 

This excerpt features two additional flavouring features: threat (as posed by the wild animals 

and, to a certain extent, by the angel) and supernatural causality (implicit in the fact that there 

is an angel coming down from the sky to proclaim God’s message). Following Keltner and 

Haidt’s (2003: 305) description of virtue as a flavouring feature, it could be argued whether the 

fact that an angel who shows “virtues or strength of character” may trigger “elevation,” defined 

as “an emotional response to “moral beauty” or human goodness; it usually includes a warm 

and pleasant feeling in the chest and a desire to become a better person or lead a better life” 

(Keltner and Haidt, 2003: 305). Nevertheless, the lexical data in the passage do not attest such 

feelings in the dreamer even if that would have been the case.  

 Quite the contrary, when Nebuchadnezzar awakes from this dream, his emotional state 

is far from being on the positive side of the spectrum. In the dream, the angel tells him that he 

should cut down that tree and fetter it with chains and bonds and chase off the wild animals. 

Later on, Daniel informs him that the tree is an overarching symbol for his pride and his 

resistance to embrace the Christian faith and that he ought to cut down his pride and embrace 

the Lord if he wants to preserve his kingdom. Yet, Nebuchadnezzar is unable to apprehend all 

this from the dream itself and his emotional state is described as follows:  

 

(35) þa of slæpe onwoc, (swefn wæs æt ende), eorðlic æðeling, him þæs egesa stod, gryre fram 
ðam gaste ðe þyder god sende (Dan 523)  



 
 183 

‘then he, the earthly prince, awoke from his dreaming, the dream was done, and he stood in awe, 
terrified from the spirit that God had sent him’  

 

Even if the complete episode involves the experience of beauty as rendered by OE fæger, wlitig, 

and beorht, it becomes clear that the emotion episode depicted here, because it involves the two 

central features as well as some peripheral features of the experience of awe, depicts a different 

emotion. However, this emotion is not the experience of beauty or the experience of awe, but a 

mixed emotion that comprises them both. This stresses the need for the individual assessment 

of these occurrences. In fact, as Díaz-Vera (2015: 5-9) explains, the term OE egesa falls into 

the larger expression of ege for ‘awe’, categorised as an intense emotion, which is also an 

aesthetic one and, as can be seen in examples (32) and (35), it does not necessarily entail only 

negative sensory and cognitive inputs, but they can also be positive and not result in a strictly 

positive emotional experience.  

 Going back to the usage of OE fæger, and leaving aside the visual if only briefly, the 

DOE explains that it can also be used to describe pleasant smells and sounds: “1.b. of sound, 

odour: beautiful, agreeable (to the senses), pleasant, delightful” (DOE, s.v. fæger, adj., 1.b.). 

While the DOE entry devotes more than half of the entry to enumerate all the different aesthetic 

objects that are considered OE fæger visually, this subsection is notably limited and not very 

descriptive. Fortunately, though, there is a fairly reasonable number of occurrences in the 

concordance that provide the possibility to look further into this sensory usage. In The Phoenix, 

for instance, OE fæger is used to describe a smell:  

 

(36) wlitig is se wong eall, wynnum geblissad mid þam fægrestum foldan stencum (Phoen 7)  

‘beautiful is all the land, rejoicing with the pleasure of the most beautiful* perfumes of the earth’  

 

In a certain sense, because in the contemporary ocularcentric Western world beauty is 

exclusively associated with visual perception, claiming that an odour is beautiful can be difficult 

to process or understand. However, some aesthetic emotion terms that serve to designate visual 

aesthetic objects in their prototypical senses can be used for other sensory stimuli as well, as 

Gladkova and Romero-Trillo (2004) showed for PDE beautiful, which could be applied to 

pleasant personal experience, touch, smell and sound. As I will discuss further on, this usage is 

a figurative one at its core. What is interesting from example (36) is that it offers an indication 

of how this smell is experienced (OE wynnum geblissad) and this is a recurrent practice in most 

of the occurrences concerning smell and sound. However, this is not the case of the sense of 
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touch, which is barely present in aesthetic emotion contexts in the concordance rendered by the 

terms analysed here.  

 Another rare fragment regarding the treatment of sensory data in this subcategory can 

be found in the Paris Psalter:  

 

(37) Me synt cneowu swylce cwicu unhale for fæstenum; is min flæsc swylce for fægrum ele 
frecne onwended (PPs 108.24)  

‘my knees are weak, unhealthy from fasting; my flesh changes dangerously from the beautiful* 
oils’  

 

In this instance, it is not entirely discernible what the meaning of OE fæger is. It does not clarify 

whether it refers to the smell of the anointing oils or to the feeling of the oils against the skin. 

If the latter were the case, this would be one of the only two instances in which OE fæger is 

found in a tactile evaluation. The other one, which is also obscure in terms of the type of sensory 

evaluation that it renders, is the following:  

 

 (38) Ys sawl min swetes gefylled, swa seo fætte gelynd, fægeres smeoruwes (PPs 62.6) 

‘my soul is sweetly filled [by God’s grace], just as if it were filled with beautiful* grease’  

 

Translating here OE fæger as ‘beautiful’ is equally problematic to the point that an accurate 

rendering of this excerpt would have to alter it to ‘pleasant’ or a similar term. Similarly, it is 

not fully clear whether here the adjective evaluates this grease or fat that “fills” the soul 

according to its taste or its tactile properties. From the contemporary perspective, the idea of 

comparing God’s grace to fat filling souls “sweetly” or “pleasantly” is far from being 

aesthetically positive, but, apparently, it was so for the Anglo-Saxon poet that translated the 

psalms in the Paris Psalter. Gautier (2020: 68) proposes a different translation of this excerpt 

in his paper on sweetness and bitterness in Anglo-Saxon taste: “My soul is filled with sweetness, 

like the finest fat of rich lard.” Gautier (2020: 68) similarly points out the sensations of 

savouriness, saltiness and satiety in explaining the relation between sweetness, God’s grace and 

this feeling of satisfaction: “The Anglo-Saxon elite loved meat and all things fat, which 

provided them with a sensation of satiety, of being well-nourished and filled, that must have 

been rather lacking […] in the lower reaches of society.” Even though this passage from the 

Paris Psalter is rare in the sense that no similar observation is found in any other texts from the 

Anglo-Saxon period, whether in Latin or in Old English, the idea that it conveys (by means of 

aesthetic emotion terminology) is fairly basic, as it uses the sense of taste and the bodily 

sensations experienced after a good meal to provide a conceptualisation and a better 
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understanding of how God’s grace is supposed to feel. As such, the term OE swete does not 

necessarily refer to sweetness but to an experience that is generally pleasant on the mouth, as 

Gautier (2020: 68) suggests: “The notion of swetes is here associated with a greasy and (often) 

salty and savoury foodstuff.”As it can be deduced from examples (37) and (38), sometimes the 

exact sensory evaluation that OE fæger carries out is not totally transparent as smell and touch 

as well as touch and taste sometimes overlap in evaluations of objects and substances that have 

different properties with aesthetic potential. These, however, are anecdotal in the larger scheme 

of the concordance and cannot be indicative of existing mappings in the Old English language; 

they simply reflect particular figurative usages on the part of a specific poet.  

 The occurrences that treat sound are not as contradictory or unclear as those that concern 

smell or touch. In most of the cases, OE fæger evaluates either a human sound, a voice or a 

song that is pleasing to the characters in the poem or that is described as such so that the 

audience experiences it in those terms. Sometimes the aural is complemented with the visual:  

 

(39) Smolt wæs se sigewong ond sele niwe, fæger fugla reord, folde geblowen; geacas gear 
budon (GuthA,B 748)  

‘the victory-plain was serene, the dwelling new, beautiful the voice of the birds [i.e. song], the 
earth blooming; the cuckoos sang in the new season’  

 

In this case, the visual experience of the earth in bloom is complemented by the sensory cue 

represented by the beautiful song of the birds, creating a multifactorial aesthetic experience. 

Another very interesting instance is found in Riddle 31:  

 

(40) Deor domes georn, hio dumb wunað; hwæþre hyre is on fote fæger hleoþor, wynlicu 
woðgiefu (Rid 31 16)  

‘the animal is anxious and lives in muteness; yet a beautiful song comes from its feet, pleasant 
gift of song’  

 

The consensus is that this “animal” and, therefore, the solution to this riddle, is a bagpipe. 

Williamson (2017: 1157) supports these claims, but he points out “Fiddle, Organistrum, Hurdy-

Gurdy, Organ, and Harp” as other possible solutions. Regardless of the precise solution, the 

muteness of the instrument is contrasted with the beautiful (OE fæger) and pleasant (OE wynlic) 

song that it produces once it is played.  

There are more instances in the poetic corpus that treat songs and other auditory 

phenomena, like prayers and sayings that are spoken out loud, but they do not add any more 

information as to why they are considered beautiful or pleasant to the ear. Example (2), taken 
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from ChristA,B,C 1649 also exemplifies one of the most recurrent attestations of sound terms 

in aesthetic emotion contexts. In that excerpt, the countenance of God is visually described as 

pleasant, and it is accompanied by the song of the angels. In most excerpts depicting the arrival 

of the soul to Heaven, there is some sort of musical accompaniment to it, which is deemed 

pleasant to the senses. This causes the subject to imagine their arrival to the Christian afterlife 

as an intense and pleasing sensory experience. This provides a solid emotional basis for an 

experience that cannot be that easily recreated in any other way due to its abstract and uncertain 

nature.  

Inside the category of what is pleasing to the senses, the DOE points out a third 

subdivision: “1.c. of words, promises, commentary, eloquence: beautiful, pleasing, agreeable 

(to the perception)” (DOE, s.v. fæger, adj., 1.c). This categorisation is problematic because it 

involves two types of judgments: when words or the manner in which a person speaks are 

evaluated aesthetically, there is a combination of both sensory and cognitive judgment 

outcomes. For instance, an example of pleasing utterances could be found in alliterative poetry 

itself, how verse is constructed in order to aesthetically please an audience from an auditory 

perspective. However, evaluations of speech that only take into account both form and not 

content are not often found. In fact, most of the instances depicting this usage of OE fæger 

involve a judgment of content rather than one of form (or sound):  

 

(41) Ic þe andette, ece drihten, on folca gehwam fægrum wordum (PPs 107.3) 

‘I praise you, eternal lord, to all men with my beautiful words’ 

 

(42) Wes þu þinum yldrum arfæst symle, fægerwyrde, ond þe in ferðe læt þine lareowas leofe 
in mode, þa þec geornast to gode trymmen (Perc 11)  

‘be always honourable to your elders, beautiful in word, and keep your loving teachers on your 
mind, those who led you to do good’ 

 

Excerpt (42) is especially relevant, and it stresses the idea that these evaluations take place 

attending to the content of these words, not focusing on how they sound. It should also be 

pointed out that OE fægerwyrde is a hapax legomenon made up of two different terms, the 

adjective OE fæger and the noun OE word ‘word’. According to the DOE, this term means 

“conciliatory” (DOE, s.v. fægerwyrde, n., 1). Beautiful words are words of peace.  

Nevertheless, the intersection between OE fæger and word is found in a context that 

recurs frequently. As regards this usage, the DOE points out that OE fæger is applied to words 

“1.c.i. in contexts where deceit is intended” (DOE, s.v. fæger, adj., 1.c.i.). Attestations that 

employ this adjective in that manner subvert one of the traditional maxims in Medieval beauty, 
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that outer beauty is a reflection of morality. They present a contrast between the apparent beauty 

of a person’s way of speaking (evaluating content, or form and content) and the hidden, evil 

intentions that they conceal:  

 

(43) Wea bið in mode, siofa synnum fah, sare geblonden, gefylled mid facne, þeah he fæger 
word utan ætywe (HomFr I 15)  

‘they are woeful, their minds guilty, mingled with pain and filled with deceit, though they utter 
beautiful words’ 

 

(44) Swa bioð gelice þa leasan men, þa ðe mid tungan treowa gehataþ fægerum wordum, 
facenlice þencaþ, þonne hie æt nehstan nearwe beswicaþ, hafað on gehatum hunigsmæccas, 
smeðne sybcwide, ond in siofan innan þurh deofles cræft dyrne wunde (HomFr I 24)  

‘so are these untruthful men, who speak the truth and beautiful words with their tongue, and 
think deceitfully, and then they betray those closer to them, and have the taste of honey in their 
words, a smooth speech of peace, when in fact they are wounded by the devil inside’  

 

Both instances are very similar in that the inner, morally defective and troubled state of the 

speaker is masked by virtuous and beautiful words. Yet, it is interesting to note how in example 

(44) these fægerum wordum are said to have the taste of honey (OE hunigsmæccas). This last 

term is also a hapax legomenon, occurring only this once in poetry and nowhere else. It is 

remarkable in that it conceptualises, in the context of an aesthetic evaluation, cognitive and 

auditory stimuli in terms of taste, a double transfer, proving that it was possible in Anglo-Saxon 

England to conceptualise beautiful words in terms of sweetness even if it was not an extended 

figurative expression.  

 Another instance that also claims that beautiful words have a hidden purpose or meaning 

can be found in the verse Genesis. In the poem, Eve is tricked by the snake using beautiful 

words:  

 

(45) Me nædre beswac and me neodlice to forsceape scyhte and to scyldfrece, fah wyrm þurh 
fægir word (GenA,B 895) 

‘the snake tricked me into doing an evil and greedy deed, that dirty reptile through its beautiful 
words’  

 

Because these words are appealing, Eve is successfully tempted into eating from the tree 

without further suspicion, drawing on a seemingly innate human tendency to associate what is 

beautiful with what is right or truthful. All in all, pleasing speech contents seems to be the 

perfect disguise to conceal evil intentions of sin and deceit, which indicates that while inner 

beauty does very often reflect on the outside, the opposite is not necessarily true. The fact that 
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something seems to be beautiful outside, does not imply that this person, being or object will 

follow the moral codes traditionally ascribed and related to inner, moral beauty.  

 As the DOE explains, some attestations of OE fæger evaluate rewards: “1.d. of an 

amount, reward, etc.: (perceived to be) handsome, liberal” (DOE, s.v. fæger, adj., 1.d.). While 

this evaluation is evidently cognitive, my proposition here is that this meaning is closer to that 

of PDE fair as in ‘just’, which I will briefly discuss now, also drawing from the fourth sense in 

the DOE: “4. fair, favourable, benign; not disturbed” (DOE, s.v. fæger, adj., 4). The 

etymological and semantic pathway leading to the development of this sense of OE fæger is not 

entirely clear at this stage in the history of the English language. Some of these instances still 

retain a certain degree of aesthetic evaluation, while others do not. Take the following example:  

 

 (46) He him fægre þæs leofum gesiþum lean æfter geaf (ChristA,B,C 472) 

 ‘afterwards, he gave his beloved companions beautiful* rewards’  

 

In this case, there are two possible readings. First, that these are physically beautiful rewards, 

jewels, gold or treasure. In this case, it should be taken as exclusively sensory. Second, that 

these are ‘just’ rewards, like the reward of a pleasant experience in the Christian afterlife after 

a life of sacrifice on Earth. Judging by the context in which the previous attestation is found, 

the latter is most likely the case. This is further supported by the following instance:  
 

 (47) þæs ge fægre sceolon lean mid leofum lange brucan (ChristA,B,C 1360)  

‘because [you’ve helped others in the name of God] you shall long enjoy your beautiful rewards 
with your loved ones’ 

 

This ‘fair’ reward is to live in Paradise surrounded with one’s loved ones. Taking into account 

that elsewhere in the poetic corpus rewards are also referred to and described as material objects 

at large, for instance in Beowulf (Beo 1043), where rewards are specified to be wicga ond 

wæpna ‘horses and weapons’, it is clear that this usage of reward-related terms, like OE lean, 

is an extension of meaning deliberately carried out in order to associate the promise of Paradise 

with material connotations that are easier to conceptualise and that could have been potentially 

experienced in the subject’s life. As both these instances attest, it is not always possible to know 

in Old English texts, especially those of a poetic nature, when OE fæger means ‘beautiful’ or 

‘just’.  

 Atmospheric conditions are also evaluated by means of OE fæger as being favourable, 

a meaning that is still present in PDE fair weather, as the OED points out “(of weather) fine” 



 
 189 

(OED, s.v. fair, adj., n1, 4). Yet, in Old English times, when this adjective was applied to 

weather, there was an evident aesthetic evaluation:   

 

(48) ðonne wind ligeð, weder bið fæger, hluttor heofones gim halig scineð, beoð wolcen 
towegen, wætra þryþe stille stondað, biþ storma gehwylc aswefed under swegle, suþan bliceð 
wedercondel wearm, weorodum lyhteð (Phoen 182) 

‘when the wind dies down, the weather is beautiful, pure and holy shines the gem of heaven, 
the clouds disperse, and the water’s forces stand still, the storm clears in the sky, and from the 
south the weather-candle shines, lighting up the multitude of men’  

 

This instance illustrates visually and aesthetically what fæger weder is: the absence of storms, 

rains or tumultuous weather conditions and the sun overseeing a calm and serene setting that is 

favourable for traveling as well as for agricultural work, presumably two Medieval and Anglo-

Saxon everyday priorities. The rest of the instances that could be grouped in this fourth sense, 

other than those that refer to weather and rewards, are not so clearly aesthetic.  

One of these examples can be found in the poem Elene. Constantinus’ mother, Elene, 

finds the three crosses buried in the ground and in order to ascertain which of those belonged 

to Christ, she tries to raise three bodies from the dead using the three crosses, assuming that 

only the true one would perform this task. When she succeeds, Satan appears to claim the soul 

that has been stolen from him by means of that unjust process, claiming that, indeed, nis ðæt 

fæger sið (El 910) ‘that is not a beautiful*/fair journey’, referencing the voyage of the soul 

upwards and away from Hell. Clearly, this occurrence of OE fæger is far from representing an 

aesthetic emotion episode. The usage of OE fæger conveying the sense of ‘just’ is more clearly 

rendered by the adverb OE fægere, like the example that can be found in verse Genesis, in 

which Lot is describing the sinful behaviour of their neighbours, the Sodomites, which he 

ignores stating that:  

 

(49) hine fægre heold, þeawfæst and geþyldig on þam þeodscip (GenA,B 1937) 

‘he held himself onto the fair moral of those who had an orderly life’  

 

Or in the following two examples:  

 

 (50) þu on Iacobe gode domas æt fruman worlde fægere settest (PPs 98.3)  

 ‘in the beginning, you fairly set the good laws for Jacob’  

 

(51) wearh hangian, fægere ongildan þæt he ær facen dyde manna cynne (Max II 54)  

‘villains must hang, fairly punished for the crimes they committed against mankind’ 
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All in all, it remains clear that the Present-Day English sense of fair as ‘just’ was already present 

in unaesthetic terms in OE fæger but this was not the dominant sense of the word. OE fæger is 

one of the most frequently attested terms in the Old English field for positive aesthetic emotions, 

and, being such a recurrent word, it is not strange that it developed secondary meanings that are 

not related to emotional phenomena.  

 Moreover, regarding the most common usage of this Old English adjective, and before 

moving on to other aesthetic emotion terms, sense number three of OE fæger should be 

explored, because it represents in a great number of instances the omnipresent motif of inner-

outer beauty: “3. free from blemish or impurity,” more specifically, “3.a. of moral beauty: free 

from (moral) stain, unblemished, noble, excellent” (DOE, s.v. fæger, adj., 3 and 3.a). To begin 

with, it is interesting to note that moral beauty is defined as “being free from (moral) stain.” 

This implies that a) beauty is (moral) cleanness, that b) ugliness is uncleanliness, and that c) sin 

is typically conceptualised as a stain or as dirt (as Clark, 2019 suggests). These instances often 

evaluate inner and outer beauty as a whole and as related the one to the other.  

 In chapter 3, I pointed out the work by Parker (1992), who looked into whether aesthetic 

emotion terms in the Old English poem Judith refer to inner or outer beauty. Her conclusion is 

that, in most of the instances, these occurrences referred to the moral qualities of the character, 

disguised and expressed as sensory beauty. However, this is a fairly broad generalisation that 

cannot be applied to all Old English poetic texts. While these terms are indeed used to stress 

the moral qualities of the people that they describe, they also perform sensory judgments. An 

interesting example that further proves this point is the description of Abraham’s wife, Sarah, 

in the Old English verse Genesis:  

 

(52) þa þæs mæles wæs mearc agongen þæt him Abraham idese brohte, wif to hame, þær he wic 
ahte, fæger and freolic. Seo fæmne wæs Sarra haten, þæs þe us secgeað bec. Hie þa wintra fela 
woruld bryttedon, sinc ætsomne, sibbe heoldon geara mengeo. Nohwæðre gifeðe wearð 
Abrahame þa gyt þæt him yrfeweard wlitebeorht ides on woruld brohte, Sarra Abrahame, suna 
and dohtra (GenA,B 1719-26) 

‘when enough time had passed, Abraham brought a beautiful and splendid woman to the home 
he owned. The books tell us that her name was Sarah. They enjoyed many years in the world 
and were prosperous, living in peace. However, Abraham was not yet given an heir by Sarah, 
the brightly beautiful woman brought to the world neither son nor daughter’ 

 

Sarah’s beauty is described with three different aesthetic emotion terms: OE fæger, freōlīc and 

wlitebeorht. While these occurrences could be taken as exclusively referring to Sarah’s moral 

qualities, that is, the fact that she acts according to custom and follows God’s commands, the 

usage of OE wlitebeorht, emphasises that this is not a strictly cognitive or behavioural 
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judgment. According to BWT, OE wlitebeorht refers to “splendid beauty, beautiful, (i) of 

persons” (BWT, s.v. wlitebeorht, adj., i). The dictionary entry does not include moral beauty 

for this adjective. In fact, it is a derivate of two different aesthetic emotion terms OE wlite 

‘aspect, beauty’, which will be discussed subsequently, and OE beorht ‘bright’, but also 

‘beautiful’, in some cases. Furthermore, a few more lines of the poem focus on Sarah’s sensory 

beauty later on: 

 

(53) wordum spræcon ymb þæs wifes wlite wlonce monige, dugeðum dealle; him drihtlicu mæg, 
on wlite modgum mænegum ðuhte, cyninges þegnum. Hie þæt cuð dydon heora folcfrean and 
fægerro lyt for æðelinge idese sunnon, ac hie Sarran swiðor micle, wynsumne wlite wordum 
heredon, oðþæt he lædan heht leoflic wif to his selfes sele (GenA,B 1847-56)  

‘those proud men, eminent in their virtues, spoke many words about that woman’s beauty; for 
these thanes of the king, she was very noble in countenance. They explained it to their people 
and said that very few women as beautiful as she was had stood before the king, and many 
words were heard about the joyous beauty of the very great Sarah, until the moment the king 
ordered that the lovely woman be brought to his hall’  

 

Reading all these aesthetic emotion terms as referring only to morality is nearly impossible. 

The term OE wlite, which refers to appearance, and OE wynsum ‘pleasant’ and leōflīc ‘lovely, 

pleasant’, which emphasise the bodily dimension of aesthetic experience, make it impossible to 

extrapolate this passage to a cognitive and behavioural dimension. Women were, indeed, 

appreciated in positive aesthetic terms as long as they complied with what was expected of them 

at the time. However, if the aesthetic evaluation was only based on these presuppositions, it 

would have been accompanied by other aesthetic emotion lexis that are more cognitively 

oriented like OE æðele ‘noble’ but potentially ‘beautiful’.  

 Other than that, and considering the religious origin of a great percentage of the texts in 

the corpus, most of the occurrences exhibit a link between inner and outer beauty that can be 

seen in the examples enumerated above, from depictions of angels, saints, God and Christ, to 

people who act according to the prescribed religious and social commands. It is only in very 

subversive instances that the inner-outer beauty motif is inverted, as has been shown in the 

preceding pages. OE fæger indicates that even if there is an emphasis on the visual and sensory, 

which encompasses sight, predominantly, and less frequently hearing and smell, there is also a 

moral and spiritual dimension that is influenced by the cognitive nature of the stimuli that 

trigger the aesthetic experience. All things considered, the adjective OE fæger stands out as a 

polysemic and complex aesthetic emotion marker that evaluates many aesthetic objects of 

different natures and that evokes a connection to appearance even if it is figuratively applied to 

other senses or other domains of evaluation like the cognitive or the sensory.  
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5.1.4 Adverb OE fægere  

The adverb and the adjective share an important degree of semantic relation and they have 

certain parallel usages. In most of the instances where the adjective is used, the adverb could 

be similarly employed in a different syntactic position to refer to the same idea. In fact, some 

of the meanings and attestations of OE fægere have already been incorporated to the above 

analysis of the adjective in order to provide a more solid discussion of specific issues. However, 

there are some differences and nuances that are worth mentioning because they are specific to 

the adverb. Similarly, in this subsection I will also perform a general analysis of the adverb and 

its usage in those cases in which they resemble those of the adjective.  

 OE fægere is mainly used in visual terms, just as the adjective; it describes what is 

pleasing to the eye: “so as to appear beautiful to the eye, attractively” (DOE, s.v. fægere, adv., 

1.a). The adverb accompanies action verbs, while the adjective was found in different 

grammatical contexts, like appositions and, less frequently, after copular verbs. See for 

instance:  

 

(54) Eall þæt beacen wæs begoten mid golde. Gimmas stodon fægere æt foldan sceatum, swylce 
þær fife wæron uppe on þam eaxlegespanne (Dream 6)  

‘the tree was all bathed in gold. Gems stood beautifully on the corners of the earth; there were 
five on the shoulder-span’  

 

The emphasis in the previous fragment is on the verb but, as it has been mentioned above, if 

the adjective were used to complement the noun OE gimmas, the meaning would be virtually 

the same. Frequently, OE fægere is found alongside verbs referring to ornamentation, as 

example (19) showed or the following: 

 

 (55) Ic eom fægerre frætwum goldes, þeah hit mon awerge wirum utan (Rid 40 46) 

‘I am more beautifully adorned than gold; men wind me with ornamental wires’ 

 

(56) Ic eom wunderlicu wiht, on gewin sceapen, frean minum leof, fægre gegyrwed (Rid 20 1)  

‘I am a wonderful creature, shaped in battle, loved by my master, beautifully adorned’  

 

These two fragments place the emphasis on the handcraft of these objects of beauty. They are 

beautiful because they are created with dexterity, in other words, there is a skill behind their 

creation. This usage is recurrent in different objects that are described through the corpus: 

jewels, swords (as is the case of example 56), crosses or shields. Part of the reason for the usage 

of the adverb is the alliteration with the verb OE frætwian ‘to adorn’, but other phrases that also 
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involve OE fægere and ornamentation lexis are not alliterative. By extension of the adornment 

motif and the process of manual creation, OE fægere also describes the divine act of creation 

as a beautiful process, reflecting God’s virtues:  

 

(57) Gemun þin mannweorod, þæt þu, mihtig god, æt fruman ærest fægere geworhtest (PPs 
73.2)  

‘bear in mind your congregation, almighty God, that which you, in the beginning, beautifully 
created’  

 

The use of OE geworhtest ‘wrought, created, disposed’ is interesting here; it is an inflection of 

the verb OE gewyrcan (cfr. PDE work) ‘to work, make, build, form, dispose, do perform, 

celebrate, commit’ (BWT, s.v. gewyrcan, vb., I). This verb stresses the idea of manual 

manipulation, depicting creation as requiring skill and talent. This would be further on 

emphasised in descriptions containing the term OE wrǣtlīc. In fact, Ramey (2017: 480) also 

explains that there is a parallelism between the artist and God, creation being presented as an 

artwork: “the beauty of nature, which, drawing from Biblical images, is celebrated as an 

intricately fashioned artwork.” It is not that the Anglo-Saxons thought of artists as gods that 

recreated the process of creation in a smaller scale but rather the inverse. Their understanding 

of the creative and largely manual process of artists, smiths, sculpturers and so on allowed them 

to conceptualise and understand better the Christian explanation behind the creation of the 

universe. This is such a predominant topic in Old English texts that the metaphoric structures 

for creation deserve a separate and exhaustive analysis and, indeed, they were explored by 

Wehlau (1997) in great detail.  

 By extension, terms for ornamentation are applied to speech. In this sense, the DOE 

points out the collocations fægere gefægrian and fægere gelengan ‘to adorn beautifully’ (DOE, 

s.v. fægere, adv., 1.a.ii.) in both cases to explain how certain words adorn text and speech. The 

only occurrences of this usage are found in prose, referring to figures of speech, but there is 

evidence in the attestations of the adjective, of which I have already made an overview, to 

suggest that words were also objects of beauty and they can qualify as ornaments. The most 

illustrative example of this idea, however, takes place in a prose text, a homily by Ælfric:  

 

(58) we habbað nu gesæd sceortlice on englisc þis halige godspell, swa swa ge gehyrdon nu, þa 
nacedan word ana; ac we nu wyllað mid fægerum andgite hi gefrætewian eow (ÆHom 8 50)  

‘we have briefly talked in English about this holy Gospel, and its bare words, which we now 
wish to adorn with a beautiful interpretation’  
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Certain words, meanings and double senses can be beautiful additions to otherwise plain (or 

prosaic) texts or stretches of speech. In fact, these appreciations tie in with Eco’s (2004: 111) 

description of words as ornaments, which, additionally, and according to De Bruyne (1994: 38-

39), have the power of rendering beautiful something that was not so before. Even if OE fæger 

and fægere do not explicitly refer to words as figurative ornamentation in poetic texts, the 

connection is fairly evident.  

 OE fægere is also found complementing verbs that denote light emission. The relation 

between light and beauty has been explained at length in previous chapters, and, in fact, the 

data in the concordance attests it in multiple instances as the pertinent section on light-related 

terms as aesthetic emotion markers will prove. Nevertheless, this connection is also evident in 

some of the attestations of this adverb, for example in The Panther:  

 

(59) þætte wrætlicra æghwylc oþrum, ænlicra gien ond fægerra frætwum bliceð, (Pan 20)  

‘every [colour] more wondrously beautiful than the other shines most beautifully adorned’  

 

This excerpt refers to the colours on the fur of the panther, which are compared to Joseph’s coat 

of many colours. I will refer back to this fragment in my discussion of OE wrǣtlīc, but this 

example proves so far how colour and beauty have this intrinsic connection both at literal and 

figurative levels. In other sensory contexts, as it was the case of the adjective, OE fægere can 

be applied to sounds as in: “1.b. so as to seem beautiful/pleasant to the ear” (DOE, s.v. fægere, 

adv., 1.b.):  

 

 (60) [englum] singað ful healice hludan stefne, fægre feor ond neah (ChristA,B,C 385) 

 ‘the angels sing fully, highly and beautifully in loud voices, far and near’  

 

Other usages of OE fægere implying ‘smelling beautifully’ are not available, neither in verse 

nor in prose, which stresses the fact that OE fæger and fægere had a poor semantic extension 

outside the visual and the cognitive. 

 OE fægere does have a more evident behavioural dimension. As the DOE explains, it 

was used to describe actions carried out gently: “4. in a gentle manner” and “4.a. in context 

describing the manner of actions/movement/procedure: gently, without haste or violence” 

(DOE, s.v. fægere, adv., 4 and 4.a.). Understanding these instances as “beautifully” is 

problematic. Instead, and following a decreasing progression in the aesthetic emotion threshold, 
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these instances describe actions that are pleasant, either to the subject that carries out the action 

or to the object that receives it. Take the following instance:  

 

(61) þenden wæs me mægen, horsce mec heredon, hilde generedon, fægre feredon, feondon 
biweredon (Rim 18)  

‘while I was powerful, I was wisely praised, saved in battle, carried beautifully* (pleasantly), 
protected from my enemies’  

 

Safety and the pleasant sensation of being carried are associated in this instance. However, The 

Riming Poem, due to its obscure meanings, usage of archaic and made-up terms and twisted 

syntax is not an entirely reliable source. Alliteration plays an important part in pairing up OE 

fægere with feran (a collocation that recurs in Rid 84 5), as it does in Riddle 12, where the 

mysterious object (oxhide) is said to be wyrmeð hwilum fægre to fyre (Rid 12 5) ‘pleasantly 

warmed by the fire’. This meaning is clearer in the following passage:  

 

(62) Miltsa min, god, and me milde weorð, forþon min sawel on þe swyðe getryweð, and ic on 
fægerum scuan fiðera ðinra gewicie, oðþæt gewite forð and unriht me eall beglide (PPs 56.1) 

‘take pity on my, lord, and make me meek, for my soul trusts you, and I will sleep beautifully* 
(pleasantly) in the shadow of your wings, until I look up and evil has passed’  

 

The idea of safety is brought up again in connection to OE fægere. These instances should, 

therefore, be taken as rendering pleasant personal experience in a broad sense, in contexts of 

safety, feelings of warmth and gentle observable manner. However, it is not fully transparent 

who the recipient of these sensations is. The person that sleeps gently in (62) is both the 

recipient and the agent, as is the case of fragment (61), while in Riddle 12 the oxhide is the 

recipient of an ordinary action that results in “personal” pleasant experience. In this sense, it is 

the verb that determines whether OE fæger evaluates an action that is carried out and perceived 

to be beautifully executed from an outside perspective or an action that is received and met 

internally with pleasant sensations. OE fægere also evaluates actions that are elegant or 

exquisite (see DOE, s.v. fægere, adv., 4.a.ii.):  

 

 (63) Higelac ongan sinne geseldan in sele þam hean fægre fricgcean (Beo 1983) 

 ‘Hygelac began to interrogate his hall-companions, beautifully inquiring’  

  

(64) fægere geþægon medoful manig magas þara swiðhicgende on sele þam hean, Hroðgar ond 
Hroþulf (Beo 1013)  
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‘Hrothgard and Hrothulf, the strong-purposed, beautifully accepted many a mead-cup in the 
high hall’  

 

The actions that are represented in these excerpts are depicted as elegant or visually pleasant, 

but they could also be taken as polite following this sense: “4.c. in contexts describing the 

manner of speech, address, etc.: gently, courteously” (DOE, s.v. fægere, adv., 4.c). In both 

cases, they clearly complement each action verb and add a straightforward aesthetic evaluation 

that may or may not relate to the experience of beauty.  

 The preceding senses and usages of the adverb clearly have an aesthetic emotion 

dimension. However, some of the senses of this adverb are not aesthetically oriented and they 

show even more distinctly the development of the sense of OE fæger(e) as ‘just’ or ‘justly’, for 

instance sense “5. with propriety, in a proper or suitable manner, fittingly” or “6. justly, in 

equity, fairly” (DOE, s.v. fægere, adv., 5 and 6). Considering the etymology and the 

development of these senses from Old English times to Present-Day English, the semantic shift 

from appearance to justice can be said to have a figurative origin in the process of 

metonymisation, in this case from an emotional domain to a non-emotional one, unlike other 

terms like OE æðele ‘noble’ or beorht ‘bright’, which as the next sections will show, shift from 

a non-emotional and unaesthetic main sense to their figurative usage as aesthetic emotion 

markers.  

 Finally, some of the most confusing usages of both the adjective and the adverb, as I 

have mentioned before, are those found in the Paris Psalter. Some of the attestations of these 

two terms are consistent with how they are used in other texts, conveying a particular sense of 

these terms and employed aesthetically. However, and especially in the case of the adverb, some 

attestations are completely devoid of meaning to the point that it has been speculated to which 

extent aesthetic terms were used as metric fillers in these psalms. Greenfield and Calder (1986) 

explain that these psalms  
 

are not very distinguished as poetry: meter and alliteration, however regular, are mechanical and 

uninspired, common adjectives and adverbs as well as unusual words are overworked as verse fillers, 

and the traditional poetic vocabulary finds little place therein (Greenfield and Calder, 1986: 232).  

 

The idea of verse fillers is interesting, and it is a reasonable explanation for a great number of 

attestations of OE fæger(e). Moreover, it is not exclusive to these two terms. As the DOE points 

out, OE æðele, a partial aesthetic emotion term, was used in a similar way: “3.b. in Paris Psalter, 

often of little meaning, but useful for vocalic alliteration” (DOE, s.v. æþele, adj., 3.b.). 

Diamond’s (1963: 7) theory is that: “If [the poet] added any words in order to satisfy the 
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requirements of meter and alliteration, they must add little or nothing to the sense of the 

original.”  

Some of these instances can be analysed taking into account the Latin original version, 

from which the Old English was translated, thanks to the work of scholars like Thorpe (1835), 

who edited a volume with parallel versions of both the Old English psalms and their Latin 

source. Take the following example:  

 

(65) Ic mine strengðe on ðe strange gehealde, forðon þu me god eart geara andfencgea, and 
mildheortnes mines drihtnes me fægere becom, þær me wæs freondes þearf (PPs 58.9)  

‘I hold my strength in your strength, for you are good to me, and you defend me; your mercy 
beautifully came to me when I was in need of a friend’  

 

For which the Latin text reads:  

 

(65bis) Fortitudinem meam ad te custodiam, quia tu, Deus, suceptor meus es: Deus meus, 
misericordia ejus præveniet me (Thorpe, 1835: 146).  

‘In you, I have placed my strength, because you, Lord, are my defender. My God’s mercy will 
anticipate itself in my aid’  

 

It is visible how at a semantic level both fragments are very similar. However, paying attention 

to the usage of OE fægere in the Anglo-Saxon psalm and comparing it word by word to its Latin 

source, it can be seen how there is no lexical evidence in the Latin version that renders aesthetic 

content in any way. Another recurrent feature of Old English translations derived from Latin 

source material is that they are overly verbose. This becomes particularly evident in a parallel 

edition, such as Thorpe’s (1835), where the Old English text takes sometimes twice as much 

space to translate and over-elaborate the Latin psalm. As it will be seen further on, this is also 

the case of other poems like Elene.  

 The following example depicts a similar circumstance; OE fægere is introduced in an 

otherwise unaesthetic context to fit in the alliteration pattern and to complete the metric count 

in a long translation of a shorter Latin fragment:  

 

(66) Beoð godes streamas gode wætere fæste gefylde, þanan feorhnere findað foldbuend, swa 
him fægere oft gegearewadest, god lifigende (PPs 64.10)  

‘God’s stream is firmly filled with good water, so that earth-dwellers may find sustenance, the 
way in which he, the living God, often prepares them beautifully’  

 

(66bis) Flumen Dei repletum est aqua, parasti cibum illorum; quoniam ita est præparatio tua 
(Thorpe, 1835: 160)  
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‘God’s river is replete with water, to provide for their food; that is what their 
[nourishment] requires’  

 

While the Latin psalm is much more concise, the Old English translation chooses to elaborate 

certain ideas further: it describes the stream as ‘firmly filled’ and it renders lexically the thought 

processes that connect the abundance of water as a divine gesture with an abundance in fruits 

and food sustenance, which could be implicit in the Latin but not written explicitly. While the 

Latin only expresses that water is the “preparation” that the land needs, the Old English version 

adds aesthetic terminology to express an idea that is quite unclear: that God carries out these 

arrangements beautifully.  

 There are many other instances where OE fæger and OE fægere are used with little 

meaning. In these, the aesthetic dimension is practically forced into the text without actually 

contributing to or depicting an actual aesthetic emotion episode like other fragments do. These 

are a few additional examples:  

 

 (67) Forþon min folc hider fægere hweorfeð, þær hi fulle dagas findað sona (PPs 72.8)  

 ‘my people will beautifully convert here, where they will find full days’  

 

(67bis) Ideo reverteutur huc populus meus; et dies pleni invenientur in eis (Thorpe, 1835: 189) 

 ‘here my people will convert; and in them full days will be found’  

 

(68) Wese Israhela god aa gebletsad on worulda woruld, wealdend drihten, and þæt fægere 
becweðe folca æghwylc; wese swa, wese swa þurh eall wide ferhð (PPs 105.37)  

‘May Israel’s god be always blessed in the world, our Lord, and may people everywhere 
beautifully say ‘so be it, so be it’ for all eternity’  

 

(68bis) Benedictus Dominus Deus Israel, a seculo et usque in seculum; et dicat omnis populus: 
fiat, fiat (Thorpe, 1835: 305)  

‘Blessed be the Lord of Israel, from one century to the other; and may all the people say: so be 
it, so be it’  

 

The lack of aesthetic emotion terms in the Latin psalms evidences again the free translation 

carried out by the Anglo-Saxon author and it poses an interesting question: is aesthetic emotion 

terminology used similarly in other Old English texts? While it is always possible to compare 

some of the (freely) translated Old English poems with their Latin originals, it is not possible 

to do so in poems like Beowulf or the elegies. All in all, these OE fæger(e) attestations in the 

Paris Psalter caution us not to take all aesthetic terminology literally, but as part of the Anglo-

Saxon poetic formulaic style, being terms that are recurrently used to enrich dull passages or to 
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easily evoke an aesthetic reaction on the part of the audience. Comparatively speaking, while 

the adjective is found in more numerous contexts and despite the fact that the adverb indexes 

two senses that are not present in the adjective, the semantic resemblance of both the adjective 

and the adverb has become even more recognisable. Both these terms stand out as prototypical 

aesthetic emotion markers in the poetic register.  

 

5.1.5 OE fægrian 

This rare term originates from the same roots as the adjectival and adverbial forms. According 

to the DOE, it is found only four times in the Old English corpus, and only once in poetry. It 

has two senses, and both are related to the process of becoming beautiful. Sense number one 

refers to the action of adorning an object and sense number two refers to something that 

becomes beautiful on its own. The only attestation found in the poetic corpus refers to the latter:  

 

(69) Bearwas blostmum nimað, byrig fægriað, wongas wlitigiað, woruld onetteð (Sea 48)  

‘the woods catch blossoms, the towns become beautiful, the fields grow beautiful, and the world 
is quickened’  

 

This excerpt from the Seafarer describes the arrival of spring and how it beautifies and infuses 

nature with life, literally propelling it into fast movement (OE onettan ‘to hasten, move rapidly). 

For the character who narrates the poem, this seasonal image is the logical opposition to the 

world of cold devastation that is found everywhere else in the poem. In fact, the image evoked 

is much more intense due to the diametrical opposition of these two seasons, spring in the 

fragment, and winter in the setting of the poem. As far as OE fægrian is concerned, here it 

makes reference to this process of beautification. It is not used in a passive manner. The towns 

are not made beautiful by anyone. Instead, the fragment employs this term in an active manner; 

the movement comes from nature itself, evidencing that here OE fægrian is an ergative verb.  

 

5.1.6. OE wlite 

This is one of those terms for appearance that also refers to beautiful appearances. This term 

and its derivates, OE wlitig ‘beautiful’ (alongside OE fæger, the two main lexical indicators for 

beauty) and OE wlitigian ‘to beautify’,  derive from a root shared by the verb OE wlitan ‘to 

see’, following this semantic pathway: OE wlitan ‘to see’ à OE wlite* ‘what is seen’ à OE 

wlite1 ‘appearance’ à OE wlite2 ‘pleasant, beautiful appearance’ à OE wlitig1 ‘beautiful 

appearance’ à OE wlitig2 ‘beautiful sound’, OE wlitig3 ‘pleasant scent’, OE wlitig4 ‘moral 

beauty’ à OE wlitigian ‘to beautify’. According to Pokorny (2007: 3290), the OE root wlit- 
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derives from PIE *uel-, meaning ‘to see’. This evolution, particularly the synaesthetic transfer 

from sight to sound in the adjective that will be discussed in the next subsection, reflects some 

of the mappings described in chapter 3: VISUAL SIGNS ARE SOUNDS and SEEING IS HEARING 

Díaz-Vera (2016: 41).  

 Some of the attestations of OE wlite have already been discussed in this chapter, for 

instance, examples (1), (52) and (53), which portrayed Christ’s and Sarah’s (Abraham’s wife) 

outer appearance in connection to their spiritual dimension. However, the usage OE wlite is far 

more recurrent in referring to beauty than other terms that are, in theory, possible alternatives. 

One of this is OE fæger (n.). However, according to the DOE, OE fæger (n.) only occurs five 

times in the complete corpus, and mainly in Boethius (DOE, s.v. fæger, n., 1). Nevertheless, 

these terms are especially important in an analysis of beauty because they are more likely to be 

found in excerpts that further explain the Anglo-Saxon conception and description of their 

canon or canons of beauty.  

 In its current edition, the DOE only includes up to letter ‘i’. As a result, the definitions, 

senses and usages of terms from ‘h’ onwards have to rely on the other dictionaries, like BWT. 

Unfortunately, the materials in BWT are less up to date and less exhaustive than those in the 

DOE. Some entries are limited to offering the translation of a given term or they are simply 

inexact in its usage. This was, for example, the case of OE fæger. While the DOE provided an 

extremely comprehensive list of the 5 main senses and around thirty subdivisions of different 

contexts in which this adjective was frequently used in the Old English corpus, BWT only 

provides one standard definition made up of different synonyms and Latin equivalents “FAIR, 

beautiful, joyous, pleasant, pleasing, sweet; pulcher; decorus, lætus, jucundus, dulcis” (BWT, 

s.v. fæger, adj.) as well as a list of uncategorised examples with an approximate and archaic 

translation in some cases. This is also the case of OE wlite. This being so, I will try, as far as it 

is possible, to establish a distinction between the different usages of this term in the poetic 

corpus relying on my concordance.  

 According to BWT, OE wlite has two main senses: I) “aspect, countenance, looks, 

appearance, shape, form” and II) “good looks, beautiful appearance, beauty, glory, ornament” 

(BWT, s.v. wlite, n., I and II). It has been my practice to exclude from my database those 

attestations that belonged to sense number one because they simply referred to appearance or 

shape, while keeping those in which it was certain that OE wlite referred to beautiful 

appearances. However, BWT does not specify what levels of aesthetic evaluation may take 

place in sense number two. After an analysis of all the attestations of this terms in poetic texts, 

I propose the following: a) sensory beauty, b) cognitive and spiritual beauty, c) shining and 

beautiful appearances and d) abstract and experiential conception of beauty.  
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 This first category is the most numerous in terms of attestations. It refers to sensory, 

physically observable beauty that is appreciated exclusively through sight. Even though it was 

not very frequent, other aesthetic emotion terms like OE fæger were also used to render 

aesthetic emotion triggered via hearing or smell, but this is not the case of OE wlite. Yet, this 

is not to say that OE wlite evaluates only in visual terms. As it has been shown in previous 

subsections, the nature of the texts makes it difficult to find attestations of these terms that 

operate only in the sensory domain without implicit spiritual or doctrinal messages, for instance:  

 

 (70) Drihten rixað, dema usser, and hine mid weorðlice wlite gegyrede (PPs 92.2)  

 ‘the lord, our judge, rules and is girded worthily with beauty’  

 

In this example, which is uncommon in that it uses sensory lexis to refer to God’s imagined 

physical appearance, it can be seen how beauty and devotion overlap. Furthermore, this 

example is also interesting in the duality of meaning of OE wlite. It could be taken generally as 

referring to exterior presentation. However, the presence of OE gegyrdan ‘gird’ but also ‘to 

clothe oneself’ makes it evident that the usage of both OE wlite and gegyrdan is figurative, and 

they are best translated as ‘worthily dressed in beauty’ or ‘dressed in a worthy appearance’. In 

both cases, OE wlite refers to beauty, a beauty that is indicative of divinity.  

 An interesting text in regard to how how OE wlite is employed is the Old English poem 

Daniel. The excerpts that concern this term are those that narrate the episode in which the Three 

Youths are about to be burned alive in a furnace and God sends an angel to save them:  

 

(71) Swa þæt mænige gefrunon, halige him þær help geteode, sende him of hean rodore god, 
gumena weard, gast þone halgan. Engel in þone ofn innan becwom þær hie þæt aglac drugon, 
freobearn fæðmum beþeahte under þam fyrenan hrofe. Ne mihte þeah heora wlite gewemman 
owiht wylm þæs wæfran liges, þa hie se waldend nerede (Dan 232-239) 

‘As people eventually understood, the holy one assigned them some help; he sent him from high 
Heaven a holy spirit. To the oven where they suffered in misery, an angel came and covered the 
noble children with embracing arms under the fiery roof. Not one bit was their beauty stained 
by the boiling of the quivering flames when the lord saved them’  

 

This instance is exceptional, not just in how it uses OE wlite, but in the relation it establishes 

between beauty and ugliness by means of the term OE gewemman. According to BWT, OE 

gewemman means “to stain, defile, pollute, profane, corrupt, vitiate, mar, injure” (BWT, s.v. 

gewemman, vb.). The fact that their beauty/appearance was not stained or defiled at all, implies 

that their countenance was appealing because it was clean and unstained. Cleanness and beauty 

are, therefore, very closely related. This cleanness is also evident at a moral level, these three 
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youths were beautiful because they were morally pure and, hence, unstained in figurative terms. 

Any impurity in their countenance would have been indicative of moral defectiveness. 

Moreover, the lengths to which the poet goes to highlight this idea state its importance, 

considering that the Latin Vulgate, upon which Daniel is widely believed to be based with 

certain modifications, is fairly concise in its rendition of this fragment. For this episode, it reads 

et non tetigit eos omnino ignis neque contristavit nec quidquam molestiae intulit (Daniel, 3, 50) 

‘and so the fire didn’t touch them or caused them harm or torment’.  

 OE wlite is also developed around an innocent and ideal beauty. Satan himself admits 

that he was more beautiful when he was in Heaven:  

 

(72) Ealle we syndon ungelice þonne þe we iu in heofonum hæfdon ærror wlite and weorðmynt 
(Sat 149)  

‘all of us are very different from how we were when we dwelt in Heaven and had both beauty 
and honour’  

 

It is interesting to note how beauty was something to be had (OE hæfdon), a possession as well 

as a quality. This excerpt also introduces an idea that will be discussed further on: Satan’s loss 

of beauty as he was expelled from Heaven. OE wlite describes this ideal and angelic beauty that 

is elsewhere attributed to divine beings and to Paradise without exception:  

 

(73) Neorxnawonges wlite nyde sceoldes agiefan geomormod, gæsta eþel, earg ond unrot, 
eallum bidæled dugeþum ond dreamum, ond þa bidrifen wurde on þas þeostran weoruld 
(ChristA,B,C 1405) 

‘you were made to give up the beauty of Paradise, restoring the sadness in the realm of your 
spirit, inert and sorrowful, all deprived of virtue and joy, and you were driven to the dark world’  

 

This instance is also fairly representative of the second sense as pointed out by BWT: it would 

not make sense to take this attestation of OE wlite as referring to appearance. Instead, OE wlite 

is used to describe the unaltered and original beauty of Paradise as opposed to þas þeostran 

weoruld ‘the dark world’. Moreover, God is held to be the sole origin of this worldly beauty 

and thus the only one able to give it. See for instance:  

 

(74) Swa wæs on fruman frea mancynnes ealre worulde wlite and frofer, clæne and cræftig 
(Glor I 14)  

‘in the beginning, the lord of mankind was all the world’s beauty and comfort, clean and 
powerful’ 

 

(75) Swa hi to worulde wlite forþ berað dryhtnes duguþe ond his dæda þrym (OrW 47) 
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‘so the virtue of the lord and the majesty of his actions bring forth beauty to the world’ 

 

(76) [his bearn] wiste forworhte þam he ær wlite sealed (GenA,B 852)  

‘his children have sinned, those whom he had formerly given beauty’ 

 

These three fragments exemplify, by means of OE wlite, an idea formerly discussed in the 

theoretical framework, that God is the source of all beautiful things and that as long as his 

creatures act according to his wishes, they will be able to enjoy this beauty, which is spiritual 

and sometimes physical. Example (76) adds another piece of information that is interesting at 

a lexical level: beauty is something given (OE sellan). In the Anglo-Saxon mind, beauty is a 

possession and, as such, something that can be given. This idea is similarly phrased in the poem 

Solomon and Saturn:  

 

 (77) Huru him scippend geaf wuldorlicne wlite (MSol 56)  

 ‘to them the lord has given glorious beauty’  

 

Saturn here admits that those who are pure at heart are rendered beautiful by the lord, given 

(OE gifan) ‘glorious beauty’ or ‘a glorious countenance’. In short, the instances of OE wlite 

that refer to the physically pleasant appearance of human beings are directly associated with 

their moral state and there are no attestations that elaborate on the sensory traits of beauty as 

unlinked from spirituality, supporting Franzen’s (2012: 1) claims that in Old English beauty 

was spiritually assessed.  

 Furthermore, by means of figurative language, more specifically, allegory, OE wlite was 

also used in speaking about the beauty of a person’s soul. Thus, OE wlite establishes a metaphor 

that serves a didactic purpose. The audience is able to associate and envision in sensory terms 

a pure soul. For example:  

 

(78) þæs þe us se eca cyning on gæste wlite forgiefan wille þæt we eaðe magon upcund rice forð 
gestigan (OrW 31)  

‘the eternal king gives us the beauty of our spirits, so that we may come up to Heaven’s 
kingdom’ 

 

(79) Forðan hie nu on wlite scinaþ englum gelice (El 1319)  

‘because of this [the fact that people are separated from their sins after Doomsday] now their 
beauty shines like that of the angels’ 
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The moral and spiritual qualities of the soul are abstract notions that do not have an identifiable 

sensory basis. By associating beauty to the purity of the soul and describing it as a beautiful 

entity by means of OE wlite, the cognitive is experienced by means of the sensory.  

 Such abstract usage of OE wlite is also found in other religious poems, particularly in 

the Paris Psalter. In this case, these instances could be read as above, an attempt to give a 

sensory dimension to an abstract concept, but it is also true that alliteration plays an important 

role, and that this figurative usage could be motivated by it:  

 

(80) Ys on þinre gesihðe soð andetnes, fæger halignes fæste gebletsad and weorðlic wlite 
wuldres þines (PPs 95.6)  

‘in your sight, there is true confession, beautiful holiness, firmly blessed, and the worthy beauty 
of your glory’  

 

(81) Ahafen þu eart ofer heofenas, halig drihten; is ofer ealle eorðan swylce þines wuldres wlite 
wide and side (PPs 56.13) 

‘you are praised over the Heavens, holy lord; and over all earth, there is the beauty of your glory 
wide and broad’  

 

The Paris Psalter is not an entirely reliable source for reconstructing the semantic properties of 

a given term, but these instances further show that the usage of the sensory semantic dimension 

of aesthetic emotion terms to describe spiritual experience and abstract concepts was recurrent 

in Anglo-Saxon verse.  

 The concept of spiritual purity is illustrated by another figurative expression in the 

collocation of OE wlite alongside lexis referring to light. For instance, example (11), which 

stated that God’s beauty/appearance shines (him wlite scine, Sat 209) more accurately translated 

as ‘shining with beauty’ or in the following examples:  

 

(82) Uta cerran þider þær he sylfa sit, sigora waldend, drihten hælend, in ðæm deoran ham, 
and ymb þæt hehsetl hwite standað engla feðan and eadigra, halige heofenþreatas herigað 
drihten wordum and weorcum.  Heora wlite scineð geond ealra worulda woruld mid 
wuldorcyninge (Sat 216-23)  

‘let us turn where the Lord sits in his dear home; around his throne stand the hosts of white 
angels, holy armies praising the lord’s words and works. Their beauty shines all over the Earth 
with the glory of the lord’ 

 

(83) Ac þæt is wundorlic wlite and beorhtnes þe wuhta gehwæs wlite geberhteð (Met 21.31)  

‘the wonderful beauty and brightness that every creature has when their countenances are 
brightened’  
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I will return to this motif in one of the next subsections, discussing the aesthetic emotion 

dimension of light-related terms, but it is worth analysing the usage of OE wlite in these cases. 

It brings back into the equation the sensory dimension in the appreciation of light. As a rule, 

the concept of light in religious texts was chiefly associated with spirituality. Such terms as OE 

wlite remind the audience that light was also a tangible and observable reality and that the 

concept of light operates in both the sensory and in the spiritual domains as a result of the 

metaphor BEAUTY IS LIGHT, a metaphor that according to Anderson (2017: 234) is well attested 

in the history of the English language. Example (83) is also remarkable in the way in which OE 

wlite first refers to beauty and then to appearance, evidencing its literal and its figurative senses. 

In fact, there are cases where the concept of light added to the idea of OE wlite makes reference 

to different realities that are, in essence, the same:  

 

 (84) Hwæt, se Omerus oft and gelome þære sunnan wlite swiðe herede (Met 30.5) 

 ‘often Homer praised greatly the beauty/appearance/brightness/radiance of the sun’  

 

The possible translations of the previous fragment are very numerous, but they all originate in 

the same idea, which rooted in a sun worship tradition that drew from a pagan parallelism and 

aesthetic association of the sun as deity.  

 Perhaps more interestingly, OE wlite was used in fragments denoting changes associated 

with spiritual or cognitive processes. In the case of the Old English poem Guthlac, earthly 

beauty changes when the inhabitants of a given land no longer obey God’s commands:  

 

(85) Ealdað eorþan blæd æþela gehwylcre ond of wlite wendað wæstma gecyndu (GuthA,B 43)  

‘all earthly riches fade, and every fruit is altered in their beauty’  

 

Because this people do not follow God’s law and they do not worship him properly, Guthlac 

reflects, it is expected that God will, too, turn his back on them, depriving them of the beauty 

of nature and the sustenance of the earth, two concepts which, as some of the preceding 

fragments show, are linked in Anglo-Saxon poetry. The Earth is beautiful as long as it is full of 

produce and, hence, favourable from an agricultural point of view. Yet, the most interesting 

fragment that contains an attestation of OE wlite (as well as many other aesthetic emotion terms) 

in its connection to cognitive processes concerns changes in perception, in particular, those that 

Eve experiences after eating from the forbidden fruit:  
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(86) þu meaht nu þe self geseon, swa ic hit þe secgan ne þearf, Eue seo gode, þæt þe is ungelic 
wlite and wæstmas, siððan þu minum wordum getruwodest, læstes mine lare. Nu scineð þe leoht 
fore glædlic ongean þæt ic from gode brohte hwit of heofonum; nu þu his hrinan meaht (GenA,B 
609)  

‘now you may see it for yourself, Eve the good, without me having to tell you, that the world is 
different in shape and beauty, since you trusted my words and listened to my teachings. Now 
the light shines delightfully before you, bright light that I brought from Heaven for you to touch’  

 

The state of heightened perception that ensues the consumption of the fruit is described as an 

ability to see different shapes (OE wæstm). Prior to this fragment, in GenA,B 499, Satan’s 

messenger had promised Adam and Eve that, by eating from the tree, their bodily powers (OE 

abal) and abilities (OE cræft) would increase. This inner change would reflect on their outward 

shapes, too: lichoma leohtra micle, þin gesceapu scenran (GenA,B 499) ‘the light in your 

bodies will increase, and your shape will become more shiny’. Moreover, by eating the fruit 

they are promised that they will become more beautiful:  

 

 (87) þe weorð on þinum breostum rum, wæstm þy wlitegra (GenA,B 519)  

 ‘you will become roomier on your breast, more beautiful in your shape’  

 

The change is such that Eve is described as an OE wlitescine wif ‘woman of brilliant beauty’. 

Yet, Satan’s messenger still goes back to the idea of heightened perception, in order to clarify 

exactly what is meant by it:  

 

(88) þonne wurðað þin eagan swa leoht þæt þu meaht swa wide ofer woruld ealle geseon siððan, 
and selfes stol herran þines, and habban his hyldo forð (GenA,B 564) 

‘then your eyes will become so bright that you will be able to see beyond the whole world, even 
the throne of lord, and always be on his good side’  

 

Soon after it is revealed that this claim that Eve and Adam will be able to see far throughout the 

world is true, but not entirely natural:  

 

(89) þæt hire þuhte hwitre heofon and eorðe, and eall þeos woruld wlitigre, and geweorc godes 
micel and mihtig, þeah heo hit þurh monnes geþeaht ne sceawode (GenA,B 600)  

‘then it seemed to her that Heaven and Earth where whiter (brighter), and that all the world was 
more beautiful, the great and powerful work of God; however, she did not see this through 
human sight’  

 

Nevertheless, the changes are not only perceivable through sight (as OE wlite, wlitig and 

sceāwian prove) but also by an improved hearing ability. Eve says to Adam: ic mæg swegles 
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gamen gehyran on heofnum (GenA,B 673) ‘I can hear the joy of the firmament in Heaven’. In 

short, Eve summarises the experience as follows: Wearð me on hige leohte utan and innan, 

siðþan ic þæs ofætes onbat (GenA,B 676) ‘In my mind, I have become light in and out, since I 

took a bite from the fruit’.  

 Even if this episode does not only concern aesthetic emotion terms, but a greater variety 

of emotion-related and sensory phenomena, it all ties in smoothly with some of the 

considerations discussed in the chapter 3 and it further clarifies what was really understood by 

OE wlite. First, example (86) establishes a difference between two concepts: OE wlite and 

wæstm. In the context of the story of the Genesis and The Tree of Life, the term OE wæstm can 

easily be mistaken with its main sense “fruit of the earth” (BWT, s.v. wæstm, n., I.1), when in 

fact it refers to ‘form’ (BWT, s.v. wæstm, n., III) and shape. By placing OE wlite next to wæstm, 

the poem makes a difference between the shapes of the Earth and Eve’s improved ability to 

distinguish them, as well as referencing the experience of beauty that they trigger in her. In fact, 

everything that Eve sees is said to be different (OE ungelīc) in both wlite and wæstm, beauty 

and shape, than it was before eating from the apple.  

 These changes in perception, the possibility of seeing a beauty that was not as apparent 

before (or simply apprehending a different type of beauty in these objects) is expressed as a 

new power or ability, and they are referred to as being ‘light’ inside. Even if this instance of 

‘light’ is regarded as a noun, it could also be taken as an adjective, referring to weightlessness. 

This appreciation ties in with the discussion present in chapter 3 on the nature of the connection 

between sight and understanding. Both Díaz-Vera (2016) and Hindley (2016) agree that sight, 

because it was the predominant bodily sense, played an important part in processes of cognition 

and, as such, it was used figuratively in order to describe these processes in a more accessible 

manner. In this case, the sense of sight is used to explicate Eve’s new-found appreciation of the 

sensory reality around her, which reflects deeper psychological workings that were less 

transparent to an Anglo-Saxon audience and, in consequence, more difficult to explain in poetic 

language. It is in this intersection between cognition and the senses that the specificity of an 

Anglo-Saxon cultural and literary sensescape is evident. And, indeed, it is a multisensory and 

to a certain degree, synesthetic experience, because it involves connections and transfers 

between sight, hearing and touch. The case of touch is especially remarkable because, in the 

episode explained above, there is a transfer from the sense of sight to that of touch when Satan 

tells Eve that he has brought with him light from Heaven for her to touch, something which, by 

the very definition of the nature of light, is impossible. It is the Anglo-Saxons’ understanding 

of the sense of touch (a less noble sense) that allows them to understand this ability of improved 

seeing (a much more noble faculty, in theory). In fact, it illustrates some of the metaphorical 
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mappings proposed by Díaz-Vera (2016: 41) SEEING IS TOUCHING and LOOKING AT 

SOMETHING IS TOUCHING IT WITH THE EYES OR GLANCE, as well as other ideas pointed out by 

Lakoff (2014: 1), such as UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING.   

 The apparent change in Eve’s cognitive and perceptual abilities is expressed figuratively 

in the statement that her eyes become more luminous. This associates intelligence with light, a 

figurative expression that is not at all unfamiliar for Present-Day English speakers. Lakoff 

(2004: 10) explains how expressions such as “bright student” make sense in English via a 

transfer in the “Thought as Vision system.” This transfer also operates in another one of the 

metaphors that Lakoff (2004: 10) points out: THE MIND IS A BODY, which, as it has been 

discussed previously, was understood differently in Anglo-Saxon times. However, Eve’s 

change also reflects outside: Eve herself acknowledges that she has become light in and out. 

This statement makes sense from two different perspectives: on the one hand, it draws upon the 

traditional association between light and spirituality which has already been covered, implying 

that Eve feels closer to God and Heaven; on the other hand, the experienced cognitive 

enhancement that Eve is deceived into believing stresses the parallelism between sight and 

cognition even further. This is evidenced in the usage of the term OE wlitescīne ‘luminous 

beauty’; it links the idea of beauty and light at a lexical level. It is also noteworthy to point out 

that, for this term, the definition opts for a reading of OE wlite as ‘beauty’, for instance BWT 

“of brilliant beauty, splendid, beauteous” (BWT, s.v. wlitescīne, adj.), not as “appearance.” The 

presence of a light-related term implies an aesthetic connotation.  

 Finally, this fragment also depicts a remarkable example of an aesthetic emotion episode 

that does not recur in the corpus. If one chooses to read this scene as an aesthetic emotion 

episode, and there is plenty of lexical evidence to do so, one can also read the physiological 

details that it enumerates as a result of said aesthetic experience. When Eve beholds the world 

for the first time after eating from the forbidden fruit, the visual and auditory stimuli are strong 

enough to surpass the aesthetic threshold of her aesthetic criteria, and they trigger aesthetic 

emotion. The bodily symptoms of this process can be extracted from Satan’s promise in 

example (87): her breast becomes roomier. These remarks fit neatly into the hydraulic model 

and the localisation of the mind as a container in the midsection of the body, proposed by 

Lockett (2011), among other. As far as this episode is concerned, Locket (2011: 70-71) explains 

that “this roominess in the breast becomes clear as we learn how the fruit affects Eve: it sharpens 

her sensory perception and her apprehension of beauty,” but the roominess is also indicative of 

how this aesthetic experience is a positive one, otherwise it would have been described as 

pressure in the container and constraint, not roominess. Descriptions of aesthetic emotion 

episodes are not at all frequent in Old English texts, but the way in which the Genesis poet here 
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chooses to phrase Satan messenger’s words seems to imply that, indeed, roominess in the chest 

was a feature of the Anglo-Saxon positive aesthetic experience.  

 All in all, the term OE wlite is to be found in a great array of Old English poems, and in 

extremely interesting fragments that tie into the manifold constituents of the Anglo-Saxon 

aesthetic emotion episode and other emotional and sensory phenomena. It remains clear that 

OE wlite is one of the main nominal indicators of beauty. It expresses pleasant physical 

appearance but be it because of the religious nature of the corpus or because nominal aesthetic 

emotion markers are not that often employed, it does not describe sensory beauty as an 

autonomous quality, but instead as connected with the different spiritual and moral evaluations 

that are present everywhere else in the corpus.  

 

5.1.7. OE wlitig 

As it has been explained above, OE wlite, more specifically, its second sense denoting pleasant 

sensory appearance, is responsible for the development of this central Old English lexical 

aesthetic emotion marker by means of the derivational suffix -ig: the adjective OE wlitig. 

Alongside OE fæger, OE wlitig is one of the most recurrent and most frequently attested 

positive aesthetic emotion terms in Old English poetic texts and in other Anglo-Saxon writings 

in general. From a semantic perspective, OE fæger and OE wlitig are extremely similar, with 

the exception that OE wlitig does not evaluate circumstances involving the qualities of ‘just’ or 

‘suitable’. Other than that, when these adjectives are used with the sense of ‘beautiful’, they are 

very close synonyms, and, as such, they are used in similar contexts. The choice between the 

two of them is, in most cases, motivated by alliteration or in order to avoid repetition if one of 

the two had been used in preceding sentences.  

 The DOE does not provide an entry for OE wlitig yet, but, in this case, the entry in BWT 

is slightly more detailed than in the case of other aesthetic emotion terms. In line with what has 

been discussed for other terms for beauty or appearance, BWT describes two different senses 

for OE wlitig: the first one defines “beauty that appeals to the senses” (BWT, s.v. wlitig, adj., 

I) and the second one “beauty that appeals to the mind” (BWT, s.v. wlitig, adj., II). This 

distinction is important in that the evaluation that takes place in any of these two cases is 

different in the nature of the stimuli that trigger it. Referring to an object’s physically observable 

qualities is altogether different from discussing how God is beautiful, drawing on the 

connection between beauty and divinity. At large, the sensory and the cognitive are the two 

main areas in which Anglo-Saxon aesthetic emotion terms evaluate, because the behavioural 

can be understood as belonging to the cognitive. Similar remarks are made in the DOE entry 
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for OE fæger: there is a marked separation of the exclusively sensory from the cognitive and 

spiritual, even if in some cases the evaluation is two-fold.  

 The first sense presents three subdivisions: one for appearance (both earthly and 

celestial), another for sound and another for smell. From these, visual appearance is one of the 

most recurrent usages. According to BWT, this pleasant appearance can be found indistinctively 

in people and things. For instance:  

 

(90) Swylce in burh raþe embe siex niht þæs, smicere on gearwum, wudum and wyrtum cymeð 
wlitig scriðan þrymilce on tun, þearfe bringeð Maius micle geond menigeo gehwær (Men 75)  

‘around six nights later, entirely elegant, between woods and plants, the beautiful season comes 
magnificently to the cities, bringing the month of May to the towns, which is needed by each 
and every inhabitant’  

 

The beauty of nature here is described by means of OE wlitig, which alliterates with wudu 

‘woods, forest’ and wyrt ‘herb, plant’. This excerpt continues with the poetic tradition of 

describing the arrival of spring and how nature flourishes again after the winter with great poetic 

dexterity. The following example is similar in its portrayal of the natural world:  

 

(91) [Rune B, beorc] byþ bleda leas, bereþ efne swa ðeah tanas butan tudder, biþ on telgum 
wlitig, heah on helme hrysted fægere, geloden leafum, lyfte getenge (MRune 51) 

‘the birch does not have fruit and it bears twigs without offshoots; it is beautiful in its colour, 
high on top, it is adorned beautifully, heavy with leaves, pressed by the wind’  

  

In this instance of the Rune Poem, there is a general description of the birch tree and what is 

usually considered beautiful in it, in this case the green colour of the leaves and the leaves 

themselves. To a certain extent, this excerpt can be read following Scarry’s (2001: 19) practical 

example as regards the palm tree. In chapter 2, I stated my disagreement with Scarry’s (2001) 

theory that the experience of beauty was based upon individual instances and particular images 

on the mind of the subject, while the experience of ugliness relied on an abstraction of 

displeasing features that make up a conglomerate image. It is self-evident from the above 

fragment that the aesthetic evaluation of the birch tree is substantiated on the latter, despite 

depicting the experience of beauty. The poet talks about a generalised image of a birch tree that 

has been made up out of different encounters with real-life birch trees, the specific features of 

which are fused into one. The excerpt is also remarkable in that it figuratively refers to leaves 

as ornaments. In the Anglo-Saxon mind, the concept of ornament was often used figuratively, 

as it was discussed in the case of OE fæger and the role of certain letters or figures of speech as 
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adorning a text. Carrying on with the motif of ornamentation, fruits are also conceptualised in 

those terms:  

 

(92) Sindon þa bearwas bledum gehongne, wlitigum wæstmum, þær no waniað o, halge under 
heofonum, holtes frætwe (Phoen 71)  

‘the groves are laden with produce, beautiful fruits that do not diminish, holy under Heaven, the 
ornaments of the forest’ 

 

Similar to the previous case, in this excerpt the fruits are labelled OE wlitig. As it is evident, 

alliteration plays an important role here but, regardless of that, the fruits are expressed in 

identical manner to the leaves in the previous fragment, as objects of beauty that adorn another 

object. These evaluations are carried out in exclusively visual terms, as there is no evidence to 

suggest that other senses like touch, taste or smell are involved. Moreover, Anglo-Saxon 

depictions of the beauty in the natural world are worth looking into from the perspective of 

figurative language, such as, for example, the aforementioned metaphor of GOD IS AN ARTIST 

and CREATION IS AN ARTWORK.  

These two metaphors are thought-provoking because they originate from a complex 

source domain (artistic creation) and their source domain is an abstract one in the case of God 

and a domain that is not apprehensible in its totality, like creation. This directionality is sensible 

in that it uses a domain that, despite its complexity, is understandable for a Medieval audience 

in order to conceptualise domains and entities that are more difficult to comprehend. 

Nevertheless, the case of fruits and leaves is the inverse.  The source domain in this case is that 

of jewellery, while the target domain, that of fruit or leaves, is a physical reality that is, by far, 

much more easily accessible to them than jewells. This demonstrates that the complexity of 

these figurative expressions reveals two different poetic strategies: the first one, how metaphor 

serves to facilitate thought processes by integrating lived experiences into a different domain 

of more difficult conceptualisation; the second one, how by departing from a more complex 

source domain and mapping it onto a more ordinary target domain this ordinary reality is 

rendered an additional layer of meaning that causes it to be experienced differently, in this case 

as more beautiful. These figurative resources complement the terms for appearance and beauty 

and give the poetic fragments in which they are found a solid aesthetic basis.  

As all the previous examples prove, OE wlitig was frequently used to describe outer 

beauty without regards to inner beauty, simply for the sake of it. Another of these attestations 

is found in the catalogue poem Gifts of Men: 
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(93) Sum freolic bið wlitig on wæstmum (Gifts 34) 

‘one is handsome*, beautiful in its shape’  

 

This phrase is part of a long list of qualities generally found in humans: beauty, strength, ability 

to sing, and so on. In this case, there is reference to sensory beauty as unlinked from any other 

connotations. The usage of OE freōlīc is interesting, above all, because it is not a very frequent 

aesthetic emotion term. Its aesthetic dimension is very limited, and it will be discussed shortly, 

but it is attested by the DOE in its first sense “1. of men: noble, splendid, beautiful” (DOE, s.v. 

freōlīc, adj., 3). It is curious that it should complement OE wlitig in a visual evaluation of people 

in general, because this meaning is already implicit in this adjective. Yet, it is indisputable from 

the context of the poem and the surrounding characteristics that are enumerated that the 

meaning of OE freōlīc should be taken as ‘beautiful’ rather than describing nobility, as the DOE 

suggests, including this instance in “1.a. of men of high rank” (DOE, s.v. freolic, adj., 1.a.). 

There is no evidence at all to support a reading of this occurrence as ‘noble’, since there are 

other terms for nobility that are more unambiguous. In this fragment, both OE freōlīc and wlitig 

make reference to the physical quality of beauty. Because OE wlitig is frequently found in 

cognitive evaluations, OE freōlīc clarifies that this evaluation is, indeed, an exclusively visual 

one.  

 Therefore, it was possible to find attestations of these Old English terms in contexts of 

either sensory or cognitive evaluation. Further proof of this are some fragments that stress a 

lack of correspondence between outer beauty and positive inner qualities. For instance:  

 

(94) ðeah hine nu se yfela unrihtwisa Neron cynincg niwan gescerpte wlitegum wædum 
wundorlice, golde geglengde and gimcynnum, þeah he wæs on worulde witena gehwelcum on 
his lifdagum lað and unweorð, fierenfull. (Met 15.1) 

‘even though the evil and unjust King Neron clad himself with new, beautiful and wonderful 
clothes, adorned with gold and precious stones, the wise in this world loathed him, for he was 
unworthy and sinful’  

 

Elsewhere in the corpus, divine agents and people who wore beautiful and extremely adorned 

clothes did so as a sign of morality or divinity. In this case, OE wlitig reinforces the idea of 

pleasant visual qualities, but the accompanying clause makes it clear that this beautiful 

appearance was not reflective of King Neron’s morality. Regarding bodily beauty, the following 

excerpt can also serve as an example:  

 

(95) ða spræc Eue eft, idesa scienost, wifa wlitegost; hie wæs geweorc godes, þeah heo þa on 
deofles cræft bedroren wurde (GenA,B 821) 
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‘then Eve spoke again, the most splendid maiden, most beautiful among women; she was God’s 
work even if she’d been deceived by the devil’s skill’  

 

Eve is God’s creation and, as a result, she is described with two appositives reinforcing her 

outer beauty, idesa scienost, containing a rare term, OE ides ‘woman’, which is found mainly 

in poetry to describe women saints or women from the Old Testament, and OE sciēne, which 

is a partial aesthetic emotion marker, as well as with the alliterative usage of OE wlitig, 

concerning the exclusively visual. This fragment is similarly an exception to the rule found 

everywhere else in the poetic corpus: that the visual is a reflection of the moral. In this excerpt, 

Eve had already sinned, that is, she had already eaten from the tree and, therefore, she was not 

beautiful inside.  

 As it has been seen thus far, OE wlitig was applied to both human countenance and to 

the natural world to express aesthetic qualities that were not indicative of morality. However, 

OE wlitig is more often found in visual contexts that concern the divine. The following fragment 

shows both:  

 

(96) ðeos wlitige gesceaft, heofon ond eorðe, hreosaþ togadore (And 1435)  

 ‘that beautiful creation, Heaven and earth, shall quickly fall apart together’  

 

Generally speaking, and bearing in mind the Anglo-Saxon understanding of creation, both 

Heaven and Earth are seen as beautiful together because they are the whole creation. OE 

gesceaft refers to the celestial and the terrestrial. Nevertheless, the descriptions of the imagined 

afterlife and its inhabitants are more interesting because of the aesthetic effect that they may 

trigger in a potential audience. There are many descriptions of Christian Paradise in Old English 

poetry. Each of them places the emphasis on a different element. For instance:  

 

(97) Lissum lufodon ond in lofe wunedon, þær wæs singal sang ond swegles gong, wlitig 
weoroda heap ond wuldres þreat. Utan ymbe æðelne englas stodon (And 868)  

‘they inhabited in kindness and lived in glory; there, there is eternal song, on the path to Heaven, 
the beautiful multitude of angels, glorious troop, stood around their native country’  

 

This excerpt describes a recurrent motif in Anglo-Saxon poetry: the arrival of the soul to 

Heaven, which I have already mentioned discussing the aural dimension of OE fæger. The 

perceived beauty of the angels is described, in theory, only in visual terms, but the association 

between inner and outer beauty is semi-automatic in these contexts. More interesting 

emotionally speaking is the description of what is promised to the audience as regards their 
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possible arrival to Paradise: OE liss ‘grace, delight, joy’, OE lof ‘praise, glory’, OE singal song 

‘everlasting song’ and the beautiful countenance of the angels.  

Much more so than the sight of the angels or a beautiful path to Heaven, it is the promise 

of this state of grace and perpetual pleasure that, in this case, can trigger a potential aesthetic 

experience in the audience who hears this poem. This promise of the Christian afterlife as a 

place of pleasure and beauty is not exclusive of religious poetry, but it is engraved into the 

Anglo-Saxon poetic style, as the poem narrating the death of King Edgar emphasises:  

  

(98) Her geendode eorðan dreamas Eadgar, Engla cyning, ceas him oðer leoht, wlitig and 
wynsum, and þis wace forlet, lif þis læne (DEdg 1) 

‘in this year, the earthly joys of Edgar, king of the Angles, came to an end when he chose the 
other light, beautiful and pleasant, and left this feeble and transitory life’  

 

In an oblique and brief manner, Heaven is referred to as ‘the other light’ which is more beautiful 

and pleasant than the transitory life on earth. Depicting the afterlife as a sort of light and then 

describing it as beautiful and pleasant establishes several levels of meaning. First, it describes 

Paradise as a luminous place; second, it portrays it as beautiful, drawing on the association 

between light and beauty as positive Christian symbols. Third, it makes reference to the 

promised state of everlasting pleasure and lack of hardships, and it maps the visual onto an 

experiential domain by means of the association between OE wlitig and wynsum. In fact, for 

Trilling (2009: 206), who briefly analyses it, this poem exhibits a blend of Christian and heroic 

elements, for instance the treatment of the death of a hero (in this case a king) in religious 

manner. This example attests the extent to which the late poetry of the Anglo-Saxons was fully 

influenced by religious motifs that might not have been present in Teutonic poetry prior to the 

arrival of Christianity.  

Even if there are several fragments that describe celestial beauty by means of the senses, 

not as in beauty that appeals to the mind (cfr. OE wlitig, adj., II), it is clear that this sensory 

beauty is a conduit for the beauty that appeals to the mind. Take, for instance, the following 

episode in the Old English Elene, which depicts the scene where the angel visits Constantinus 

and has the traditional features of an aesthetic emotion episode:  

 

(99) He of slæpe onbrægd, eofurcumble beþeaht. Him se ar hraðe, wlitig wuldres boda, wið 
þingode ond be naman nemde, nihthelm toglad (El 75) 

‘he awoke from his sleep and covered himself with his boar-banner. The beautiful messenger 
of glory spoke quickly, and called him by his name, vanishing the covering of the night’  
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This episode is supposed to take place on the Earth, but it concerns a celestial agent. The angel 

that God sends Constantinus to deliver the promise of victory is constructed visually by means 

of pleasing appearance. This beauty is such that it dissolves the dark. The usage of nihthelm 

toglad is interesting in an aesthetic context, because it is extremely poetic and figurative. OE 

nihthelm is a compound meaning ‘night’s curtain’ or ‘covering of the night’ (see BWT, s.v. 

nihthelm, n.), and OE tōglīdan is an action verb that describes different movements, from 

liquids ‘gliding away’ to smoke or clouds ‘dissipating, dissolving’, to solids ‘falling to pieces, 

collapsing’. One of the ideas that was recurrently pointed out in chapter 3 was the connection 

between beauty as light as opposed to ugliness as darkness. I also pointed out the remarks made 

by Lakoff et al. (1991: 182) concerning light traditionally conceptualised as a fluid and darkness 

as a solid. One of my objectives was to see how these mappings were expressed in Old English 

poetry in aesthetic contexts. It is in this framework that the usage of OE nihthelm on the part of 

the poet proves to be remarkable: because it provides lexical evidence that proves that, indeed, 

in Old English times darkness was a solid, a cover, that was ‘dissipated/dissolved’ by a beautiful 

figure, which a few lines before the excerpt that has been highlighted is described as intensely 

luminous: wlitescyne on weres hade, hwit ond hiwbeorht (El 73) ‘a shining and beautiful man, 

white and bright in shape’.  

 The next lines in the OE Elene, also recounting Constantinus’ visions after the angel has 

just disappeared, feature another vision of a celestial nature that involves OE wlitig:  

 

(100) Geseah he frætwum beorht wliti wuldres treo ofer wolcna hrof, golde geglenged gimmas 
lixtan; wæs se blaca beam bocstafum awriten, beorhte ond leohte: Mid þys beacne ðu on þam 
frecnan fære feond oferswiðesð, geletest lað werod (El 88) 

‘then he saw across Heaven the beautiful and ornamented tree of glory, adorned with gold, 
gleaming with gems; the bleak beam was inscribed with letters, bright and light: with this beacon 
you will travel and overcome those horrible fiends, stop those loathsome men’  

 

It is in this moment when the purpose of the dream is revealed to Constantinus by means of the 

inscription on the cross. The cross is an immensely beautiful object, but its evaluation is not 

only a sensory one: OE wlitig refers to both the visual and to the positive message that is 

inscribed on its surface.  

 In BWT, the second subdivision for the first sense, beauty that appeals to the senses, 

explains that it is possible to find OE wlitig in sound evaluations. The dictionary entry is notably 

brief, as it only mentions, inside the larger category of “I. beauty that appeals to the senses” 

(BWT, s.v. wlitig, adj., I), the possibility of finding this adjective in an aural framework. The 

following two examples can clarify what OE wlitig means when it is applied to sounds:  
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(101) Biþ þæs hleoðres sweg eallum songcræftum swetra ond wlitigra ond wynsumra wrenca 
gehwylcum (Phoen 131) 

‘that sound is the sweetest, most pleasant and most beautiful* of all singing talents’  

 

(102) Hyre stefn oncwæð wlitig of wolcnum (Jul 282)  

‘then she heard a beautiful* voice calling from the Heavens’  

 

Translating these attestations of OE wlitig as ‘beautiful’ is possibly problematic. While it is 

possible to say beautiful voice or beautiful sound in Present-Day English, it should not be 

assumed that it was as common to use OE wlitig or fæger in Old English to describe sounds. In 

Present-Day English, beautiful voice usually refers to the pleasing voice of someone who is 

vocally skilled. However, while that seems to be the case of example (101), the surrounding 

lexis, however, give an experiential tone to the complete episode. The song of the Phoenix is 

described as OE swēte ‘sweet’, a transfer from taste to hearing, and OE wynsum, which, as I 

will explain later on, is one of the main adjectives in Old English to express pleasant personal 

experience. Moreover, the fact that in example (102) there are no mentions whatsoever to skill 

or song nor was it implicit in preceding clauses, makes it clear that, when used in describing a 

sound, OE wlitig was semantically closer to OE wynsum and PDE pleasant, referring to the 

sensations that are experienced by the subject after listening to this sound rather than to its 

formal qualities. Furthermore, that can be one of the reasons why in example (101) the idea of 

skill and talent was included, because it was not implicit in the idea of OE wlitig. In short, the 

attestations depicting this type of evaluation are rather scarce (2), so it is safe to assume that in 

both these cases OE wlitig is used figuratively, once again depicting the mapping to VISUAL 

SIGNS ARE SOUNDS and showing transfers from the sense of sight to the sense of hearing, 

mappings that are not at all common or widespread in the Old English language.   

 Similarly, OE wlitig is applied to smell in two more instances, in this case with a clear 

theological and spiritual meaning. The first one describes the smell emitted by Christ after his 

resurrection:  

 

(103) þæt wæs swete stenc, wlitig ond wynsum geond woruld ealle […] þæt is æþele stenc (Pan 
64) 

‘that was a sweet smell, beautiful* and pleasant all over the world, that is a noble* smell’  

 

This instance is remarkable due to the array of aesthetic emotion lexis that it uses in an olfactory 

evaluation. First, there is a taste-related term, OE swēte, evidencing a transfer from taste to 
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smell, which is relatively frequent. Second, there is an appearance term, OE wlitig, which also 

seems to be used figuratively here, establishing a different mapping, in this case SMELLS ARE 

VISUAL SIGNS. Third, OE wynsum implements the experiential layer, making reference to how 

the subject processes and interprets these sensory stimuli. Finally, there is OE æðele ‘noble’, 

which I will fully assess later on. Nevertheless, it is interesting to note one of the appreciations 

for this adjective in the DOE: “3.d. æþele stenc ‘sweet smell’ used figuratively; also the odour 

of sanctity and of resurrected Christ” (DOE, s.v. æþele, adj., 3.d). This description of Christ’s 

smell does not limit itself to the olfactory but encompasses stimuli of different natures to 

recreate a complete aesthetic experience: the visual (sight), the cognitive (nobility), the 

experiential (pleasant personal experience) and those related to the transfer from taste to smell 

(sweetness). Most of these mappings and transfers are completely artificial and, as it can be 

seen in the first two clauses of the excerpt, inspired by the alliteration of the sentence. 

Alliteration is, therefore, the ultimate motivator of figurative language.  

 In The Phoenix, there is another episode that uses OE wlitige, a rare adverbial form, to 

describe a smell. This fragment is fairly complex because it presents an auditory context that 

involves ideas derived from sight (OE clǣne) that are applied to a cognitive evaluation. It serves 

as the ultimate example of the freedom with which certain Anglo-Saxon poets used the 

language:  

  

(104) þonne hleoþriað halge gæstas, sawla soðfæste, song ahebbað, clæne ond gecorene, 
hergað cyninges þrym, stefn æfter stefne, stigað to wuldre wlitige gewyrtad mid hyra weldædum 
(Phoen 539)  

‘then the holy spirits will sing, the truth-fast souls, upheaving a song, pure/clean and good, 
praising the majesty of the king, note after note, towards glory, beautifully* perfumed with their 
good deeds’  

 

The song of the holy spirits is described with the term OE clǣne, a fundamentally visual term 

that is also applied to sounds that are pure and clear (cfr. DOE, s.v. clæne, adj., 10.b.: “of voices: 

pure”). This term is also employed cognitively describing people and divine agents who, like 

those truth-fast spirits in the poem, act according to God’s wishes (cfr. DOE, s.v. clæne, adj., 

6: “morally pure, innocent, free from or cleansed of sin”). Finally, and more interestingly, there 

is the expression wlitige gewyrtad mid hyra weldædum. OE wlitig could be read as part of the 

previous concept, as in ‘upheaving a song […] towards the beauty of glory’ or as an adverb that 

would translate as ‘beautifully perfumed with their good deeds’. This last reading is more 

remarkable in its treatment and blend of sensory and cognitive stimuli. First, there is a 

metaphoric expression of good deeds as smells – this is, in itself, being a blend between the 
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cognitive and the sensory. Second, this figurative smell is said to be beautiful, pleasant to the 

subject. By placing this instance in a framework where the experience of Heaven is being 

described in auditory terms, with reference to the visual, the poet elaborately creates a passage 

of sublime beauty that, when processed by the subject, allows him to experience, recreate and 

imagine Heaven in extremely rich sensory terms that instantly become associated with a 

spiritual meaning. This beauty both appeals to the senses and to the mind: it aesthetically 

stimulates the mind by means of the sensory.  

 However, there are instances that prove that OE wlitig was also used without a sensory 

basis, appealing directly to the mind, as BWT acknowledges in its second sense: “of beauty that 

appeals to the mind” (BWT, s.v. wlitig, adj., II). Singularly cognitive uses of aesthetic emotion 

vocabulary are not exclusive to OE wlitig, as it was clear in the case of OE fæger. Incidentally, 

all of these attestations are only found in texts that are solely devoted to the religious, either 

referring to beauty as an indicator of divinity for God and other religious figures, or to the 

absence of sin in Christians in general. For instance:  

 

 (105) Wile þonne gesceadan wlitige and unclæne on twa healfe, tile and yfle (Sat 608)  

‘then he will separate the beautiful and the unclean in two halves, the good and the evil’ 

 

This fragment talks about Doomsday, how on this day God will judge mankind. It presents an 

opposition of contraries and, in the fragment, aesthetic qualities are mentioned before actual 

terms denoting goodness or lack thereof. By contrasting the first two terms, the beautiful (OE 

wlitig) are deduced to be those that are clean of sin, and those who have sinned and are in that 

figurative sense ‘dirty’ are also ugly, even though ugliness is not explicitly mentioned. As it 

can be seen, both terms, sensory by definition, are used in purely cognitive fashion. In fact, 

these two terms, OE wlitig and unclǣne, are far more illustrative than OE til and yfel, because 

they portray beauty as attainable by means of proper, pious behaviour. This phenomenon is 

explained in more detail in the poem Christ in the “words” of Christ himself:  

 

(106) þe mine deaðe deore gebohte þæt longe lif þæt þu on leohte siþþan, wlitig, womma leas, 
wunian mostes (ChristA,B,C 1460)  

‘through my death, I dearly bought eternal life for you, so that afterwards you can live, beautiful 
and free from blemish, in the light’  

 

Christ’s sacrifice, which according to the Christian doctrine, erases the original sin (hence, the 

reference to OE womma leas ‘without stain’) makes it possible for the individual who adheres 

to the Christian way of living to dwell in the beauty of Heaven where there is an abundance of 
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light. This theological message is repeatedly emphasised in diverse didactic ways in Anglo-

Saxon poetry to the point that these associations must have been practically automatic in the 

Anglo-Saxon mind. Yet, despite the accompanying visual references, this beauty appeals 

strictly to the mind of the subject, to their conception of the afterlife and their relationship with 

a pious life.  

 A similar observation can be found in the Guthlac poems, precisely at the moment in 

which Guthlac passes away:  

 

(107) Ahof þa his honda […] swylce he his eagan ontynde, halge heafdes gimmas, biseah þa to 
heofona rice, glædmod to geofona leanum, ond þa his gæst onsende weorcum wlitigne in 
wuldres dream (GuthA,B 1300) 

‘then he upheaved his hands […] and opened his eyes to behold the gems of the holy head, 
seeing the kingdom of heaven, glad in his mind for the rewards of that joy, and he sent his spirit 
forth through his beautiful works towards the joy of glory’  

 

In this excerpt, the life that Guthlac has lived and the good things he has done are labelled in 

purely cognitive terms by means of OE wlitig. The rest of the terms in this fragment do refer to 

the experiential dimension of the arrival to Heaven but OE wlitig does not evaluate them. It is 

also worth mentioning that in this excerpt these weorcum wlitigne are what allows Guthlac to 

go to Heaven. However, this process is not described as a passive one, but as active, an act of 

will. Guthlac does not ascend to Heaven. Instead, he sends his spirit forth (OE ond þa his gæst 

onsende). This idea is also seen in another poem which is heavily loaded with aesthetic emotion 

content, The Dream of the Rood, where Christ is said to also ‘send his spirit forth’ after the 

crucifixion: he hæfde his gast onsended (Dream 49). The images of both these religious figures 

playing an active role in their death and ascension to Paradise are imbued with the message that 

this is only possible after a lifetime of virtuous and holy behaviour, that is, a life of beautiful 

deeds.  

 Finally, and totally devoid of any sensory connotations, the adjective OE wlitig is also 

applied to a person’s name, being evocative of all these aforementioned qualities. For example, 

in the Azarias poem there is mention of God’s name being OE wlitig:  

 

 (108) Is þin noma mære, wlitig ond wuldorfæst ofer werþeode (Az 6) 

 ‘your name is well-known, beautiful and glory-fast over the tribes’  

 

This fragment is also reminiscent of the Lord’s Prayer, which might have served as a basis for 

the composition of such sentence, particularly this fragment: Swa is gehalgod þin heah nama 
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swiðe mærlice manegum gereordum (LPr II 20) ‘so is your name hallowed in many wonderful 

tongues’. In both these instances, there is nothing particularly beautiful about the sound or the 

letters that make up the extremely numerous ways to refer to God. OE wlitig does not refer to 

the auditory experience of hearing God’s name, or seeing it in writing, but to the entity that this 

name represents.  

 All in all, OE wlitig stands out as a central positive aesthetic emotion marker, which 

alongside OE fæger are the prototypical words for ‘beautiful’ in Old English. Both of them 

were equally used in sensory and cognitive contexts, sometimes by means of figurative 

expressions. These terms not only described beauty from a visual perspective. They were also 

applied to sounds and to smells as pleasant personal experience. Ultimately, these rare usages 

that, furthermore, exhibited the traits of figurative and synesthetic language were in most of the 

cases conditioned by alliteration. Other adjectives were also used to render beautiful 

appearances, like those derived from the root OE cym-, or OE ansȳn, but they were notably less 

frequent possibly because they belong to less formal registers. In the nominal variety, OE wlite, 

etymologically related to OE wlitig and rooted in the idea of ocular perception, was the chief 

concept in Anglo-Saxon times to talk about the idea of beauty. However, as it has been shown, 

other terms, generally meaning appearance were also used to refer to aesthetically appealing 

objects, stressing their beauty. Finally, and less common in the corpus, there are the verbal 

counterparts of OE wlitig and fæger, which designated objects that are either made beautiful or 

become beautiful. Despite the specific nuances and semantic connotations of each and every 

one of these terms, they are near synonyms in certain contexts. This array of terms is frequently 

combined with other partial aesthetic emotion terms that will be discussed in the next sections, 

and they provide poetic texts with a rich variety and endless possibilities of naming the 

beautiful, the good and the divine.  

 

5.2 Cleanness  

The metaphor THE EXTERNAL IS AN INDEX OF THE INTERNAL (Harbus, 2012: 61) is 

responsible for the usage of terms for cleanness45 in an aesthetic emotion context. This theme 

has already been superficially explored in some of the examples in the previous section (see 

examples 8, 74, 104, 105 and 106), which show how the idea that has been traditionally called 

“inner beauty” or “moral beauty” (see for instance DOE, s.v. fæger, adj., 3.a.) was 

fundamentally built on the notion of absence of sin. Fragments like (106) show how sin is 

 
45 In these pages, and for the sake of clarity, I have opted for the term PDE cleanness instead of cleanliness, 
because the former refers only to the idea of purity and the state of being clean, while cleanliness also refers 
to the “habit of keeping things clean” (OED, s.v. cleanliness, n.).  
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conceptualised as a stain and moral, inner beauty is only observable when the individual is pure 

and clean in moral terms. The metaphor that Harbus (2012) points out causes these terms for 

cleanness to originate a conceptual blend between the sensory and the cognitive. This blend 

contributes to the depiction of said individual or object in positive aesthetic terms, and this 

appreciation or recreation potentially triggers aesthetic emotion in a similar manner to other 

aesthetic emotion terms, like those for appearance that have been discussed in the preceding 

pages. In this section, I will analyse some of the fragments in the concordance in which Old 

English terms for cleanness, chiefly OE clǣne, are used as aesthetic emotion markers with the 

aims of clarifying the underlying linguistic and figurative processes that facilitate this mapping 

and determining exactly what is meant by ‘clean’ as semi-synonymous of ‘beautiful’.  

 In the Master Metaphor List, Lakoff et al. (1991: 189) explain the figurative connection 

between these two domains, under the metaphor MORALITY IS CLEANLINESS, once again 

departing from a simpler source domain, that of CLEANLINESS, which is mapped onto the target 

domain of MORALITY and GOODNESS. Other recurrent Present-Day English metaphors for 

cleanness include SOBRIETY IS CLEANNESS, for instance, which is not included in Lakoff et 

al. (1991). Currently, the idea of cleanness is associated with a long list of figurative meanings 

that, in essence, do not have any direct connection with the state of being visibly clean (see, for 

example, the Present-Day English expression to come clean). However, in Anglo-Saxon times, 

the main figurative extension in the domain of cleanness is that of morality. This further 

highlights the cultural and temporal variation to which aesthetic emotions are subject as 

compared to other utilitarian emotions.  

 The DOE entry for the main term under scrutiny, OE clǣne, does not explicitly connect 

beauty and cleanness. It does specify the figurative usage of this term as referring to morality: 

“morally pure, innocent, free from or cleansed of sin” (DOE, s.v. clǣne, adj., 6). Similarly, it 

also establishes a connection between cleanness and holiness: “7. pure, hallowed, holy” (DOE, 

s.v. clǣne, adj., 7). The instances mentioned in the previous subsection concerning the 

expression of morality as beauty and the conceptual link between cleanness and morality are 

justification enough for an analysis of OE clǣne as a partial aesthetic emotion term.  

Nevertheless, OE clǣne is not the only term in this lexical domain: a negative rendering of OE 

wamm ‘stain, mark, impurity’ is also found representing the same concept.  

 The exclusively sensory usage of these two terms as aesthetic emotion markers is fairly 

limited, but there are a few instances where, despite the fact that the context in which they are 

found is predominantly spiritual, these terms evaluate a physically observable reality. One of 

these examples is similar to fragment (71), where the physical appearance of the Three Youths 

is described as beautiful after they are released from the fire, essentially making a symbolic 
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reference to these three individuals’ morality. The following fragment also recounts this episode 

in a different text, the Old English poem Azarias, which narrates an episode also included in 

Daniel:  

  

 (109)  ac eodon of þam fyre, feorh unwemme, wuldre gewlitegad (Az 184)  

 ‘and they escaped the fire, bodies without blemishes, beautified in their glory’ 

 

This fragment refers to how the three youths escape from the fiery furnace in which they are 

condemned to burn alive after the angel that descends from Heaven saves them. Example (71) 

emphasised that they were safe and sound by means of OE wlite and with a negation of the verb 

OE gewemman ‘to stain, defile, corrupt’. In this case, the idea of cleanness in their appearance 

is also reinforced by means of OE unwemme ‘spotless, without blemishes’, hence, ‘clean’. 

Sufficient proof that this instance features an aesthetic usage of OE unwemme can be found in 

the last clause, where OE gewlitegian refers to these ‘bodies without blemishes’. Yet, these 

excerpts do not focus on morality, even if it is implicit in the context, only on the physically 

observable qualities of these three boys. They are beautiful because the fire has not gotten them 

‘dirty’ or ‘scathed’.  

 A similar usage of cleanness-related terms can be found in the Old English Juliana, also 

in a scene of torture and martyrdom. The poem Juliana, of which several passages were lost 

from the manuscript, tells the story of the Christian saint Juliana and the tortures she suffers at 

the hands of both her father and her suitor when she rejects the latter due to his “pagan” beliefs. 

The context of the following fragment is one of the torture episodes that she endures, being 

tortured in a wheel of fire:  

 

(110) ða cwom engel godes frætwum blican ond þæt fyr tosceaf, gefreode ond gefreoðade facnes 
clæne, leahtra lease, ond þone lig towearp, heorogiferne, þær seo halie stod, mægþa bealdor, 
on þam midle gesund (Jul 563)  

‘then came God’s angel, shining with adornments, and scattered the fire and freed Juliana, clean 
of sin and blameless, and the hungry flame was dispersed where the holy one stood, the most 
courageous of women was safe and sound in the middle’  

 

The focus in this instance, however, is not on the sensory, despite all its aesthetic potential. 

Juliana, who is surrounded by the fire, is saved by God’s angel because she is OE clǣne, inside 

and outside, too. In this excerpt, there is a figurative usage of this partial aesthetic emotion term 

in order to refer to the saint’s moral virtues. However, there is another fragment, some lines 

after the fragment (110) in which OE ungewemde is found in an aesthetic evaluation:  
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(111) ða gen sio halge stod ungewemde wlite. Næs hyre wloh ne hrægl, ne feax ne fel fyre 
gemæled, ne lic ne leoþu (Jul 589)  

‘then the holy one stood up again, her beauty undefiled. Her hems or clothes, hair or skin, soul 
or limbs, they were not stained by the fire’  

 

From the usage of OE wlite, it is clear that this excerpt does not refer only to morality or 

spirituality but also to how these reflect on the countenance of the saint, hence the emphasis on 

her hair and skin, as well as on her clothes and limbs. It is also interesting to note the negative 

usage of OE gemǣlan ‘to mark, stain’. From fragment (110), the audience is aware that Juliana 

is a virtuous woman and fragment (111) emphasises this again by means of a sensory 

description that focuses on the bodily. All in all, both examples (109) and (111) carry out a 

sensory evaluation of these saints and godly people that draws from cognitive judgments. 

Juliana as well as the Three Youths are saved by divine agents from having their beauty and 

countenance stained because they themselves are free from moral stain and clean in both a 

spiritual and physical sense.  

 Still in sensory terms, there are some instances in the poetic corpus that evaluate aural 

phenomena through OE clǣne. The DOE acknowledges that OE clǣne is used in describing 

sounds as follows: “10.b. of voices: pure” (DOE, s.v. clǣne, adj., 10.b.). For instance:  

 

 (112) Ealle þe heriað halige dreamas clænre stefne (Glor I 36)   

 ‘all of them praise you and your holy joy with a clean voice’  

 

 This usage has already been pointed out in previous examples, like fragment (104), where OE 

clǣne was found in a larger fragment depicting a more intense aesthetic emotion episode. 

Considering all these instances, the usage of OE clǣne in sensory evaluations is fairly limited. 

 Nevertheless, Anglo-Saxon poets used the sensory qualities implicit in the semantics of 

OE clǣne and the terms derived from OE wamm in order to convey these spiritual and moral 

evaluations. Frequently, these terms are used cognitively to refer to Christians who lead a pious 

life, as it was implicit in example (105). The following fragment describes the buildings that 

God built in Heaven for those who adhere to the Christian faith:  

  

(113) þæt is sigedryhten þe þone sele frætweð, timbreð torhtlice, to sculon clæne, womma lease, 
swa se waldend cwæð, ealra cyninga cyning (JDay I 92)  

‘it was the lord of victories who adorned these walls, splendidly constructed, for those who 
should be clean and without stain, like the lord commanded, king of all kings’  
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The spiritual assessment of those who go to Heaven is not carried out by means of terms for 

morality, but using visual references, in this case both OE clǣne and OE wamm, which despite 

being sensory terms are so ideologically charged that they are chosen over other terms that are 

specific to goodness and lack of sin. A similar expression can be found in the OE Guthlac:  

  
 

 (114) þæt se gode [gæstas] mote, womma clæne, in geweald cuman (GuthA,B 25)  

 ‘the good [souls], clean of stains, will come to god’s power’  

 

By the very definition of the concept of soul (OE gǣst), it is clear that these usages of OE wamm 

and OE clǣne are of a figurative nature. Since the soul is not visible and both these terms are 

visual in their prototypical meaning, they refer to whether the person to whom that soul belongs 

has ‘stained’ it by committing sins and behaving against the Christian commandments.  

 Yet, the soul is not the only element that is visually conceptualised as the recipient of 

sin, other parts are described in terms of cleanness in order to convey a spiritual meaning or a 

theological message:  

  

 (115) ðær þa lichoman, leahtra clæne, gongað glædmode (Phoen 518)  

 ‘there the bodies, clean of their shameful acts, go glad-minded’  

 

 (116) swa he gearo stondeð clænum heortum (JDay I 30)  

 ‘he who stands with a clear heart’  

  

The heart and the body are also said to be ‘clean’ drawing on the figurative recourse THE 

EXTERNAL IS AN INDEX OF THE INTERNAL (Harbus, 2012: 61). Claiming that bodies and, in 

example (116), hearts are clean is a poetic device that portrays these elements as recipients of 

the characteristics of a person’s soul. These terms are equally applicable to the Christian life, 

which is described in JDay I 62 as in clænnisse lif alifde ‘living in cleanness’, or Christianity 

as an unwemmum wege ‘unstained path’.  

 As is the case of most aesthetic terminology, Old English terms for cleanness are also 

applied to God, Christ and the angels as perfect examples of what a sinless and pure way of 

living is. Without further explanation, several passages state that they are OE clǣne:  

 

(117) We þæt soðlice secgað ealle: þurh clæne gecynd þu eart cyning on riht, clæne and cræftig 
(Glor I 51)  

‘we truly say: through the clean multitude you are king rightfully, clean and powerful’  
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In this excerpt, God is described as clean and powerful, both being cognitive remarks, since, as 

it has been mentioned before, the Anglo-Saxon poetic corpus rarely describes God in visual 

terms. Furthermore, the fragment makes allusion to a ‘clean multitude’, which in this case does 

not refer to Christians, but to the angels, as the following excerpts prove:  

 

 (118) þa þæt leoht gewat, up siðode, ond se ar somed, on clænra gemang (El 94)  

‘then the light departed and travelled up, where it first resided, among the clean company’  

 

 (119) swa ðin sunu mære þurh clæne gecynd (Glor I 18)  

 ‘your son is well-known all through the clean multitude’  

 

These last excerpts do not truly render a given aesthetic experience nor aim at triggering one. 

Instead, they draw upon former aesthetic experiences which have been built on the notions of 

purity and cleanness to stimulate an association in the mind of the subject between these former 

aesthetic emotion episodes and the religious and doctrinal messages that these instances aim at 

conveying. This is particularly evident in the usage of OE clǣn in a great variety of epithets. 

This poetic device is effective in that it instantly associates the name that it complements with 

these notions of morality and goodness. For instance, seo clæneste cwen ofer eorþan 

(ChristA,B,C 275) ‘the cleanest woman on earth’ referring to Mary;  the Phoenix described as 

se clæna ‘the clean one’ in Phoen 167; Martinus wer womma leas (Men 207) ‘Martin, the man 

without stain’ to refer to Saint Martin; se clæna Crist in LPr III 14; the reference to Juliana as 

þa leahtra ful clæne ond gecorene (Jul 612) ‘the blameless, fully clean and beloved’; or the 

reference to Heaven as þone clænan ham ‘the clean home’ in And 977.  

 In conclusion, even if the Old English terms for cleanness were initially included as 

partial aesthetic emotion terms, an individual analysis of this thematic group has shown that 

their scope in aesthetic emotion episodes is relatively narrow. As examples (109) and (111) 

showed, there was a potential sensory aesthetic evaluation implicit in these terms, but it is not 

very recurrent in the poetic corpus nor fully developed. However, the visual semantic content 

of these terms does serve the function of providing a sensory basis and a source domain for the 

figurative usage of these terms as referring to the object’s moral qualities, producing the 

metaphors MORALITY IS CLEANNESS, GOODNESS IS CLEANNESS and DIVINITY IS 

CLEANNESS. Rather than an aesthetic emotion phenomenon, this metaphor should be 

understood as a parallel alternative to the MORALITY IS BEAUTY metaphor described in the 

previous subsection, which is present everywhere else in the poetic corpus. In other words, 
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MORALITY IS CLEANNESS and BEAUTY, but there is not enough evidence in poetic texts to 

suggest that the presence of cleanness-related terms can be clearly indicative of the experience 

of beauty or other positive aesthetic emotions.  

 

5.3. Colour  

According to Eco (2004) and de Bruyne (1994) the visual pleasantness of colour was a 

fundamental constituent of the Medieval aesthetic experience. Eco (2004: 99-100) explains how 

Medieval creators made use of all available colour, intense shades of bright tonalities like blue, 

green, red, golden and silver, contrasting with the apparent darkness with which the Medieval 

period tends to be envisioned. In chapter 2, it has been discussed how colour was the domain 

in which the metaphysics of beauty was fully realised, each colour having a specific meaning 

in the Medieval aesthetic paradigm. In this subsection, I will assess some passages in Anglo-

Saxon poetry that treat colour in order to determine whether these terms for colour operate as 

aesthetic emotion markers and whether they contribute to triggering positive aesthetic emotion. 

Similarly, I will try to determine in which type of texts these terms occur more frequently and 

whether there is a recurrent spiritual or cultural meaning behind them, as Eco (2004) and de 

Bruyne (1994) suggest in the larger context of Medieval beauty.  

 The terms discussed in this subsection are those that refer to either an abundance of 

different colours or those that simply refer to colour and are found in potentially aesthetic 

contexts. Since they are fairly limited in terms of occurrences and because the majority are 

interchangeable synonyms, they are best discussed in the frame of reference of specific texts 

and nuances, rather than focusing on individual analyses of what these terms mean and how 

they are used. These terms are the following: a) OE bleō ‘colour, hue’, b) OE hīw ‘form, shape, 

beauty’ but also ‘colour’, c) OE telg ‘dye’, d) OE bleōfāg ‘variegated in colour’, e) OE fāg 

‘variegated in colour’, f) OE goldfāg ‘variegated with gold’, g) OE gebleōd ‘colour’ but also 

‘beautiful in appearance’, and g) OE wundorbleō ‘wondrous colour’. It is important to note that 

the main terms for colour, OE bleō and OE hīw, are extremely polysemic and they are used in 

a variety of contexts and with multiple purposes. Since this study is not a study of colour, per 

se, I have only included the attestations of these terms that were found in larger descriptive 

passages or when they were clearly used to render aesthetic emotion. I will also deliberately 

exclude from this subsection the fragments concerning OE wrǣtlīc in combination with colour 

terms in order to properly assess them in the subsection devoted to patterns of intricacy.  

 In section 5.1, I discussed some of the attestations of OE hīw in The Phoenix; these are 

examples (17) through (19). OE hīw is a particularly interesting term as far as colour is 

concerned. The main sense of OE hīw is “1. form, figure” (DOE, s.v. hīw, n., 1) and it is used 
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at large to refer to appearance, or, in particular, to beauty (cfr. DOE, s.v. hīw, n., 2.b.: 

“specifically: beautiful appearance, beauty”) with all the different nuances adhered to beauty as 

far as morality and spirituality are concerned. Nevertheless, the DOE also acknowledges its 

usage as a term for ‘colour’: “6. colour” (DOE, s.v. hīw, n., 6). This usage is clearly illustrated 

in the fragments from The Phoenix quoted in preceding pages, corresponding roughly from 

lines 291 to 311 of the poem. These attestations of the term OE hīw and other terms for specific 

colours were quite remarkable in that they made reference to terms that described exact colours, 

like green, purple, brown and black. In other Old English poems, the references to particular 

colours other than green or golden are somewhat scarce. Yet, this poetic text is not entirely 

representative of Anglo-Saxon poetic content, being heavily based on Lactanitus’ De Ave 

Phoenice and other Latin sources, including the Bible and a long tradition of poetry about the 

mythical Phoenix. A similar circumstance concerns the Old English poem The Panther, which 

was translated and based on foreign sources, amongst them the Greek Phisiologus or Bestiary 

(Marckwardt and Rosier, 1972: 236).  

 Other than in The Phoenix, there are a few occurrences that treat colour in religious 

poetry. For instance:  

 

(120) Cymeð wundorlic Cristes onsyn, æþelcyninges wlite […] gebleod wundrum, eadgum ond 
earmum ungelice (ChristA,B,C 910)  

‘then came the wonderful appearance of Christ, the beauty of his countenance, […] wondrously 
coloured and happy, unlike the wicked’  

 

This fragment, which has already been analysed as regards OE ansȳn, describes in visual terms 

Christ’s appearance. It uses more common aesthetic emotion lexis, like OE wlite or wundorlīc, 

but it also makes reference to colour. The usage of OE gebleōd ‘variegated in colour/beautiful’ 

is interesting because it does not refer to a precise image. Instead, it paints a visually pleasant 

appearance, adding the dimension of colour to Christ’s expression. The fragment does not 

clarify whether the terms for colour refer to the garment that Christ is supposed to be wearing 

or if this usage of OE gebleōd is a figurative one that establishes the metaphor BEAUTY IS 

COLOUR. If the latter were the case, it would evidence how colour was used in a positive 

aesthetic manner as part of the aesthetic poetic paradigm. A similar usage can be found in the 

same poem, but in a different context:  

 

(121) ða ic þe on þa fægran foldan gesette to neotenne neorxnawonges beorhtne blædwelan, 
bleom scinende (ChristA,B,C 1386)  

‘I set you on the beautiful Earth to enjoy the fruitful riches of Paradise, shining in colours’  
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According to the DOE, OE blǣdwēla means “abundant riches” (DOE, s.v. blǣdwēla, n.) and it 

occurs only this once in the complete Old English corpus. Similar to example (120), this 

fragment draws on colour-related terms in order to create an image that is colourful and visually 

strong in the mind of the audience, thereby associating the goodness of Christ and the 

pleasantness of Paradise with a multi-coloured visual stimulus.  

 In rigorously visual terms, there are more occurrences that include colour terms without 

religious or cognitive connotations. For instance, in the Christ poem, too:  

 

 (122) þæs temples segl, wundorbleom geworht to wlite þæs huses (ChristA,B,C 1138) 

 ‘the temple’s curtains, disposed in wondrous colours for the beauty of the house’  

 

This is the usual practice in Anglo-Saxon texts: the usage of colour terms like OE wundorbleō, 

which emphasise the apparent beauty of this aesthetic object by means of a combination of the 

term OE wundor ‘wonderful’, an aesthetic emotion marker as it will be seen in chapter 7, and 

the noun OE bleō ‘colour’, as well as the noun OE wlite ‘beauty’, but there is no further 

reference as to what these colours are. A similar condition can also be found in The Riming 

Poem:  

 

 (123) Glæd wæs ic gliwum, glenged hiwum, blissa bleoum, blostma hiwum (Rim 3)  

 ‘I was glad with glee, adorned in hues, blissful colours, blossoming hues’  

 

As is the case of The Wanderer or The Seafarer, this poem contrasts a former state of happiness 

and beauty with a present of desolation and bitterness. In it, the repetition of colour terms in 

order to emphasise the idea of visually pleasant clothes and/or jewels is explained by the 

extremely complex rhyming pattern of the poem. Yet, it can be seen how OE hīw and OE bleō 

are used synonymously.   

 In this sense, the epic poem Beowulf is the most representative example of how colour-

related terminology is used in order to create and describe aesthetically pleasing objects without 

further cognitive connotations other than the worth of the object. For example:  

 

 (124) Eoforlic scionon ofer hleorberan gehroden golde, fah ond fyrheard (Beo 303)  

‘boar helmets shone above their heads, adorned with gold, coloured and fire-hard’ 

 



 
 229 

As Hatto (1957: 156) indicates, in this passage these ‘boar helmets’ likely refer to “above the 

cheek-guard” that would “protect the eyes,” and he explains that some of these helmets have 

been found at Sutton Hoo. Alternatively, OE eoforlic could be taken to mean ‘boar-crest’, 

representing a protective element on top of the helmet (Hatto, 1957: 156). In this fragment, they 

are described with partial aesthetic emotion lexis, as is the case of OE scīnan ‘to shine’ (see 

subsection 5.6) and described as being OE fāg ‘coloured’, which, as it has been seen in the 

preceding fragments for other colour terms, can potentially index notions of beauty or visual 

pleasantness. In example (27), there was description of a golden fly-net in Judith, which was 

evaluated as being visually beautiful without any further connotation, even more so considering 

that the person to whom it belonged is described with lexis for disgust. The same idea applies 

to the following fragment in Beowulf:  

 

(125) Goldfag scinon web æfter wagum, wundorsiona fela secga gehwylcum þara þe on swylc 
starað (Beo 994)  

‘gold-coloured webs shone on the walls, many wondrous spectacles for each man who wished 
to stare upon them’  

 

This fragment refers to the decoration of Heorot. Notice here the usage of OE starian ‘look 

fixedly, stare’; it conveys the idea that these decorative hangings are set on the walls for the 

aesthetic enjoyment of visitors. In fact, one of the descriptions of Hrothgar focuses on this 

motif: Hroðgar [...] golde fahne (Beo 925) ‘Hrothgar, coloured with gold’, in which gold is 

indicative of nobility, power and wealth, as well as being aesthetically appealing. It reinforces 

the central place of gold and gold-coloured objects in the Anglo-Saxon paradigm of beauty, 

ornamentation and jewellery. Furthermore, the idea of colour is not limited only to gold, 

buildings and people, but also to the decoration of horses, for instance:  

 

 (126) þara anum [meare] stod sadol searwum fah, since gewurþad (Beo 1037) 

 ‘there a [horse] stood, its saddle artfully coloured, made worthy with treasure’  

 

Here, as in previous fragments, there is no reference to particular shades, but only the inclusion 

of a colour-related term in a context where an aesthetic object is being described and admired 

due to its skilful manual elaboration and material worth.  

 It is tempting to assume that this aesthetic treatment of colour-related terms shows 

precisely the aboriginal approach to Anglo-Saxon beauty and ornamentation, taking into 

consideration that these instances carry out an exclusively sensory judgment, with the 

occasional appreciation of the material value of these worthy objects, without adhering any 
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spiritual connotations to the beauty here depicted. This usage can be found in other poems 

outside Beowulf, but it is very limited in number. For instance:  

 

(127) Is ðæt wundorlic, þæt we witan ealle, þæt mon secan sceal be sæwaroðe and be ea ofrum 
æþele gimmas, hwite and reade and hiwa gehwæs (Met 19.20)  

‘isn’t it wonderful that all of us understand that man can seek around the sea-shore and the 
running water the noble gems, white, red and of every colour?’  

 

(128) Byrne is min bleofag, swylce beorht seomað wir ymb þone wælgim þe me waldend geaf 
(Rid 20 3)  

‘my coat of mail is variegated in colours, brightly lies the wire around the sheath that my lord 
gave me’  

 

For fragment (128), the solution to the riddle is a sword. In this case the ‘coat of mail’ refers to 

the sheath in which the sword is placed, which is described as having a traditional Anglo-Saxon 

ornament: decorative wires. Example (127) constitutes one of the rare fragments that mention 

specific colours, like those in The Phoenix. Incidentally, all the texts that do so are foreign 

translations, as are The Phoenix and the Meters of Boethius, for instance fragment (127). 

Ultimately, what these examples involving colour in a purely ornamental way evidence is that 

colour-related terms can, indeed, be used as aesthetic emotion terms, on the one hand, because 

some of them are synonymous with ‘beautiful’, and, on the other hand, because they can 

contribute to an aesthetic emotion episode in these descriptions of rich sensory stimuli.  

 However, there is also evidence in the concordance of the usage of these terms in a more 

complex manner involving cognitive and moral judgments that may or may not have an 

aesthetic emotion dimension, and, if they do, it may not be entirely positive. For example:  

 

 (129) blode fah husa selest heorodreorig stod (Beo 932)  

‘the most excellent of the houses stood coloured/stained with blood, and disconsolate’ 

 

This excerpt describes the royal palace in Beowulf after Grendel’s attack. The term used to 

visually describe to the unpleasant sight of blood is OE fāg, which is used in other fragments 

in a positive aesthetic context. Moreover, there is a connection between blood and desolation 

as the two different senses of the adjective OE heorudreōrig indicate: “1. blood-stained, 

drenched in blood” and “2. very sad, disconsolate” (DOE, s.v. heorudreōrig, adj., 1 and 2). The 

term OE fāg is also found in another attestation from Beowulf, involving a moral judgment:  
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(130) ðær abidan sceal maga mane fah miclan domes, hu him scir metod scrifan wille (Beo 
977)  

‘there he shall await a greater judgment, the one coloured with crime, and see how the bright 
Lord desires to punish him’ 

 

This attestation is uttered by Beowulf himself and he explains how he has engaged in combat 

with Grendel, wounding him to death. Beowulf makes reference to the fact that the monster lies 

on its deathbed. It is interesting to see how Grendel is referred to by means of OE fāg and the 

term OE mān ‘a bad, shameful action, a crime’ or simply put ‘sin’. In this context, there is not 

an aesthetic evaluation but a cognitive one that relies on visual and partially aesthetic terms. 

This is consistent with how other terms for beauty are employed.  

 Furthermore, the Beowulf poet does not only use colour-related terms in a negative 

description when discussing blood and sin but also in order to describe fire and in a mixed 

emotion context portraying the dragon’s scales. In the case of fire, the term OE fāg is found 

surrounded by several negative aesthetic emotion terms, which will be discussed in the 

pertaining chapter:  

 

(131) æfter ðam wordum wyrm yrre cwom, atol inwitgæst, oðre siðe fyrwylmum fah fionda 
niosian, laðra manna (Beo 2669)  

‘after these words, the wrathful worm came a second time, the loathsome evil guest, coloured 
with boiling fire, and seeking out his enemies, those men he loathed’  

 

The dragon here is portrayed as ‘coloured’ with ‘boiling fire’. This image is extremely 

evocative as it describes the dragon as if it were exhaling fire and being surrounded by it, 

making reference to the colour of it. Yet, this image, though powerful, is partially unpleasing, 

judging by the negative terms that describe the dragon: OE yrre ‘wrathful’ and OE atol 

‘horrible’. And ‘partially’ is the key word here, because this same dragon is further on assessed 

in terms of excellence (see section 5.4 on the usage of terms for excellence):  

  

(132) ær hi þær gesegan syllicran wiht, wyrm on wonge wiðerræhtes þær laðne licgean; wæs 
se legdraca grimlic, gryrefah, gledum beswæled (Beo 3038)  

‘they had previously seen the excellent* creature, the loathsome dragon lying on the earth next 
to Beowulf; the fire-breathing dragon was grim, fierce and terrifying, terrible in its variegate 
colouring, burning in embers’  

 

This passage reinforces that OE fāg is not exclusive to the domain of positive aesthetic 

experience. In this case, the term OE sellīc ‘excellent’, but also ‘rare, marvellous’, evaluates 

the dragon in more or less positive terms: the intricacy of its skin turns it into an object of 
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admiration, an aesthetic one. Nevertheless, at the same time, it is described with negative 

aesthetic emotion terms, like OE lāð, rendering disgust, or one of the constituents of the 

compound OE gryrefāg, OE gryre ‘horror, terror, horrible’. This being so, OE fāg, the other 

constituent in the compound, indicates that this is a mixed emotion episode, which are 

frequently found as far as monsters are concerned, as it will be explained in chapter 7.  

 This usage of colour terms is not exclusive to Beowulf, though it is predominantly 

featured therein. There is an additional instance outside of this text that connects the ideas of 

beauty, ugliness and colour by means of the metaphor that connects the inner with the outer:   

 

(133) Feores unwyrðe, egsan geþread, ondweard gode won ond wliteleas hafað werges bleo 
(ChristA,B,C 1580)  

‘Not worthy of life and afflicted by the terror at the presence of God, dark and without beauty, 
the colours of the criminals’   

 

OE wearg in this sentence refers to sinners, but it has a second sense in which it describes 

monsters and similar creatures (cfr. BWT, s.v. wearg, n., II.). Nevertheless, what is interesting 

from this excerpt is the connection established between these people’s ‘colours’ and the ideas 

of ugliness and darkness. As it has been shown in many instances in the preceding pages, in the 

corpus, beauty, light and morality are triply and interchangeably related. This instance, 

concerning colour, seems to suggest that darkness and ugliness are also connected from the 

point of view of morality, more specifically, the absence of it. Ultimately, it also informs about 

the fact that, outside Beowulf, other texts and, hence, other poets also used colour in negative 

aesthetic contexts.  

 Summing up, it has been shown how certain appearance terms were used in order to 

refer to colour. These and the particular Old English terms for specific colours and general 

colour presence were very often found alongside other aesthetic emotion lexis, clearly proving 

that these were used as aesthetic emotion markers or triggers. This is not to say that colour terms 

are straightforward aesthetic terms but that, in certain circumstances, they can be used as such. 

Furthermore, there are no instances that treat specific colours in purely native Anglo-Saxon 

texts and these cases are found exclusively in translations and adaptations from foreign sources. 

When these colours are individually named, they either make reference to jewels, decorations 

or the natural world. For example, red is used in positive contexts as is the case of gems and in 

negatively charged passages due to its connection to blood and fire. In a certain sense, this 

confirms and contradicts at the same the remarks made by Eco (2004), who posited that there 

were specific meanings ascribed to colour in Medieval culture: this is not the case of Old 

English poetry, where the references to particular colours are so scarce that a pattern can be 
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identified but not exhaustive analysed. The general tendency is to simply evoke an abundance 

of colour in general terms that contributes to a more intense recreation of the aesthetic object in 

the mind of the subject. At times, however, these sensory aesthetic judgments also carry some 

degree of cognitive and spiritual assessment of the aesthetic object in question, while other 

times these judgments also stray from the positive side of the aesthetic emotion spectrum 

towards the negative or somewhere in between, in mixed emotional contexts. Some of them 

even abandon the aesthetic domain altogether. In short, colour-related terms can be used as 

aesthetic emotion lexis, but, as it has been shown by means of textual examples, this does not 

necessarily mean that all instances containing colour lexis are aesthetically oriented or that 

colour enjoyed a predominant role in Old English poetry.  

 

5.4 Excellence  

In this subsection, I will analyse two Old English terms that are similar in terms of meaning and 

usage when they are found in aesthetic contexts. These are the adjectives OE ǣnlīc and sellīc. 

PDE only derives from OE ǣnlīc, but the Old English term was notably more polysemic. 

According to the DOE, OE ǣnlīc has three main senses, one that is synonymous of only, as in 

‘just one’, a second sense denoting solitude and a third sense which has an aesthetic emotion 

dimension. This is “3. unique, peerless, incomparable” (DOE, s.v. ǣnlīc, anlīc, adj., 3), with 

more detailed subdivisions like “3.b. […] in extended sense ‘beautiful’” or “3.c. specifically, 

of humans or angels and their physical appearance: peerless, beautiful” (DOE, s.v. ǣnlīc, anlīc, 

adj., 3.b. and 3.c.).  

 OE sellīc has two main senses, both of which are clearly aesthetically oriented: “I. 

strange, extraordinary, wonderful” and “II. having unusual good qualities, excellent, admirable” 

(BWT, s.v. seld-, adj., I and II). The first sense illustrates the tendency for some aesthetic 

emotion lexis and passages concerning aesthetic emotion episodes to lexically highlight the 

idea of strangeness, which is closely related to the appraisal of novelty. The available 

dictionaries do not include the notion of beauty in the definitions of this term, but a close 

analysis of some of its attestations in poetic texts evidences that it has a close relation with 

positive aesthetic experience. The inclusion for both of these terms in the category of excellence 

is motivated precisely by their co-occurrence alongside other aesthetic emotion terms, much 

more so than other terms that are used to render excellence or extremely good qualities. In other 

words, these two terms were included in this study because, even if their aesthetic emotion 

usage is not very recurrent in the corpus, they make reference to extremely good, wonderful 

and unique qualities that are construed as instances of superb beauty.   
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 These terms are used in more or less the same domains as most other aesthetic lexis: the 

natural, the human and/or man-made and the religious. In the case of this group of adjectives, 

their application to the natural world results in extremely poetic descriptions. For instance, in 

Meters of Boethius, this passage carries out an aesthetic evaluation of water as a natural wonder, 

involving OE ǣnlīc:  

 

 

(132) Hwa wundrað þæs oððe oþres eft, hwi þæt is mæge weorðan of wætere; wlitetorht scineð 
sunna swegle hat; sona gecerreð ismere ænlic on his agen gecynd, weorðeð to wætre (Met 
28.59)  

‘who marvels about this or that, why water becomes ice, when the splendid and beautiful sun 
shines in the hot sky, and the unique beauty of the ice lake turns to its kind, becomes water’ 

 

This passage is heavily charged with other aesthetic emotion lexis that will be analysed further 

on, like OE wundrian ‘to wonder, marvel’, OE wlitetorht ‘beautifully brilliant’, OE scīnan ‘to 

shine’, which is found in many passages referring to light emission as an indicator of beauty, 

and, finally, OE ǣnlīc, referring to the beauty of ice. This apparent beauty is additionally 

motivated by its fleeting nature. Because it is short-lived, it is perceived as unique in its beauty. 

This idea recurs in Riddle 84:  

 

 (133) Hio biþ eadgum leof, earmum getæse, freolic, sellic (Rid 84 28) 

 ‘she is lovely to the prosperous, comfort to the miserable, comely and excellent’  

 

Williamson (2017: 1168) points out that the solution to this riddle is water, and he elaborates 

on its versatility: “Water bears and sustains, soothes and punishes. Herself is a shape-shifter—

ice, snow, rain, hail stream, lake sea—she dies and is born again, both mother and child.” All 

these forms and manners in which water presents itself are met with admiration and wonder, 

and so, in this riddle, water is described with a surprisingly extensive variety of aesthetic lexis, 

not only OE freōlīc and sellīc, but also OE fægere (line 5), OE wlite (line 7 and 25), wlitig and 

wynsum (line 21), wundor and gewlitegian (line 41 and 36). What OE sellīc reinforces here is 

this extremely pleasing visual quality that is paired with the central role that water plays in 

human life. Furthermore, it seems that the nature of the cycle of water puzzles and marvels the 

Anglo-Saxons, who were not able to produce a scientific or semi-reasonable explanation for 

this phenomenon. In fact, the images in the complete riddle, one of the longest in all the different 

Anglo-Saxon riddle collections, elaborate on all the different ways and senses in which water 

is a beautiful, excellent and unique wonder.  
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 McFadden (2008: 337) explains that “[t]he word wundor occurs four times in the riddle 

[…] in all cases co-occurring with the idea of verbal insufficiency.” In fact, this idea opens the 

poem:   

 

(134) An wiht is on eorþan wundrum acenned, hreoh ond reþe, hafað ryne strongne, grimme 
grymetað ond be grunde fareð (Rid 84 1)  

‘there is a creature on Earth who is wondrously born, fierce and savage, it has a strong course, 
it roars sharply as it travels the ground’  

 

Elsewhere in the corpus, when there is an aesthetic evaluation of nature, the picture that is 

painted is that of a mild landscape and non-aggressive nature (see for instance example (48), 

which explained that nature is more beautiful when the wind dies down, the sun shines and the 

water stands still). However, in this case, the image of water that is presented as aesthetically 

appealing is not a peaceful and calm one, but one referred to as a wonder due to its fierce, rough 

and powerful nature. The impossibility of knowing exactly at a scientific level what exactly 

water is and how it manages to change shapes is also stressed in the poem:  

  

(135) Nænig oþrum mæg wlite ond wisan wordum gecyþan, hu mislic biþ mægen þara cynna, 
fyrn forðgesceaft46 (Rid 84 6)  

‘none can explain its beauty/appearance with wise words, how in different forms its kin can 
exhibit power, its ancient creation’  

 

This inability to apprehend the nature, origin and the reasons behind the visible appearance and 

beauty of water demands for an alteration of the mental structures on the part of the subject in 

order to fully gasp the vastness and the polyvalence of water. As McFadden (2008: 338) 

explains, “[t]he riddle not only hides its subject but explicitly states that only God, as the 

completely unknowable Other, can comprehend the waters of the world in their entirety; no one 

else can contain the natural phenomenon in words.” This riddle also draws from the parallelism 

between God as the creator of natural wonders, among them, water, and the artist and the 

artwork. According to Neville (1999: 197), the act of capturing the natural world in poetry goes 

beyond the purely aesthetic act: “[i]n proclaiming an ability to contain the natural world in 

words, the poet claims a power beyond that of ordinary people, like that of the saint and the 

hero.”  

 
46 Notice here the usage of OE forðgesceaft, which has been pointed out before in example (7). The fact that 
this term is equally applicable to angels and water, placing an emphasis on their creation, reinforces the idea 
that these two ‘wonders’ were manually created by the same entity and they are comparable at an aesthetic 
level as objects of intense aesthetic interest.  
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Nevertheless, the images of water that are present in the riddle also include depictions 

that do not require a special power or the ability to comprehend what water is at a molecular 

level. It is also presented as nurturing and providing, making reference to how it causes fruits 

to grow, wæstmum tyreð (Rid 84 38), and how it is lovely and provides comfort, as example 

(133) attests. This is what causes the ambivalence in the poem, which is, as a whole, 

experienced in more positive than negative terms. Going once again over the traits of the 

experience of awe as proposed by Keltner and Haidt (2003), the complete Riddle 84 fulfils the 

necessary requirements for the triggered emotion to be considered as the experience of awe: the 

two central features of need for accommodation and vastness, and the additional features of 

beauty and threat. Yet, once the poem is assessed in its totality and the lexical items are 

individually analysed, it becomes clear that the depicted is based around the idea of superb and 

inapprehensible beauty, rendered by many an aesthetic emotion term, but fundamentally reliant 

on OE sellīc.  

A similar idea recurs in Meters of Boethius, also related to the beauty and roughness of 

nature from a contemplative aesthetic perspective:  

 

(136) Is þæt sellic þincg, þæt hi ne wundriað hu hit on wolcnum oft þearle þunrað, þragmælum 
eft anforlæteð, and eac swa same yð wið lande ealneg winneð, wind wið wæge (Met 28.54)   

‘it is an amazing thing, which people do not wonder at, how it often thunders from time to time, 
and then it ceases, and so do the waves, always toiling against the land, wind versus water’  

 

In this case, the sense of OE sellīc is its second one, rendering wonder and amazement. The 

subject in Boethius finds storms and the ocean tide wonderful from an aesthetic point of view, 

but this experience is rooted in an aesthetic response as well as in an intellectual one. It could 

be argued whether this approach to beauty and wonder that is present in examples (132) and 

(136) is influenced by the original Latin text of Boethius. Moreover, considering that the only 

other text in which the threat evoked by nature is aesthetically appreciated as a beautiful and 

wonderful phenomenon is Riddle 84, and, according to Williamson (2017: 1168), this riddle 

“shares certain motifs with Latin riddles,” this beauty in sublimity could be a result of foreign 

influence.  

 In fact, in other instances, these two terms describe the natural world referring to calmer 

and more gentle landscapes. One of these is found in the poem Judgment Day II. In its 

introduction, the narrator is sitting in a grove overlooking a plain that they describe as follows:  

 

(137) Eac þær wynwyrta weoxon and bleowon innon þam gemonge on ænlicum wonge (JDay 
II 5)  
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‘each of the pleasant plants grew and bloomed there on the uniquely beautiful plain’  

 

As is the case of most of the fragments that treat flowers, herbs or landscape, it is not entirely 

clear whether this plain here is being assessed in visual or olfactory terms. Neither the DOE nor 

BWT provide any comment regarding the possibility of OE ǣnlīc being used as an olfactory 

marker. What stands out from this fragment is the opposition between the uniquely beautiful 

plain and the grim picture that the narrator paints further on in the poem. As The Phoenix 

evidences, this beauty is always seen in religious contexts in relation to its creator:  

 

(138) ænlic is þæt iglond, æþele se wyrhta, modig, meahtum spedig, se þa moldan gesette 
(Phoen 9)  

‘the island is uniquely beautiful, noble its creator, abundant in power, he who set the earth’  

 

The island mentioned in this fragment is the unspecified land in which the Phoenix lives. In the 

fragment, there is no reference as to what exactly makes this land beautiful, but the next lines, 

some of which have been analysed in previous sections and which serve as an introduction to 

the poem, do elaborate on this: abundance of flowers, fruits, clear skies, lack of unfavourable 

weather conditions and unperishing beauty. This timeless beauty, in relation to OE ǣnlīc, is 

again reinforced by the description of the Phoenix after it is reborn: ænlic ond edgeong (Phoen 

534) ‘unique in its beauty and young again’. 

 There is no evidence in the concordance for the usage of OE ǣnlīc to specifically refer 

to smell. The previous fragments do not fully qualify for an olfactory aesthetic attestation: they 

treat notions of uniqueness and excellence as part of a global and multifactorial aesthetic 

experience in which everything is processed as a unity and it is more difficult to pinpoint what 

adjectives describe what realities. However, there is one fragment that applies OE ǣnlīc to 

sound. It is found in Guthlac:  

 

(139) þær wæs ænlicra ond wynsumra þonne hit in worulde mæge stefn areccan, hu se stenc 
ond se sweg, heofonlic hleoþor ond se halga song, gehyred wæs, heahþrym godes, breahtem 
æfter breahtme (GuthA,B 1320)  

‘the sound was most unique in its beauty and more pleasant than anyone in the world may 
imagine, how the smell and the music, heavenly and holy song, were heard, God’s exalted glory, 
note after note’ 

 

This fragment narrates Saint Guthlac’s arrival to Heaven. As it has been shown before, the 

moment in which the individual finally ascends to Paradise is always described in the poetic 

corpus with a great amount of detail, involving aesthetic evaluations carried out by more than 
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one sense. In this segment, it is the sound in Heaven that is described as OE ǣnlīc and wynsum. 

OE ǣnlīc on its own could indicate that this evaluation just makes reference to its uniqueness, 

the fact that this sound is not to be found anywhere else, but OE wynsum makes it clear that 

there is an ongoing aesthetic evaluation. Even though this evaluation is not carried out in 

olfactory terms, it has an aural basis, and, all in all, the fragment observes the tendency of 

representing the afterlife in rich sensory details that are not only limited to the visual.  

 As in every other thematic group, a very important area of evaluation is the divine. 

Taking the sensory base of these two terms, which are most explicitly appreciable in the 

instances that describe the beauty and excellence of water, the poets applied these terms to 

saints and other religious figures in order to emphasise their moral and spiritual virtues. There 

are many examples of this in the concordance, but for the sake of conciseness I will highlight 

the most representative ones. For instance:  

  

(140) þuhte him wlitescyne on weres hade hwit ond hiwbeorht hæleða nathwylc geywed ænlicra 
þonne he ær oððe sið gesege under swegle (El 72)  

‘he then saw before himself an unknown man, shinning in appearance, white and bright in shape, 
more unique in his beauty than any other he had ever seen under the skies’  

 

In this fragment, which has been briefly discussed in previous sections, the angel is described 

with other aesthetic emotion terms, like OE wlite, and drawing on the connection between 

whiteness, light and beauty, but there is also specific reference to the uniqueness of this visual 

appearance by means of the comparative form of OE ǣnlīc, with which the poet emphasises 

that the angel is much more beautiful than any terrestrial being that Constantinus had ever seen 

before. This idea recurs in Judgment Day II, where the angels are referred to as þam ænlican 

engla werode (JDay II 279) ‘the unique multitude of angels’. In terms of celestial appearances, 

OE sellīc is also present in a passage from Exodus which describes the fiery column that guides 

the Israelites as follows: OE sellic wundor (Ex 107) ‘an excellent wonder’.  

 The Virgin Mary is described similarly, with regards to her external beauty, but denoting 

her positive spiritual qualities:  

 

(140) þæra hwittra hwyrfð mædenheap, blostmum behangen, beorhtost wereda, þe ealle læt 
ænlicu godes drut, seo frowe þe us frean acende, metod on moldan, meowle seo clæne (JDay II 
290)  

‘the purest group of virgins, hanging with blossoms, brightest crowd, and the unique friend of 
God, the woman who conceived our saviour, the lord on earth, the cleanest woman’  
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In this fragment, OE ǣnlīc could be taken to mean ‘the only friend of God’, but the other 

aesthetic emotion terms in the passage evidence an aesthetic judgment. Terms such as OE 

clǣne, hwīt or beorht also use visual cues that are aesthetic to index moral judgments.  

 In less descriptive and more straightforward terms OE sellīc is also found in epithets, 

instantly drawing on the association between the inner and the outer. For instance, in Elene who 

herself is called cwen seleste (El 1166) ‘the most excellent of women’, Mary, in similar 

phrasing, cwena selost (Men 163) and mædena selast (JDay II 295) ‘the most excellent of 

women’, Jesus as bearna selost (Pr 67) ‘the most excellent of children’, or those souls who are 

allowed into Heaven, which are called OE sellīc in Phoen 605 meaning ‘the excellent’.  

 On a different note, Beowulf contains several instances that are more interesting to look 

at in terms of what they inform about OE sellīc and ǣnlīc than some of the ones in the previous 

paragraph, and this is consistent with how this poem also treats other aesthetic emotion lexis in 

slightly different manner compared to other Old English poems. Some of the preceding 

instances and most other thematic groups exhibited a connection between beauty and goodness, 

with the exception of a few rare cases. For instance, Mary and Elene are described by means of 

OE sellīc because they are core religious figures whose morality and goodness are widely 

acknowledged. It is assumed that these aesthetic emotion terms serve to describe their goodness 

and divinity in sensory terms, though some scholars have debated that these terms simply 

evaluate at a cognitive level. Yet, certain attestations show how both OE ǣnlīc and sellīc can 

also evaluate at exclusively visual levels. The following excerpt talks about one of the female 

characters in Beowulf, Modthryth, and it is set after a character mentions that she is cruel:  

 

(141) Ne bið swylc cwenlic þeaw idese to efnanne, þeah ðe hio ænlicu sy (Beo 1940) 

‘even though she is unique in her beauty, these are not queenly or woman-like customs’  

  

In this fragment, the Beowulf poet takes their time to mention that her physically observable 

beauty does not reflect in her moral beauty, contradicting a maxim that is present everywhere 

else in the corpus as far as female beauty is concerned.  

 Another instance in Beowulf that is remarkable as far as OE sellīc is concerned is the 

one that describes Grendel’s glove. In it, the bag is depicted as a wondrous aesthetic object:  

 

(142) Glof hangode sid ond syllic, searobendum fæst; sio wæs orðoncum eall gegyrwed deofles 
cræftum ond dracan fellum (Beo 2085)  

‘the glove hung down, broad and excellent, curious fastening; it was artfully adorned with the 
devil’s craft and dragon skins’  
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In this fragment, OE sellīc refers to the beautiful and intricate pattern in Grendel’s bag, which 

is decorated with dragon’s scales. The association between the Grendel and Cain’s kin (line 

107) explains, to a certain extent, the idea of deofles cræftum. The pouch is portrayed as the 

devil’s creation or as manufactured through devil-like skill. Its beauty is emphasised by OE 

sellīc and its adornment by OE gegyrwed. This appreciation is thought-provoking because it 

directly links beauty and evilness, when in fact the aesthetic theories mentioned in chapter 2 

establish that most of what concerns the devil is expressed with ugliness and disgust, not 

necessarily beauty. Nevertheless, these attestations are far more complex than a direct 

categorisation as either beauty or ugliness. Grendel’s bag is met with wonder, fascination and 

awe, beauty being just one of the constituents of a complex aesthetic experience. A similar 

circumstance is described in another instance of Beowulf, also involving OE sellīc:  

 

(143) Gesawon ða æfter wætere wyrmcynnes fela, sellice sædracan, sund cunnian, swylce on 
næshleoðum nicras licgean, ða on undernmæl oft bewitigað sorhfulne sið on seglrade, wyrmas 
ond wildeor (Beo 1425)  

‘then they saw many worm-like creatures in the water, wonderful sea-dragons trying their power 
of swimming; similarly, some water-monsters were lying on the slope of the headland, often 
these wild and worm-like beasts departed at morning-time on a sorrowful journey through the 
sail-road’  

 

This fragment clearly presents these beings in a negative light, seeing as they are described as 

monsters. Yet, they evoke some sort of fascination captured by OE sellīc, which is more 

oriented towards ‘wonderful’ than ‘excellent’ here, as it will be fully discussed in chapter 7. 

The fact that they are monstrous does not impede them from being aesthetically appreciated, 

and, precisely, it is their monstrous quality what causes this experience to incline towards the 

wondrous, not the beautiful, understanding the experience of the wonderful as a perfectly 

intense aesthetic emotion, much more so than the experience of beauty. This will be further on 

analysed in the chapter focusing on wonder, but since OE sellīc as well as ǣnlīc touch on both 

wonder and beauty, these complex aesthetic emotion episodes should also be looked into from 

the perspective of positive aesthetic experience. Moreover, the aforementioned description of 

the dragon in Beowulf (example 132) also includes the term OE sellīc, alongside lexis related 

to colour. What is remarkable from these instances is that in them the devil is able to bestow 

beauty upon his subjects, like the rare beauty triggered by the dragon, the beautiful words of 

the snake in example (45) and Eve’s enhanced perception of beautiful landscapes in example 

(89) in the verse Genesis. However, this skill to create or simulate beauty is an altogether 

different sort of ability from that which allows God to forge beautiful objects and beings that 

are beautiful inside as they are outside. The devil’s ability to create beautiful things is only 
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found in these cases where beauty meets wonder and awe. These objects are so puzzling for the 

subject because the aesthetic experience that they trigger is influenced by different-natured 

stimuli. This information cannot be, in essence, retrieved by simply looking into the terms under 

analysis, but by means of an exhaustive and continuous textual assessment.  

 All in all, it becomes clear that these two terms index similar meanings, and they are 

found in similar textual contexts. At a first semantic level, both OE ǣnlīc and sellīc refer to 

visual qualities that are met with a positive response on the part of the subject, often reflecting 

cognitive assessments. However, these two terms were also involved in mixed aesthetic 

emotion judgments, inclining towards the experiences of awe and wonder. As it has been 

shown, instances in which it was not clear whether these two terms evaluated aesthetically were 

supported by adjacent aesthetic emotion lexis, confirming an overall aesthetic emotion fragment 

and the role of these two terms as aesthetic emotion markers. They operate in all the different 

domains of evaluations that are typical of Old English poetry, having different nuances in each 

of them. For instance, terms for excellence in Beowulf have a tendency to tie in with experiences 

of wonder and awe, depicting a sinister and rare type of evil beauty, while, when found in 

religious poetry, they take on a more positive light and draw on the inner beauty is outer beauty 

motif. These terms are not as frequent as OE fæger or wlitig, but it is precisely their specific 

semantic nature that makes them so rare and that limits their usage in aesthetic emotion 

contexts. As Ramey (2017: 473) explains, the concepts of OE sellīc and ǣnlīc are closely related 

to OE wrǣtlīc a term denoting beautiful intricacy, which is the focus of the next subsection.  

 

5.5 Intricacy  

In chapter 3, I made a brief overview of some of the academic works that discussed a singular 

Old English term for beauty, OE wrǣtlīc. From these works, Ramey’s (2017) stood out 

prominently. In his paper, Ramey (2017) groups OE wrǣtlīc alongside other terms for beauty, 

like OE ǣnlīc, sellīc, and terms that describe a related but slightly different aesthetic emotion, 

for instance OE wundorlīc. However, at first glance, OE wrǣtlīc seems to be different from 

these terms in its etymology and, hence, in the senses it encodes, as well as on the bigger number 

of attestations in the concordance. For this reason, I will analyse it on its own in this section 

and I will try to establish any possible parallelisms in their usages when possible.  

 As I have pointed at before, OE wrǣtlīc is etymologically related to the more frequently 

attested verb OE wrītan ‘to write’. More specifically, OE wrǣtlīc derives from OE wrǣt “a 

work of art, a jewel, an ornament” (BWT, s.v. wrǣt, adj.). This word indexes the idea of OE 

wrītan in connection to the engravings and ‘writings’ found in artworks. Jewels, manuscript 

decoration and other artistic manifestations from the Anglo-Saxon period are well known for 
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the patterns with which they are decorated47, showcasing an intricate design that translates to 

Old English poetry as far as its structure is concerned, as the works cited in chapter 3 explained. 

However, this pattern is potentially encoded in the term OE wrǣtlīc, which at its most basic 

semantic level reflects this idea of intricacy via its etymological connection to OE wrǣt and 

wrītan, and it evokes the idea of ‘similar to a work of art’ (Juzi, 1939; translated by Ramey 

2017) possibly in reference to the intricate design in the aesthetic object described.  

 Even though this is the basic meaning of OE wrǣtlīc, and it is closer to its etymological 

roots and cognates, it is described differently in the available lexical tools. BWT points out two 

main senses to this adjective OE: “I. wondrous, curious” and “II. of wondrous excellence, 

beautiful, noble, excellent, elegant” (BWT, s.v. wrǣtlīc, adj., I and II). Furthermore, adverbial 

forms are also found in the corpus with similar meanings: “I. wondrously, curiously” and “II. 

wondrously, excellently, beautifully, elegantly, nobly” (BWT, s.v. wrǣtlīce, adv., I and II).  It 

is clear that, according to this analysis, OE wrǣtlīc belongs in the paradigm of terms for beauty, 

as well also illustrating this intimate relation between beauty, wonder and strangeness. Juzi 

(1939: 67-70) also points out four main senses for OE wrǣtlīc, as translated by Ramey (2017: 

462): “(1) artfully wrought, (2) beautiful, (3) wondrous, (4) strange.” Taking both these 

descriptions of the semantics of OE wrǣtlīc and its encoded etymological semantic dimension, 

I will analyse the usage of this term in the concordance in order to determine how OE wrǣtlīc 

is used at sensory and cognitive levels and to see what its role in aesthetic emotion episodes is.  

 Depicting its prototypical meaning, and confirming Juzi’s (1939) appreciations as 

regards its first sense, which makes reference to the skill with which an object is created or 

modified, there are several instances in the concordance that use OE wrǣtlīc thus. In the Old 

English Andreas, there is a scene where Jesus is in the company of Saint Andrew, and he 

appreciates an image on the wall that is described as follows:   

 

(144) Swylce he wrætlice wundor agræfene, anlicnesse engla sinra geseh, sigora frea, on seles 
wage, on twa healfe torhte gefrætwed, wlitige geworhte (And 709)  

‘he saw a beautiful wonder engraved, the image of the angels on the building’s wall, on two 
halves, splendidly adorned, beautifully wrought’   

 

This image of the angel refers to the carvings on a temple’s wall, the images that later on Jesus 

orders to come to life and talk. Yet, here, they are described merely on the basis of their sensory 

properties, with many aesthetic emotion terms: OE torht(e) ‘splendid(ly)’, gefrætewian ‘to 

 
47 See, for instance, Appendix 1, Figures 4 and 5, which have been previously pointed out, or Figure 6, the 
Sutton Hoo gold belt buckle, perfectly illustrating these patterns of intricacy. Figure 7 shows an example of 
some of these patterns in stonework.  
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adorn’, wlitig and wundor. Moreover, what is interesting is the combination between OE 

wrǣtlīc and wundor, partly motivated by the alliteration in that clause. Whatever the case, it 

stands out clearly that, in this case, the meaning of OE wrǣtlīc is closer to that derived from 

OE wrǣtt ‘work of art, jewel’. Because carving angels on stone is a difficult task that requires 

manual skill and craft, this image is appreciated as an intricate stonework, expressed as 

beautiful, and experienced with wonder because of the skill that it entails and the resulting 

experience of beauty that it triggers. However, a few lines after this instance, there is another 

occurrence of OE wrǣtlīc that does not comply with this usage:  

 

 (145) Wrætlic þuhte stiðhycgendum stanes ongin (And 740)  

 ‘they thought the stone’s first act was strange/wonderful’ 

 

In this case, OE wrǣtlīc may refer to beauty and skill, too, as in the previous fragment because 

it refers to the same object, but an analysis of the emotion process involved evidences that, at 

least partially, this attestation refers to strangeness and wonder, as the first sense in BWT 

contemplates. When these beautifully carved angels are willed out of their stillness and made 

to talk to attest that Jesus is who he claims to be, those who behold this miracle are engaged in 

a twofold aesthetic experience. On the one hand, they are still immersed in the experience of 

beauty from example (144). On the other hand, this experience of beauty mutates when these 

stony angels are brought to life, adding the layers of supernatural causality and need for 

accommodation. To a certain extent, this exemplifies the remarks made by Roseman and Smith 

(2001: 6), which were pointed out in chapter 1, as to how the changes in appraisals influence 

changes in the exact emotion that the subject feels. An alteration in the nature of the stimuli 

gives rise to a modification in the character of the emotion felt. In this case, the appraisal of 

vastness is not present, and so this emotion does not qualify as the experience of awe, but, as I 

will argue in chapter 7, it clearly depicts the experience of wonder.  

 Going back to the usage of OE wrǣtlīc as indicator of manual skill and intricacy, there 

are some more instances that showcase this sense. For instance, in the opening lines to The 

Ruin:  

  

(146) Wrætlic is þes wealstan, wyrde gebræcon; burgstede burston, brosnað enta geweorc 
(Ruin 1)  

‘these wall-stones are wondrously beautiful, broken by fate; the cities fell apart, the work of the 
giants perished’ 
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This contemplation of the ruined city (presumably Bath) begins with an aesthetic tone, using 

OE wrǣtlīc to highlight the beauty of the stones that still stand as opposed to their overall decay 

(OE brosnian and berstan). The fact that these stones are part of an abandoned city does not 

make them less beautiful. In this instance, OE wrǣtlīc could perfectly refer to the carvings in 

the stone, the intricate pattern everywhere else visible in Anglo-Saxon sculptural design or a 

similar Roman pattern, but there is no lexical evidence to further support this claim.  

This poem uses other aesthetic emotion lexis, like wundor (line 20) and beorht (line 21 

and 40), and in all of these cases these terms alliterate with the noun which they complement, 

and it makes it virtually impossible to know whether the noun motivates the choice of adjective 

or vice versa. Yet, in example (146) both wrǣtlīc and wlitig alliterate with wealstan, so wlitig 

could have been a lexical possibility to describe the wall-stones. The choice to use OE wrǣtlīc 

proves that it was important for the poet to make reference to the skill and manual processes 

behind its creation, or, taking into consideration the possible usage of the term as synonymous 

of ‘strange’ or ‘curious’, to describe the feeling of strangeness caused by the ruined stonework. 

A similar occurrence as far as OE wrǣtlīc and the surrounding lexis are concerned can be found 

in one of the Old English Maxims:  

 

(147) Ceastra beoð feorran gesyne, orðanc enta geweorc, þa þe on þysse eorðan syndon, 
wrætlic weallstana geweorc (Max II 1)  

‘cities ought to be seen from afar, the genius work of the giants, which exist on earth, the 
beautifully wonderful work of stone’  

 

Here the concept of enta geweorc is again mentioned in connection to beautiful stonemasonry. 

As the DOE explains, this phrase “[refers] to stonework, roads, buildings, artifacts, etc. of 

ancient manufacture” (DOE, s.v. ent, n., a.). The mystery and strangeness triggered by these 

buildings is evoked in relation to the beautiful stonework carried out on the city walls. Finally, 

the last instance concerning OE wrǣtlīc and stone carving is found in Elene:  

 

(148) ða seo cwen bebead cræftum getyde sundor asecean þa selestan, þa þe wrætlicost wyrcan 
cuðon stangefogum, on þam stedewange girwan godes tempel, swa hire gasta weard reord of 
roderum (El 1017)  

‘then [St. Helena] ordered them individually to find the most skilled and excellent in their craft 
to work the stone most beautifully and build there on the plain a temple to God, just as the spirit 
from Heaven had commanded’  

 

This instance also features OE sellīc. Yet, as it is inferred from the context, in this case it is not 

an aesthetic emotion term and it refers to the excellence of the stonemason’s abilities. 



 
 245 

Furthermore, OE wrǣtlīc is found here in its adverbial form, accompanying OE wyrcan, 

conveying an almost synonymous meaning as in the instances mentioned before. All in all, the 

prevalent co-occurrence of OE wrǣtlīc with terms related to stonework cannot only be 

explained as a by-product of alliteration even if it plays an important part in it.  

Other instances evaluate beauty as associated with manual skill in the concordance, 

outside the area of stonework. For instance:  

 

 (149) Ond þu Unferð læt ealde lafe, wrætlic wægsweord (Beo 1488)  

 ‘and you, Unferth, shall have my old heirloom, the wondrously beautiful wavy-sword’  

 

In this attestation from Beowulf, OE wrǣtlīc refers in a sideways manner to the manual craft 

necessary to create this old and valuable sword, whose pattern of ornamentation is encoded in 

the noun. It is a wavy design, which, in this case, emphasises the visual pattern of intricacy that 

is associated with OE wrǣtlīc. As far as battle gear is concerned, in Beowulf this same term is 

also applied to a shield:  

 

(150) Heht him þa gewyrcean wigendra hleo eallirenne [...] wigbord wrætlic; wisse he gearwe 
þæt him holtwudu helpan ne meahte, lind wið lige (Beo 2337)  

‘then he commanded that a wondrously beautiful shield made of iron be wrought for his 
protection; he was well aware that the wood would not shield him, linden against flame’  

 

There is evidence in the corpus of the usage of OE lind ‘linden-wood’ in the description of 

battle gear alongside other aesthetic emotion lexis, like the shield that is also described in Max 

I 93 or the shields that the warriors in Judith (Jud 37) wear. But in this case Beowulf 

acknowledges that this type of shield will not protect him from the flames of the dragon, and 

he orders that an intricately beautiful and wonderful iron shield be manually wrought for his 

protection, as well as aesthetic pleasure. Additionally, because the Anglo-Saxons at this point 

in history did not have iron shields, the creation of such a shield was, furthermore, a wonder. 

Finally, the last material object described in Beowulf using this term is a piece of jewellery:  

 

(151) Hyrde ic þæt he ðone healsbeah Hygde gesealde, wrætlicne wundurmaððum (Beo 2172) 

‘I have also heard that he gave the necklace to Hygde, wondrously beautiful treasure’  
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Like most Anglo-Saxon jewellery, presumably this necklace might have also been fashioned 

with intricate patterns of interlace48. It is also interesting to note the usage of the term OE 

wundurmaððum, from the noun OE māðum ‘treasure, jewel, ornament’. The role of alliteration 

could be discussed here, but it is clear that the main concept in that clause is not the jewel, as it 

had been mentioned in the preceding clause, but that of intricacy, craft and beauty.  

 As a derivate of the “artfully wrought” (Juzi, 1939: 67) literal dimension of OE wrǣtlīc, 

some authors take on this motif and establish the well-known parallelism between the artist and 

God. Therefore, some of the instances apply OE wrǣtlīc to objects that are not man-made but 

natural, figuratively depicting God as an artist. Some of these fragments have already been 

mentioned in other thematic groups, like examples (21) and (59). In example (21), the narrator 

elaborates on the colours of the plumage of the Phoenix. The head in particular is said to be a 

mixture of purple and green; it is this mixture of colour that is described by the adverb OE 

wrǣtlīce, referring to the pattern that these two colours create, but also to the skill with which 

they are figuratively mixed (OE geblendan). Example (59) belongs to the Old English poem 

The Panther, which is a very illustrative example of this treatment of both OE wrǣtlīc as 

establishing a parallel between God and the artist, and the colourful pattern as its visible 

manifestation, a different take on the figurative device THE EXTERNAL IS AN INDEX OF THE 

INTERNAL (Harbus, 2012: 61). 

 The parallelisms in The Panther are obvious enough to make it clear at a first glance 

that the panther is an allegory for Christ. Greenfield and Calder (1986: 241) as well as 

Williamson (2017: 505) agree on this, and on the fact that this connection is implicitly stated at 

the beginning of the poem and explicitly pointed out in its closing section. Following the 

common practice in the Old English riddles, as it will be seen briefly, the poem introduces this 

‘creature’ in an aura of mystery and strangeness:  

 

(152) We bi sumum hyrdon wrætlice gecynd wildra secgan firum freamærne feorlondum on 
eard weardian, eðles neotan æfter dunscrafum (Pan 8)  

‘we have heard some men speak about this wondrously beautiful/strange creature in a distant 
land, guarding and enjoying its home in the mountain caves’  

 

In this case, OE wrǣtlīc could conceivably refer to the beauty of the animal, but it makes more 

sense in the context of a progressive introduction of an unknown creature that OE wrǣtlīc were 

used as synonymous of ‘strange’ or ‘curious’. Yet, there is also a certain exoticism in the poem, 

 
48 Figures 4 and 6 from Appendix 1 serve as illustration of this interlace pattern. This is also more especially 
visible in Figure 8, which shows a 9th century Anglo-Saxon silver brooch with patterns of interlace and foliate 
motifs.  
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as rendered by OE wild and feorlond, which is interpreted on the part of the subject as an 

element of novelty, an elicitor of aesthetic experience.  

 Later on, the poet does describe the animal using OE wrǣtlīc in sensory terms, not as a 

key word to evoke mystery and strangeness:  

 

(153) ðæt is wrætlic deor, wundrum scyne hiwa gehwylces; swa hæleð secgað, gæsthalge 
guman, þætte Iosephes tunece wære telga gehwylces bleom bregdende, þara beorhtra gehwylc 
æghwæs ænlicra oþrum lixte dryhta bearnum (Pan 19)  

‘that is a wondrously beautiful animal, wonderful its appearance in all colours; so say men of 
holy spirits how Joseph’s tunic was variegated in colours, every one of them shining more bright 
and unique than the other for the children of the lord’  

 

The panther is said to be extremely beautiful and shining in different colours, bright and unique, 

and it is compared to the Biblical coat of many colours that Joseph wore. In a certain sense, this 

reference to the variegated coat reflects the idea that the panther (i.e., Jesus) is favoured by God, 

just as Joseph was favoured by his father when he gave him that wondrously coloured coat. 

But, allegories aside, these colours are painted as intricately mixed and unique in their beauty, 

ǣnlīc and wrǣtlīc in this case being used to render ideas that are complementary. This reappears 

further on, not accompanied with lexemes for wonder, as is the case of the previous fragment, 

but with a great variety of other positive aesthetic emotion lexis:  

 

(155) swa þæs deores hiw, blæc brigda gehwæs, beorhtra ond scynra wundrum lixeð þætte 
wrætlicra æghwylc oþrum, ænlicra gien ond fægerra frætwum bliceð, symle sellicra (Pan 20)  

‘the animal’s colours are most shiny than the other, bright and wonderfully illuminated, the 
unique fur shines adorned, always excellent’  

 

The fur of the animal is the object of this aesthetic evaluation, being described with as many as 

six aesthetic emotion terms, OE fæger, blīcan, scīn, ǣnlīc and sellīc, all reinforcing the idea 

chiefly rendered by OE wrǣtlīc, that the colours and the pattern of the panther’s fur are of a 

surpassingly positive aesthetic quality. In the last layer of analysis, this extremely visual 

richness that is reinforced by a long list of aesthetic emotion terms is again used as a figurative 

device to allegorically talk about the goodness of Christ. In a certain way, and for an Anglo-

Saxon audience that might have been recently introduced to Christianity, this panther-as-Christ 

was indeed a wrǣtlīc and wild creature, altogether novel and exciting in both its cognitive and 

sensory dimension.  

 Immediately adjacent to The Panther, there is another Physiologus poem in the Exeter 

Book called The Whale. In this poem, the whale is a symbol for Satan, diametrically opposite 
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to how the panther allegorises Christ. In it, there is also an attestation of OE wrǣtlīc that 

describes this creature:  

  

 (156) He hafað oþre gecynd, wæterþisa wlonc, wrætlicran gien (Whale 49) 

 ‘he has another characteristic, the proud water-rusher, which is even more strange*’ 

 

This characteristic to which the poet alludes in this fragment is none other than the whale’s 

ability to open its mouth when it is hungry and emit a wynsum stenc ‘pleasant smell’ that entices 

other fish into its mouth. This is also an allegory that tries to parallel the way in which the devil 

is said to tempt Christians with what is pleasant and how, by doing so, he leads them to 

perdition, as it is the case, for example, of Eve and the pleasantness with which she experiences 

the world after eating the forbidden fruit. Clearly, OE wrǣtlīc is not used on a positive note in 

this fragment, but rather denoting the wonder with which this ability is met, even if it is a 

negative one. Strangeness does not necessarily trigger positive emotions. Everywhere else in 

the poem, the whale is described as a rough and loathsome creature, coming closer to the 

experience of disgust than that of beauty.  

 In terms of wonder and strangeness, there is a recurrent usage of OE wrǣtlīc in the 

concordance that is worthy of further analysis. This is the case of the riddles. This term appears 

in almost twenty different riddles, in some cases referring to specific aesthetic qualities of the 

object in the process of being described and in other cases simply evoking a feeling of 

strangeness in its alliterative complementation of OE wiht ‘creature’, for instance:  

 

(157) Agof is min noma eft onhwyrfed; ic eom wrætlic wiht on gewin sceapen (Rid 23 1)  

‘Agof is my name backwards; I am a wondrous creature shaped in battle’  

 

(158) Ic seah wyhte wrætlice twa undearnunga ute plegan hæmedlaces (Rid 42 1)  

‘I saw two wondrous creatures having sex out in the open’  

 

The solution to example (157) is a bow (OE boga), while the solution for (158) is cock and hen. 

In both cases, none of these creatures are particularly wrǣtlīc, they simply are described being 

surrounded by the aura of mystery and strangeness that characterises the Old English riddles. 

In other fragments, OE wrǣtlīc does not complement wiht, but it is used in similar manner with 

the intention of creating the same effect:  

 

 (159) Wrætlic hongað bi weres þeo, frean under sceate (Rid 44 1)  
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 ‘I hang wondrously around man’s thighs’  

 

Conversely, other creatures that are in any way strange or wonderful are also described in the 

riddles by means of OE wrǣtlīc:  

 

(160) Moððe word fræt. Me þæt þuhte wrætlicu wyrd, þa ic þæt wundor gefrægn (Rid 47 1)  

‘a moth that ate words. I thought it was a wondrous event, when I heard about the wonder’  

 

In this case, OE wrǣtlīc is not necessarily used to shroud the object in the riddle with mystery, 

but because the object in itself is strange by its very nature, or as in the following fragment, 

where OE wrǣtlīc refers to an event that is not easily intelligible at first glance:  

 

(161) Ræde, se þe wille, hu ðæs wrætlican wunda cwæden hringes to hæleþum (Rid 59 15)  

‘explain if you will how the wondrous wound of this ring can speak to men’  

 

In this fragment, the ring refers to the chalice used in church, and the wondrous event is the fact 

that, through communion, the sacrifice of Christ is made evident to those who take it. There is 

nothing directly related to beauty in this riddle or in some of the previous examples mentioning 

OE wrǣtlīc, a fact that goes on to show the dual nature of this adjective.  

 Yet, it is possible to find OE in the riddles as referring to the beauty of the object, as it 

was used for instance in poems like The Panther or Beowulf. In most of these cases, the notion 

that it makes reference to is chiefly that of ornamentation. For example:  

 

(162) Ic seah in healle, þær hæleð druncon, on flet beran feower cynna, wrætlic wudutreow ond 
wunden gold, sinc searobunden, ond seolfres dæl ond rode tacn (Rid 55 1)  

‘I saw it in the hall where men drank, four things of wondrously beautiful wood and wound 
gold, cunningly fastened with treasure and a part of silver, a token of the rood’  

 

The solution to this riddle is not entirely clear. Williamson (2017: 1162) proposes a weapon-

rack, but he also acknowledges the fact that there is not an agreement on this one. Whatever the 

solution to the riddle is, it is evident how OE wrǣtlīc is employed in a visual manner to detail 

the characteristics of an aesthetically appealing object. The combination of this term with other 

terms like OE gold, sinc ‘treasure’, searubunden ‘bound with art’ and seolfor ‘silver’ is 

consistent with the usage of other aesthetic emotion lexis in ornamentation contexts.  

 A detailed analysis of all the different attestations of OE wrǣtlīc reveals that there are 

certain recurrent patters in its usage. Its etymological connection with the verb OE wrītan 
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posited this term as being possibly related with the idea of intricacy, and indeed this is so in 

some of the instances that have been pointed out in this section. Old English dictionaries 

indicated different pathways in the aesthetic evaluation that this term evidences, and they 

present two possibilities: its usage as an indicator of beauty (referring to intricacy but not 

always) and its relation to wonder and strangeness. This goes on to stress the polyvalence of 

this adjective, as rendering positive aesthetic experience but also mixed aesthetic emotions, in 

this case a positive sort of strangeness and/or exoticism that commonly translates into wonder.  

In fact, these two different senses of the adjective are often found in the same poem, and 

representing two opposing concepts, as it was the case of The Whale and The Panther.  

 In sensory terms, OE wrǣtlīc is found in several instances that specifically refer to 

stonework, jewels and battle gear, and, etymologically speaking, this is its most prototypical 

and literal sense, because it seems to refer to the patterns with which these elements are 

decorated, though this is not always clear in most of the fragments in the concordance. 

Cognitively speaking, the adjective was also used in order to further develop the motif that 

makes a parallel between the work of the artist and the work of God; however, it was not used 

to refer to the moral virtues of a given person, as other aesthetic emotion terms were often 

employed. All in all, its role in aesthetic emotion processes is, on the one hand, the same as 

other aesthetic terminology, to express the sensory and cognitive properties of a given object 

and then recreate it in the mind of the audience. On the other hand, this term plays an additional 

role in the aesthetic emotion episode, chiefly in its second sense as an elicitor of wonder and 

mystery, setting the tone in the riddles and other poems so that the subject begins to experience 

the (aesthetic) object being described from the emotional background of wonder, or as Juslin 

(2013: 249) puts it, using an evocation of wonder as an “emotional input.” This usage further 

illustrates the thin line between beauty and wonder, not only as far as OE wrǣtlīc is concerned, 

but in Old English poetry at large.  

 

5.6 Light  

The connection between light and beauty in Medieval times is not unheard-of in this study. 

Both Eco (2004) and de Bruyne (1994) have recurrently shown with theoretical ideas and 

textual examples how beauty and light were intrinsically associated at a conceptual and spiritual 

level in the Middle Ages, and the analysis carried out for other thematic groups of aesthetic 

emotion lexis in this study has proved that this was also the case of Old English poetic 

vocabulary and, generally speaking, of Anglo-Saxon verse. In this section, I will try to 

determine how and why light-related terms are sometimes used in aesthetic emotion contexts, 
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and I will try to identify the differences between the main poetic genres in their usage of terms 

denoting light or light emission.  

 Terms for light in Old English are quite polysemic. It is impossible to know to what 

extent this polysemy has its roots in the Christian ideology that figuratively treats the light of 

the sun as a metonymy for God and a metaphor for human goodness, but it is safe to assume 

that Christianisation caused a transformation in the Anglo-Saxon original terms for light. A 

closer look at some of the definitions of these terms evidences this. There are many Old English 

lexemes to refer to light. In his paper, Díaz-Vera (2002) analyses some of them, dividing the 

Old English verbs meaning ‘shine/give off light’ according to different parameters in order to 

explore their diachronic pathway of semantic evolution from Old English times to Middle-

English. One of these parameters is the stability of the light source. Díaz-Vera (2002: 68) lists 

the verbs in two categories, verbs that have a stable light emission (OE beorhtian, blīcan, 

glōwan, līhtan, scīmian, scīnan, oferscīnan and twinclian) and those that do not (OE blīccetan, 

fyrclian, glitenian, glisnian, ræscettan, scimerian, spearcian, sprican). Thereafter, Díaz-Vera 

(2002: 69) assesses these verbs in terms of intensity, placing those verbs that denote a stable 

light emission alongside a spectrum that categorises them attending to the intensity of said 

stable light, from less to more intense as follows: OE twinclian, scīnan, beorthian, blīcan, 

glōwan and oferscīnan.  

 These distinctions prove to be interesting in light of the analysis carried out here because 

only certain types of verbs denoting light emission are used in aesthetic emotion contexts, 

having clear theological implications. Yet, overall, there is a prevalence of light-related nouns 

over verbal forms, in some cases using the idea of ‘light’ as synonymous with that of ‘beauty’. 

Regarding verbs, the most recurrent ones in the aesthetic poetic context are OE blīcan, līhtan 

and scīnan. According to Díaz-Vera’s (2002: 71) study, these respectively mean “to shine 

brightly by reflecting light,” “to begin to shine,” and “to give off light, to shine.” Other verbs 

rendering unstable light emission like OE glisnian “to shine unsteadily by reflecting light on a 

wet surface” (Díaz-Vera, 2002: 71) are found in the poetry, and in aesthetic emotion contexts, 

but not as aesthetic emotion markers themselves. Moving on to OE blīcan, the DOE 

acknowledges four senses; the first two describe the literal usage of this verb to describe the 

brightness of the sun and the reflection of light of whatever nature in metallic or reflective 

materials.  

 The third sense, however, explains the figurative usage of OE blīcan, which can be 

tentatively applied to other terms for light with certain nuances: “3. figurative: to be radiant, 

resplendent (with divine or spiritual brilliance, heavenly glory, etc.)” (DOE, s.v. blīcan, vb., 

3.). The vagueness in the et cetera reflects, in a certain way, the vagueness of certain poetic 
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terms when they are applied to spiritual contexts, for instance OE wuldor ‘glory’, OE þrymm 

‘multitude’, but also ‘force’, ‘glory’, ‘majesty’, ‘greatness’, ‘grandeur’ or even OE æðele, as I 

will explain in the next section. Since the figurative device THE EXTERNAL IS AN INDEX OF 

THE INTERNAL (Harbus, 2012: 61) has proven to be present in most of the poetic corpus, 

including beauty as one of these traits that the “et cetera” in the figurative usage of OE blīcan 

suggests is not a big conceptual leap. In other words, when in the poetic corpus an object or 

person is said to ‘be radiant’ (by means of OE blīcan or other similar term) this luminosity, 

which is taken both literally and figuratively, does refer to an appealing visual component but 

it also acts as a conceptual and experiential base. This is sometimes reinforced by the presence 

of other adjacent aesthetic emotion terms, but other times the aesthetic emotion factor is 

encoded in the term itself.  

 Even though the definitions of the verbs that describe light emission do not include any 

references to beauty, their nominal and adjectival counterparts do. This is the case of OE beorht, 

which, alongside OE leōht, torht and scīn are the principal light-related terms that index the 

meaning of ‘beautiful’. In usual DOE fashion, the entry for OE beorht provides an extremely 

comprehensive list of all the recurrent usages and contexts in which this adjective is found. 

Sense ‘E’ describes OE beorht as follows: “E. resplendent, beautiful, magnificent; sublime, 

excellent” (DOE, s.v. beorht, adj., E.). Moreover, the different subdivisions of this sense 

enumerate the most common objects that are described as beautiful by means of this adjective: 

from creation, plants, fruits, birds and Heaven to buildings, artifacts and cities (cfr. DOE, s.v. 

beorht, adj., E.1. to E.3.c.ii.). This aesthetic dimension of OE beorht can also be applied to 

other terms that include the adjective in a compound, like OE ælbeorht ‘all-bright’ or to another 

adjectival form of OE beorht, OE beorthlic. By means of the present analysis of the attestations 

of these light-derived terms in the poetic corpus that involve some sort of aesthetic judgment, I 

will test out whether these terms are used in reference to beauty or just as contributing to the 

visual recreation of a pleasing image and experience that may potentially trigger an aesthetic 

emotion episode.  

 Other terms that are part of the list of terms in this study also have entries in the DOE 

that acknowledge their partial synonymous relation with terms for beauty. For instance, OE 

glǣm, which in a first sense means ‘beam of radiance’, but whose second sense includes beauty: 

“2. radiance, radiant beauty” (DOE, s.v. glǣm, n., 2). Furthermore, this emphasises the idea that 

the beauty depicted by this type of terms is not the same sort of beauty that adjectives like OE 

fæger or wlitig, or even wrǣtlīc describe, but the beauty associated with those religious figures 

that emanate light and goodness. This is also the case of the adjective OE leōht. Its first sense 

refers to brightness, the second sense goes back to spiritual purity, while the third acknowledges 
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an aesthetic semantic content: “III. of appearance, fair” (BWT, s.v. leōht, adj., III). Finally, and 

perhaps most remarkably, there is another lexeme which is almost exclusively found in poetic 

texts, from which the adjective OE torht and its adverbial form torhte derive; these are likewise 

used to make a two-fold reference to brightness and beauty: “I. of the brightness of light, literal 

or figurative” and “II. of splendid appearance, bright, beautiful, splendid” (BWT, s.v. torht, 

adj., I and II). This adjective is used to refer to nobility, majesty and in a sensory transfer to 

describe clear voices. These entries further emphasise the type of beauty that the terms in this 

thematic group describe, quite literally, a splendid appearance that is beautiful and immensely 

bright. Because, in theory, these words are not full aesthetic emotion terms, in this section I will 

assess the entries in the concordance based on the similarities in their usage, rather than carrying 

out an individual analysis. In other words, rather than analysing specific terms, this section 

treats the usage of light-related terms and their relation to beauty as a whole with the intention 

of identifying specific emotion mechanisms or figurative devices that contribute to triggering 

aesthetic emotions in a specific audience or that use light-related terms to render a character’s 

emotional response.  

 As initially expected, most of the instances in the concordance that feature light-terms 

as aesthetic emotion markers belong to texts of a religious nature that are narrative and 

descriptive. In these, the terms for light are applied chiefly to the angels and the saints, as well 

as to the created world. In Christ and Satan, Lucifer mourns being able to see neither the world 

nor Paradise ever again:  

 

(163) Ne mot ic hihtlicran hames brucan, burga ne bolda, ne on þa beorhtan gescæft ne mot ic 
æfre ma eagum starian (Sat 137)  

‘I am not allowed to enjoy the most exultant of homes, and I can no longer behold the 
bright/beautiful creation with my eyes’  

 

OE beorht here could both refer to beauty and to brightness, and, ultimately, unless the Anglo-

Saxon text is a translation of another text that has an unambiguous foreign equivalent, it is not 

possible to know which is the case. In the Genesis, the fruits that Noah expects to reap are 

described similarly, in this case without a hint of ambiguity due to the usage of another aesthetic 

emotion term attached to OE beorht:  

  

(164) won and worhte, wingeard sette, seow sæda fela, sohte georne þa him wlitebeorhte 
wæstmas brohte, geartorhte gife, grene folde (GenA,B 1555)  

‘dark and worked over, they set a vineyard, sowing plenty of seeds, eagerly expecting the time 
when they would be brought the beautifully bright gifts, yearly splendid from the green earth’  
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In this excerpt, there are two interesting terms. First, there is OE wlitebeorhte, which highlights 

the aforementioned idea of luminous beauty. In this excerpt, it is clearly used in a figurative 

way, as there is nothing in the fruits that make them shine, except when they are reflecting the 

light of the sun. This reference to light has to be understood in the context of the 

conceptualisation of the fruits on the Earth as precisely gifts (see the usage of OE gifu in the 

fragment) from God. OE wlitebeorht is also applied in similar fashion to other figures in the 

Old English verse Genesis: to Adam and Eve (GenA,B 188), to Sarah (GenA,B 1728; see 

example 52) or to the plain on which Abraham decides to set camp in Bethel (GenA,B 1804). 

Second, there is the rare compound involving OE torht, geārotorhte, defined as “bright every 

year, glorious every spring” (DOE, s.v. geārotorht, adj.). Taking into account the definition of 

OE torht, this can easily be translated as ‘yearly beautiful’, referencing the cyclical pattern of 

earthly beauty. 

 By far, the most recurring idea that this thematic group emphasises is the luminous 

beauty of the angels, in both descriptive terms and in epithets. There are many examples in 

previous subsections that also stress this idea (example 142, for instance) in connection to other 

aesthetic emotion lexis, but there are also instances in the concordance in which this idea is 

pictured exclusively by means of terms for light, for instance in the following fragment where 

Satan’s lament continues:  

 

(165) Nu ic eom asceaden fram þære sciran driht, alæded fram leohte in þone laðan ham (Sat 
176)  

‘now I am cut away from the bright multitude, taken away from the light towards this loathsome 
home’  

 

The sciran driht, bright multitude, refers to the angels, from which Satan is OE asceādan 

‘disjoint, separated, excluded’, thereby losing his own beauty, a beauty this is still encoded in 

Satan’s name (Lucifer) even after he is expelled from Heaven, as the Old English translation 

evidences Leōhtberend ‘he who bears the light’, in other words, he who bears luminous beauty. 

Satan’s luminous beauty before his fall from Heaven is emphasised in another passage from 

Genesis:  

 

 (166) [Satan’s] lic wære leoht and scene, hwit and hiowbeorht (GenA,B 265)  

 ‘Satan’s body was light and shiny, white, splendid and bright in its beauty’  
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The many different terms for light in this fragment do not really add new ideas to a visual 

depiction of Satan’s body other than its exceeding luminous beauty, ambiguous as they are. OE 

leōht can be taken to mean both ‘beauty’ and ‘light’, as does OE hīwbeorht, where hīw can 

stand for shape and beauty. This is also the case of OE hwīt, which refers to as many as four 

diverse visual ideas: “white, bright, clear, fair [with the sense of beautiful]” (BWT, s.v. hwīt, 

adj.). All in all, the four of these terms can perfectly be taken to allude to the same idea, and the 

only reason behind their repetition is an emphatic one. In fact, further on in the same poem, this 

occurs again:  

 

(167) þa spræc se ofermoda cyning, þe ær wæs engla scynost, hwitost on heofne and his hearran 
leof, drihtne dyre (GenA,B 338)  

‘then the over-proud king spoke, he who once was the shiniest* of the angels, whitest* on 
Heaven, beloved by his lord’  

 

The translation of OE hwīt as ‘white’ is certainly problematic. This fragment makes it clear that 

these Old English terms are semantically charged with spiritual and doctrinal ideas that their 

Present-Day English equivalents do not include. Going back to depiction of individual angels, 

the one in Azarias is portrayed similarly:   

 

(168) ða of roderum wearð engel ælbeorhta ufon onsended, wlitescyne wer in his wuldorhoman 
(Az 51)  

‘then from the skies an all-bright angel was sent, a beautifully shiny man in glorious clothes’  

 

In two different clauses, the angel (both OE engel and wer) is described with two terms that 

link beauty to luminosity OE ælbeorht and wlitescīne. This instance is remarkable because it 

has a parallel fragment in Daniel where the angel is described in exactly the same aesthetic 

emotion lexis. This beauty of the angels is further analysed and developed in Elene:  

 

(169) þam æðelestan engelcynne, þe geond lyft farað leohte bewundene, mycle mægenþrymme 
(El 723)  

‘the noblest race of angels, which travel through the air wound up in light, great is their majesty’  

 

The light that surrounds the angels is a figurative concept that is envisioned in a literal manner 

by a potential audience or readership. Thus, by means of visual cues that are semantically 

charged with doctrinal ideas a spiritual meaning is experienced in sensory terms.  

Light lexis is also applied to the saints in identical manner. This is best seen in Judith. 

As it has been explained in chapter 3, most of the academic material on the aesthetics of this 
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poem (see Chickering, 2010; Parker, 1992) posit that the aesthetic emotion terms applied to 

Judith do not refer to her physical beauty, but that they should be taken figuratively as markers 

of her inner goodness. Chickering’s (2010: 42) conclusion was that the poetic and aesthetic 

emotion terms that are applied to Judith reinforce her grace, faith and wisdom. These remarks 

are consistent with those made by Parker (1992). From the findings that this study has so far 

yielded, the issue is not entirely clear. Judith is referred to as OE torht, beorht and æðele (Jud 

37, 57, 154, 253 and 334). None of these terms are aesthetic emotion lexis in their main sense 

but they are used as such. Indeed, all of these attestations in Judith, which concern her aesthetic 

evaluation, start from a cognitive judgment but involve sensory data that facilitate an aesthetic 

emotion episode. Take, for instance, the following example:  

 

(170) þa wearð se brema on mode bliðe, burga ealdor, þohte ða beorhtan idese mid widle ond 
mid womme besmitan (Jud 57)  

‘then the famous one [Holofernes] became blithe on mood, the lord of the town, since he 
intended to smite the beauty-bright woman with filth and sin’  

 

As Fulk and Cain (2003: 117) suggest, the poem is built on the polarised opposition of these 

two radically different characters, and this, too, operates at an aesthetic level. The characters 

are met with different aesthetic emotions: one with the experience of moral and luminous 

beauty, and the other with disgust. In this excerpt, Judith’s bright beauty is threatened when 

Holofernes intends to have sexual intercourse with her. This act is expressed with intense and 

figurative lexis like OE besmītan, which according to the DOE evaluates both at a moral and 

physical level (visual and sexual), and OE widl ‘filth’ and wamm ‘stain’ but also ‘sin’. These 

instances prove, once again, how moral and cognitive judgements display a marked tendency 

to be carried out in two different levels: the visual and the spiritual.  

 Regarding polarising oppositions in the poetic corpus, a fragment from Christ 

summarises these ideas in a depiction of Doomsday:  

 

(171) þær gemengde beoð onhælo gelac engla ond deofla, beorhtra ond blacra. Weorþeð bega 
cyme, hwitra ond sweartra, swa him is ham sceapen ungelice, englum ond deoflum (CristA,B,C 
899)  

‘there will be an entirely tumultuous mingling of angels and devils, bright and black. Value will 
be set upon the white and the dark, just as the bodies of the angels and devils are shaped 
differently’ 

 

In this fragment the ideas of brightness, beauty and whiteness contrast those of darkness and 

blackness. OE beorht and hwīt are used as near synonyms, as are OE blæc and sweart. The 
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usage of OE scippan ‘to shape, form’ is even more interesting in this context of beauty and 

luminosity. Terms like OE hīw or ansȳn, which designated form and appearance respectively, 

were found in occurrences referring to beauty. This could also be the case of OE scippan, which, 

in this fragment, could tentatively refer to the differences in appearance (shape, to a certain 

extent) between angels and devils, brightness and darkness, beauty and ugliness, implementing 

a new layer of figurative language.  

Drawing on these ideas, and following the practice observed in other thematic groups 

like those of cleanness and excellence, terms for light are oftentimes found in epithets. It is 

worth mentioning that the usage of light-related terms in epithets is not consistent with their 

usage in narrative and descriptive passages. That is to say, while the descriptions in narrative 

poetry include the application of light lexis to the saints and the angels with marked frequency, 

when these terms are used as epithets to evoke the connection between light and beauty they 

are applied to a different set of characters and figures. By far, the most recurrent entity to which 

these terms are applied in epithets is the deity. God is referred to using different epithets that 

involve terms for light: beorht blædgifa (And 655) ‘bright/beautiful giver of prosperity’, beorht 

cyning (And 902) ‘bright/beautiful king’ or beorht fæder (And 946, and JDay II 88) 

‘bright/beautiful father’. In Sat 140, Heaven is described as wuldres leoht ‘the light of glory’, 

and this idea would recur in different phrasings like beorht byrig (El 818) and byrhtne burhstyde 

(Sat 355) ‘bright/beautiful city’. Christ is called beorht bearn (El 782) ‘the bright/beautiful 

child’. Other cities and people are also given Old English light adjectives as epithets, like Eve 

wlitescine wif in GenA,B, 522 or Bethuliam, called beorht byrig in Jud 323. These attestations 

do not inform the usage of light-related lexis as part of the aesthetic paradigm significantly, but 

they do show how triggering or simply evoking aesthetic emotion is a priority to the poet, even 

when naming the divine.  

Moving from the experience of beauty to other aesthetic emotions that have already 

been explored in this study, the usage of light-related terms is also found in instances where the 

experience of wonder and awe are present. The Dream of the Rood has been analysed in 

preceding sections with regards to the different-natured aesthetic emotions it presents. Some 

fragments in it include several terms for light:  

 

(172) þuhte me þæt ic gesawe syllicre treow on lyft lædan, leohte bewunden, beama beorhtost 
(Dream 4)  

‘it seemed to me that I had seen the most excellent of trees being led to the sky, wound up with 
light, brightest of beams’  
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(173) Ongunnon him þa moldern wyrcan beornas on banan gesyhðe; curfon hie ðæt of beorhtan 
stane, gesetton hie ðæron sigora wealdend (Dream 65)  

‘then the men began to work a sepulchre overseeing his killer [the Rood]; they carved it from 
bright stone and then set the lord there’  

 

The apparition of the cross that is met with mixed aesthetic emotions features an abundance of 

light. Much like the angels, the tree is wound up in light and extremely bright and beautiful. 

The same applies to the stone from which the sepulchre is carved. In that case, and unlike 

example (172), there are no evident alliterative reasons behind that lexical choice. A fairly 

similar episode occurs in Elene (see example 100), where, after the vision of the angel, 

Constantinus beholds a similar wuldres treo ‘tree of glory’, beautifully bright and ornamented 

with all sorts of jewels and precious metals. These occurrences feature a rare usage of terms for 

light as indicators of beauty but as constituents of a mixed aesthetic emotion.  

There are also fragments where these terms are not involved in positive evaluations but 

negative ones. Though more limited in number, these are perhaps more remarkable for the non-

observance of the maxim THE OUTER IS AN INDEX OF THE INNER. For instance:  

 

(174) oð þæt bearn godes bryda ongunnon on Caines cynne secan, wergum folce, and him þær 
wif curon ofer metodes est monna eaforan, scyldfulra mægð scyne and fægere (GenA,B 1245)  

‘until the sons of God [Abel’s descendants] began to look for wives among Cain’s kin, vile folk, 
and chose them over the will of the maker, these guilty women, shiny and beautiful’  

 

Cain’s kin are always described in the poetic corpus under a very negative light, both 

aesthetically and morally, for instance in Beo 107, where the Grendel is said to descend from 

Cain himself. In this excerpt, however, though the narrator acknowledges that this tribe does 

not act according to God’s wishes, this does not affect their outer perception. Even if these 

women are OE scyldfull ‘criminal, sinful, wicked’ and this tribe is a vile one (OE wearg ‘villain, 

felon, criminal, scoundrel’), they are not experienced with disgust or as ugly but as OE scīn and 

fæger. The usage of OE wearg here is equally thought-provoking, because in its second sense 

this word describes monstrosity: “II. of other creatures, a monster, malignant being, evil spirit” 

(BWT, s.v. wearg, adj., II.). This is one of the fairly limited number of instances in the 

concordance, and for that matter, in the poetic corpus, that does not observe the link between 

the outer and the inner, where something beautiful inside conceals evilness within. A similar 

phenomenon occurs in Beowulf, already mentioned in example (130). In it, the condition of 

sinner (OE mane fah ‘stained/coloured with sin’) of that creature which awaits judgment acts 

as a foil to God’s luminous appearance (OE scīr), creating a powerful contrast.   
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 Beowulf also contains the only attestation in the concordance of light-related terms used 

in a negative aesthetic emotion manner:  

 

 (175) him of eagum stod ligge gelicos leoht unfæger (Beo 724)  

 ‘in [Grendel’s] eyes stood an ugly light like that of the fire’  

 

I will come back to this fragment when analysing the field of negative aesthetic emotion terms 

in the next chapter, but it is also interesting to comment on it in the context of light-related 

terms as positive aesthetic emotion markers. As it has been shown in the preceding pages, the 

noun OE leōht could refer both to ‘light’ and to ‘luminous beauty’. What this fragment 

evidences is that outside a religious context, most terms for light do not always mean ‘luminous 

beauty’ or ‘beauty-bright’. Moreover, the fact that his light from Grendel’s eyes is explicitly 

referred to as OE unfæger ‘unbeautiful, ugly’ and compared to a flame (OE līg) makes it clear 

that this is the case of a negative aesthetic experience, where terms for light denote only light 

emission not a transcendental idea.  

 It would be tempting to assume that the usage of terms for light as synonymous of beauty 

is limited to religious poetry, Biblical paraphrases and verse lives of saints, but a closer 

inspection proves that this is not necessarily the case. Several fragments in Beowulf and selected 

riddles also implement this figurative usage of light-related lexis:  

 

 (176) Heorot is gefælsod, beahsele beorhta (Beo 1176)  

 ‘Heorot is cleansed, the beautiful/bright hall of bracelets’  

 

(177) Wæs þæt beorhte bold tobrocen swiðe, eal inneweard irenbendum fæst, heorras tohlidene 
(Beo 997)  

‘the beautiful/bright building was utterly broken into pieces, the inside all wound up with fast 
iron bands, hinges torn asunder’  

 

(178) Sægde se þe cuþe frumsceaft fira feorran reccan, cwæð þæt se ælmihtiga eorðan worhte, 
wlitebeorhtne wang, swa wæter bebugeð (Beo 90)  

‘he who knew more about the ancient creation told how the almighty had created the Earth, the 
beautifully bright plain encompassed by water’  

 

(179) Staþol wæs iu þa wyrta wlitetorhtra; nu eom wraþra laf, fyres ond feole, fæste genearwad, 
wire geweorþad (Rid 71 2)  

‘my base was previously brilliant and splendid with herbs: now I am abandoned by the wrathful, 
fires and files, closely confined, made worthy with wires’  

 



 
 260 

These four fragments exemplify how light-related terms are also used outside the context of 

religious poetry in order to emphasise the luminous beauty in the natural and the material, 

through the usage of one of the most common terms, OE beorht, but also by means of terms 

that highlight appealing appearance like OE wlitebeorht and wlitetorht. Whether this usage in 

non-religious poetry is influenced by other religious poems is ultimately impossible to know, 

but the limited scope and number of attestations of light-related terms in non-religious poetry 

indicates that this could well be the case. Just as religious poetry imports motifs from heroic 

poetry, heroic poetry also contains elements that have a foreign and/or Christian origin. 

 Inside the religious domain, light-related terms are not exclusively used to refer to the 

connection between the morality/spirituality and luminous beauty. This motif is given an 

additional figurative layer when it is applied to people and circumstances that are appreciated 

in the context of an exclusively cognitive judgment. For instance, words of praise are labelled 

bryhtword in Sat 236 or the Christian faith, which is referred to as beorht geleaf ‘the bright 

belief’ in And 335. Even more remarkable is the following fragment:  

 

(180) Forþon þu þæt ana ealra monna geþohtest þrymlice, þristhycgende, þæt þu þinne 
mægðhad meotude brohtes, sealdes butan synnum. Nan swylc ne cwom ænig oþer ofer ealle 
men, bryd beaga hroden, þe þa beorhtan lac to heofonhame hlutre mode siþþan sende 
(ChristA,B,C 290)  

‘you alone of all humans, bold in thought and gloriously conceived, brought your maidenhead 
before the lord and gave it to him without sin. There never came to Earth for all men to behold 
a woman like this, a female laden with ornaments, who sent this beauty-bright offering to 
Heaven with a pure heart’  

 

In this fragment, Mary’s virginity is explicitly referred to as a bright gift. The aesthetic emotion 

context is clear from the usage of other terms that are usually found in similar fragments, like 

the reference to ornaments. Understanding that celibacy in this religious context is the absence 

of sexual stain (much like in fragment 170), Mary’s chastity is what makes her beautiful, but it 

is also what makes her worthy of being Christ’s mother, and this is the bright gift that she is 

able to offer up. Similar fragments involve the conceptualisation of the good actions that people 

carry out in life as brightness:  

 

(181) Him on scinað ærgewyrhtu, on sylfra gehwam sunnan beorhtran (ChristA,B,C 1240) 

‘over them shine their former deeds, brighter than the sun’  

 

This fragment concerns the evaluation of the souls that are presented before God in Judgment 

Day. There is a visual component in the spiritual and moral assessment of souls and their deeds 



 
 261 

in life. This figurative device is consistent with the trend observed in other poems, to implement 

a visual layer on an otherwise purely cognitive phenomenon, be it a person’s former deeds or 

chastity or lack thereof.  

 Finally, there are some more fragments that contain twofold figurative expressions of 

terms for light. In chapter 3, I have highlighted remarks made by Kern-Stähler and Scheuchzer 

(2016: 4) and Wheatley (2010: 187-188) as to the connection between sight, light and the deity. 

These remarks can also be understood under an aesthetic point of view. This is best seen in the 

metrical epilogue to the Pastoral Care. In it, the contents of the original Cura Pastoralis are 

very explicitly compared to the waters of baptism, which transform and redeem; these waters 

are described with great poetic care and detail. The metaphor THE CONTENTS OF THE CURA 

PASTORALIS ARE WATER is developed and expanded through the poem encompassing 

different ideas, among them, that of light:  

 

(182) Gif her ðegna whelc ðyrelne kylle brohte to ðys byrnan, bete hin georne, ðy læs he 
forsceade scirost wætra, oððe him lifes drync forloren weorðe (CPEp27)  

‘if you have come to the well with a broken bottle, you had better go back and repair it, lest you 
should spill the shiniest of waters and the drink of life be lost to you’  

 

The different layers of figurative language involve in a sideway manner the aesthetically 

appealing image of shining water, which draws on the idea of KNOWLEDGE IS LIGHT49. 

Furthermore, the scribe of the poem Elene makes a similar concession when they admit that the 

lord had granted them knowledge through the light: ær me lare onlag þurh leohtne had 

gamelum to geoce (El 1242). Though limited in terms of attestations that are found in aesthetic 

contexts, this metaphor is not unheard of, see for instance this fragment from one of the Paris 

Psalter psalms:   

 

(183) Worda me þinra wise onleohteð, beorhtnesse blæcern, and þu bealde sylest andgit eallum 
eorðbuendum (PPs 118.130)  

‘your words wisely light me up, the shining beauty of a lamp, you who boldly give 
understanding to all humans’  

 

In this psalm, the terms OE onlīhtan ‘illumine, cause to shine’ and OE beorhtnes ‘brightness’, 

but also “4. resplendent beauty, magnificence” (DOE, s.v. beorhtnes, n., 4), are used to describe 

how God is the source of human understanding, which is conceptualised and visually expressed 

 
49 Or INTELLIGENCE IS A LIGHT SOURCE (Lakoff et al., 1991: 137)  
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with the same sort of luminous beauty that characterises the figurative usage of Old English 

terms for light as aesthetic emotion markers.  

 All things considered, terms in the domain of LIGHT have an important role in the 

Anglo-Saxon poetic corpus. There are two main routes in the usage of light-related terms in 

aesthetic emotion contexts. On the one hand, terms for light contribute to triggering aesthetic 

emotion in the depiction of a pleasing visual image; this is usually found in texts that are not of 

a religious nature. On the other hand, and mostly concerning religious texts, terms for light 

mark aesthetic experience by means of the doctrinal association between light and beauty. In 

the introductory paragraphs to this section, one of the questions that was pointed out was which 

of this was the most recurrent usage; a fine-grained analysis has proven that the latter is the 

most common manner of evaluation. Other Old English poems outside the religious barely 

feature light-related lexis and when they do so they chiefly refer to light as luminosity, the 

polysemic potential of these terms as markers of beauty being lost or unattested. In this context, 

light-related terms are found in both negative and mixed aesthetic emotion episodes, in some 

cases accounting for the partial experience of beauty, but in others as completely unrelated to 

beauty and in connection to ugliness. Though the figurative association between light and the 

deity has its origins in pagan worship (see chapter 2), the extant Old English poems do not 

feature such a connection, as it was expected. Instead, more native Anglo-Saxon formats focus 

on the shine in jewels as part of what makes them beautiful.  

 As far as the nature of the different terms for light found in the concordance, there is a 

clear tendency that can be identified. Díaz-Vera’s (2002) analysis of terms for light in Old 

English presented a division between the terms that denoted a stable light source and those that 

described unstable light emission. Only terms for stable light are present in the poetic corpus as 

synonymous of beauty, divinity and morality, and this has evident theological, doctrinal and 

moral implications: that the sort of luminous beauty that these terms refer to, indicative of a 

person’s morality and adherence to the Christian faith, is stable and should be unwavering, not 

waxing and waning. When terms for unstable light are found in the concordance, they simply 

describe a pleasant image, potentially contributing to triggering aesthetic emotion, and this is 

the case of most verbs meaning roughly ‘to emit light’ in Old English. This is where a core 

difference between the verbal and nominal light terms resides. Nouns and adjectives for light 

are usually found as aesthetic emotion markers, drawing on the metaphor BEAUTY IS LIGHT, 

even when the pertinent dictionary entries do not acknowledge it, while verbs rarely allude to 

beauty or index the meaning of ‘to beautify’ explicitly.  

 Finally, the usage of light-related lexis as aesthetic emotion terms is consistent with the 

usage of other aesthetic emotion terminology as described in preceding sections: from the 
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repetitive tone of most of the passages, to the application of these terms to saints, angels, 

creation, as well as God, Jesus and even Satan. What these attestations have in common with 

other thematic groups is the narrative and descriptive nature of most of the occurrences, aimed 

at both creating aesthetic experience and also facilitating a sensory basis for cognitive 

appreciations. Yet, it is the cognitive where most of the rarities of this thematic group are to be 

found: the connection between light, beauty and intellect, or a person’s purity, goodness or 

former deeds being conceptualised in visual terms as an aura of beautiful brightness that 

surrounds the subject but that is never exhaustively described. All these different senses, modes 

of use, applications and associations found in the lexical domain of LIGHT are what makes it 

particularly remarkable as a partial aesthetic emotion domain, but also as a domain that informs 

many aspects of the Old English poetic strategies as well as of the Anglo-Saxon life and mind, 

which longs for light: a sensory, intellectual, moral and divine luminosity.  

 

5.7 Nobility  

In this section, I will examine one of the polysemic Old English terms that have a primary 

meaning denoting one characteristic while alluding to beauty and other religious ideas in 

additional senses. This is the case of OE æðele. The DOE ennumerates a total of 7 senses with 

more than 30 different subdivisions for specific nuances and areas of evaluation. At first glance, 

it is reminiscent of terms like OE clǣne, wuldor, þrymm, eādig or even blīþe. These terms have 

a main sense meaning ‘clean’, ‘glory’, ‘majesty’, ‘fortunate’ and ‘happy’, but when they are 

applied in religious poetry, as is the case of Old English terms for light, they are, in many cases, 

used figuratively and assume meanings that divert from their original senses, and some of them 

evaluate aesthetically or describe aesthetic emotions. This is also true for OE æðele.   

 According to the DOE, the first sense of this adjective OE makes reference to nobility: 

“1. of men and women, especially of men and women of rank (secular or ecclesiastical): noble, 

famous, glorious” (DOE, s.v. æþele, adj., 1). This sense is similar to the nominal counterpart of 

the adjective, OE æðelu: “nobility, nobility of birth” (DOE, s.v. æþelu, n., 1.). Etymologically 

speaking, this meaning makes sense in the bigger framework of the historical development of 

this lexeme. According to Pokorny (2007: 268), both these terms descend from an Indo-

European root meaning ‘father’ or ‘mother’, which has similar cognates in other Germanic 

languages, like Old Frisian ethel ‘noble’ and ēthel ‘native country’, Old High German adal 

‘nobility’ or Old Saxon eðili ‘noble’. However, OE æðele features a larger list of senses that 

have developed via metaphorisation. I will highlight those senses of the adjective that can play 

a part in aesthetic emotion episodes or the senses through which this term can operate as an 

aesthetic emotion marker in itself:  
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a) “of parts of the body, (a saint’s) spittle, spirit, attributes, qualities, or emblems of rank […]: noble, 

excellent; saintly” (DOE, s.v. æþele, adj., 1.a.)  

b) “of God, of one Person of the Trinity, of Mary Queen of Heaven: holy, glorious” (DOE, s.v. 

æþele, adj., 2)  

c) “of attributes of God, of divine events, of (the emblem of) the Cross, of God’s creation: glorious, 

holy; æþele swat ‘(Christ’s) precious blood’” (DOE, s.v. æþele, adj., 2.a)  

d) “of heaven, life eternal in heaven: glorious” (DOE, s.v. æþele, adj., 2.b) 

e) “of angels, of an archangel: glorious holy” (DOE, s.v. æþele, adj., 2.c) 

f) “of things, countries, landscapes, spices, substances, emissions, occasions, etc.: glorious, splendid, 

fine, beautiful, precious, grand; (in hagiographical contexts) sacred, saintly” (DOE, s.v. æþele, adj., 

3)  

g) “specifically, of colour or radiance of anything that shines or sparkles, heavenly bodies, jewels, 

gold: beautiful, fine, radiant, resplendent, splendid” (DOE, s.v. æþele, adj., 3.a.) 

h) “æþele stenc ‘sweet smell’ used figuratively; also the odour of sanctity and of the resurrected 

Christ” (DOE, s.v. æþele, adj., 3.d.)  

 

As it can be seen in the quotations from the dictionary entry above, OE æðele is applied to a 

multitude of contexts: from a) to e) generally rendering ‘glorious’, playing a role in poetic 

passages that are aimed at causing aesthetic experience, and from f) to h) as partial aesthetic 

emotion marker. In the following pages, I will make an overview of the attestations of OE æðele 

in the concordance in order to determine the precise semantic contents of this adjective and to 

see what type of beauty this adjective renders, as well as to examine how exactly this term 

contributes to the Anglo-Saxon poetic and aesthetic experience.  

 Considering the marked polysemy of this term, some of its attestations lend themselves 

to a certain ambiguity, particularly when it concerns aesthetic emotion triggered by people. 

Sense number one in the DOE describes OE æðele as ‘noble’, but in given cases, and depending 

on the context, this adjective can be taken to mean ‘beautifully noble’, as in senses 3 and 3.a. 

(see ‘f’ and ‘g’). This is usually the case of non-descriptive passages where different religious 

figures are labelled OE æðele without further detail, comment or surrounding lexis that could 

clarify what exactly the adjective means. For instance, Judith in Jud 253, The Three Youths in 

Dan 88, Eve in Sat 471, Juliana in Jul 175 or Andreas in Men 215. In two fragments from two 

different poems, OE æðele is found alongside OE clǣn:  

 

(184) Swa þe on heofonum heahþrymnesse æþele and ece a þanciað, clæne and gecorene 
Cristes þegna (LPr II 51)  
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‘in Heaven, high glory, those who are noble and eternal, the clean and beloved thanes of Christ, 
always thank you’ 

 

(185) se of æþelre wæs uirginis partu clæne acenned Christus (Rewards 86)   

‘Christ was born from the noble, clean virgin’  

 

Even though OE clǣne is a partial aesthetic emotion marker, it becomes clear from the very 

beginning that OE æðele does not operate like other aesthetic emotion terms, and it does not 

automatically become synonymous of ‘beautiful’ in certain contexts, whether it is in epithets as 

in most of the examples mentioned above or in descriptive or reflective passages. Instead, these 

fragments exemplify the most recurrent usage of this term as rendering nobility.  

 The aesthetic emotion potential of the adjective, however, develops in a much narrower 

score of situations, adding a figurative layer to this very frequently attested adjective (circa 600 

attestations in the complete Old English corpus). It is not these people that are evaluated as OE 

æðele, but parts of their bodies (see sense 1.a.). For example:  

 

(186) Ge mid horu speowdon on þæs ondwlitan þe eow eagena leoht, fram blindnesse bote 
gefremede edniowunga þurh þæt æðele spald, ond fram unclænum oft generede deofla gastum 
(El 297)  

 ‘you spat with foulness in Jesus’ face, he who was the light of your eyes, who cured
 blindness with his beautifully noble spit and often saved you from the unclean spirits’  

 

Nobility is a fundamentally conceptual idea that is associated with a certain appearance. 

Evaluating spit in terms of nobility or beauty implies the involvement of other sensory materials 

that are not specified in this fragment, and it constitutes a rare and unprecedented attestation in 

the poetic corpus. In this case, as in most of the instances that evaluate specific parts of Jesus’ 

body in aesthetic or sensory terms, they should be taken as metonymic for his overall beauty, 

nobility or any other idea that may be lexically rendered.  

 Similarly ambiguous and not at all explicit is the following usage of the adjective: when 

OE æðele is applied to God, Jesus or the Virgin Mary, it takes on a semantic dimension that 

steers the adjective towards the lexical domain of excellence (to which terms like OE sellīc or 

ǣnlīc belong), in some cases lexically manifested by means of the idea of glory or majesty. For 

instance:  

 

(187) ænlic is þæt iglond, æþele se wyrhta, modig, meahtum spedig, se þa moldan gesette 
(Phoen 9)  

‘unique is the island, excellent its creator, noble-minded and abundant in power, he who set the 
earth’  
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Though Old English poetry is known for being overly repetitive at times, the fact that in this 

fragment OE æðele is found alongside OE mōdig ‘noble-minded’ reinforces the idea explained 

in sense number 2 in the DOE, that OE æðele is used figuratively when applied to these three 

figures rendering some sort of aesthetic experience that is characterised by their surpassing 

majesty and goodness. The same idea recurs in other poems, God and Jesus being described as 

OE æðele, but the passages are not descriptive enough to draw any conclusions from them.  

 Concerning objects that are the result of divine action or have some semblance of a 

connection to divinity, the Cross and its emblem are, by far, the most recurrent aesthetic objects 

to be labelled OE æðele. In previous fragments, I have highlighted several instances (54, 100, 

162 or 172, to point out a few) where either the original cross, the sign of the cross or the tree 

from which the cross was created were described with great amount of detail, ornamentation 

lexis and aesthetic emotion markers. OE æðele is not found in any of these instances that so 

clearly depict aesthetic emotion. Instead, OE æðele is found on its own in the following 

fragments:  

 

 (188) þær þæt lifes treo, selest sigebeama, siððan wunode æðelum anbræce (El 1026) 

 ‘then the tree of life, most excellent of beams, glorious material, remained there’  

 

This fragment deals with Elene’s discovery of the true cross and how she commands a temple 

to be built for the cross to remain there. Yet, before the cross is placed in the temple, Elene 

orders it to be ornamented with gold (golde beweorcean, El 1023), gems (gymcynnum, El 1023) 

and the most noble stones (mid þam æðelestum eorcnanstanum, El 1024), and for it to be placed 

inside a silver vessel (seolfren fæt, El 1025). Not only is OE æðele used in this essentially visual 

depiction of the ornamentation in the cross, but other terms that are traditionally present in 

fragments that describe a precious object with the aim of triggering aesthetic emotion can be 

observed in it, despite the lack of other aesthetic emotion terms. The cross is referred to in 

several other fragments by means of this Old English adjective, but the passages and 

surrounding lexis are less descriptive, for example:  

 

 (189) gif þæs æþelan goldes tacen ongietan cuþe (Rid 59 7)  

 ‘if they can perceive what this noble and golden token means’   

 

(190) And þæs embe twa niht þætte tæhte god Elenan eadigre æþelust beama, on þam þrowode 
þeoden engla for manna lufan (Men 83)  
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‘and around two nights later, God showed Elene the noblest of beams, on which the ruler of 
angels suffered for men’s love’ 

 

In these examples, OE æðele is merely evocative of the ideas of glory, excellence and majesty 

and it is not used with the intention of triggering a novel aesthetic experience but drawing on 

former aesthetic emotion episodes involving the cross, of which there are plenty in the poetic 

corpus. Similarly, the fact that these terms do not directly or explicitly refer to beauty does not 

necessarily mean that the emotion they stand for or aim at triggering is not an aesthetic one. As 

it has been shown in the section on the lexical domain of excellence, other characteristics like 

the superb quality of an aesthetic object can perfectly trigger aesthetic emotion. Other attributes 

of God or results of his actions are also referred to in similar manner, chiefly creation, æþela 

gesceafta in Met 29.38 and æþele gesceaft in Brun 10. As in the case of some of the preceding 

fragments, these occurrences are scarce and provide very little conceptual illustration or further 

explanation of what exactly OE æðele means in aesthetic contexts.  

 In many of the fragments that have been pointed out in previous sections, Heaven was 

described with a great array of aesthetic emotion markers and vivid detail in intense and superb 

poetic passages. OE æðele is not present in such passages, but it is used to refer to life in Heaven 

and its inhabitants in a few isolated fragments. In ChristA,B,C 348 Heaven is labelled þam 

æþelan ham ‘the glorious home’ or æðelan ceastre ‘glorious city’ in KtHy 18. This was perhaps 

best exemplified by fragment (169), which described the angels travelling shrouded in light, 

majestic and glorious; they were referred to as æðelstan engelcynne (El 723) ‘the most 

noble/glorious race of angels’. Similarly, a term derived from OE æðele, OE æðelic, with a 

virtually identical meaning, is found in a description of the doors of Heaven:  

 

(191) Wlat þa swa wisfæst witga geond þeodland oþþæt he gestarode þær gestaþelad wæs 
æþelic ingong (ChristA,B,C 306)  

‘the prophet was so firm and wise through the land until he stared at the place where a 
noble/glorious door was set’  

 

In similar manner to other usages of OE æðele, the door is described briefly and with no 

emphasis on detail. Taking the idea of nobility literally and applying it to a door is not possible, 

because by the very definition of an inanimate object it is established that it has no parentage. 

However, there are certain material indicators of the fact that a person belongs to nobility, and 

this is tentatively the reason why OE æðele is found in these aesthetic contexts.   

 As I mentioned before, the gems with which the cross in Elene is adorned are labelled 

æðelestum eorcnanstanum (El 1022), not because there is something noble or royal in their 
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origin, but because their worth makes them indicative of the pleasant, ornamented and exquisite 

appearance of a person of a high status, similar to how, in chapter 2, the role of the expensive 

purple dye in Medieval times was pointed out as a beautiful but also indicative of an upper 

social class. For example, in this regard, instance (127) has been signalled out, where gems are 

also labelled æðele. This usage is ultimately figurative, and it draws on this association between 

the worth of an object and the position of the person who is able to acquire it as well as on how 

it is visually pleasant. It ties in with sense number 3 of the adjective in the DOE, but it does not 

specify what sort of conceptual mapping or semantic extension takes place. Not only is OE 

æðele applied to jewels, but to anything that gives off shine, like the sun, which is obliquely 

referred to as se æþela glæm ‘the noble* radiance’ in GuthA,B 1278 or the stars, æðele tungol, 

in Met 29.34. This establishes a parallelism between gems and stars or heavenly bodies, at large, 

the latter being the gems in the sky, as the following fragment illustrates:  

 

(192) Bið him edniwe þære sunnan segn, þonne swegles leoht, gimma gladost, ofer garsecg up, 
æþeltungla wyn, eastan lixeð (Phoen 287)  

‘[the Phoenix] is renewed by the sign of the sun, the light of Heaven, gladdest of gems up over 
the ocean, the joy of the noble* star’  

 

According to the entries for senses 3 and 3.a. in the DOE, in these instances where OE æðele is 

applied to heavenly bodies, gems and things that emit light, the Old English adjective can be 

taken to simply mean ‘beautiful’, as it was the case of light-related terms. Yet, this can be 

partially due to the influence of the meanings ascribed to light, not due to the presence of OE 

æðele. Similarly, the adjective is applied to fruits, which are also described in the corpus with 

many other aesthetic emotion terms, for instance: æþelestum eorþan bledum (Phoen 199) 

‘noblest fruits/blooms of the earth’. This is also explained by the fact that fruits are likewise 

conceptualised as ornaments, as fragment (195) will attest.  

The most interesting instances that concern this adjective are connected with Jesus and 

his resurrection and ascension. Sense 3.a. contemplates the possibility of applying this adjective 

to situations and circumstances in a more abstract manner. This is the case of the following 

fragments:  

  

(193) þæt hy in hwitum þær hræglum oðywden in þa æþelan tid, swa hie eft dydon ða se brega 
mæra to Bethania (ChristA,B,C 453)  

‘[the angels] appeared in shining garments during the splendid time, when he gathered his 
apostles in Bethany’  
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(194) Swa se eadga wer in þa æþelan tid on þone beorhtan dæg blissum hremig, milde ond 
gemetfæst, mægen unsofte elne geæfnde (GuthA,B 1105)  

‘so, in that splendid time, on the bright day, boasting in bliss, meek and modest, the blessed man 
performed his strong might’  

 

The first excerpt narrates the day of Jesus’ ascension. Even if the fragment features other 

aesthetic and visual cues, they do not really affect the idea being developed by OE æðele. The 

second excerpt refers to Jesus’ resurrection, which is described in identical phrasing as in the 

preceding fragments. These attestations should be understood, not as material or cognitive 

indicators of nobility, but as reflective of Jesus’ own nobility and the greatness associated with 

these two celebrated moments in Christian history.  

 However, this moment is also described in sensory terms by means of the same 

adjective, as sense 3.d in the DOE contemplates. Having established that the Old English poem 

The Panther is a clear allegory of Jesus’ resurrection, lines 40 to 74 are informative of one of 

the most complex and intricate attestations of this adjective because of the figurative processes 

it involves. When the panther (i.e., Jesus) raises from his three-day slumber, a pleasant (OE 

wynsum) sound comes from its mouth. Accompanying it, the panther emits a smell that is 

extensively described:  

 

(195) æfter þære stefne stenc ut cymeð of þam wongstede, wynsumra steam, swettra ond swiþra 
swæcca gehwylcum, wyrta blostmum ond wudubledum, eallum æþelicra eorþan frætwum (Pan 
44)  

‘after the sound, a smell comes out, the most pleasant hot breath, sweet and more intense than 
the blossoms of plants or the fruits of the forest, the most noble adornments of the earth’  

 

 (196) þæt is æþele stenc (Pan 74)  

 ‘that is such splendid smell’  

 

On the one hand, fragment (195) exemplifies and justifies the application of OE æðele to fruits 

via a figurative process that is not at all uncommon in the corpus, as the metaphor LEAVES ARE 

ORNAMENTS and FRUITS ARE ORNAMENTS have attested. On the other hand, the complete 

fragment spanning from line 44 up to the very last line in the poem, which is the closing 

fragment in example (196), depicts the multi-staged figurative usage of this adjective. First, the 

metaphor of JESUS IS THE PANTHER is presented and it develops in the subject’s mind as the 

poem progresses, to the point that this produces a blend: a panther that is no longer a panther, 

because it has conceptually blended with Jesus. Second, the resulting Jesus-is-the-panther 

blended image is envisioned as noble, splendid and beautiful. Third, in preceding passages of 
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the poem this nobility and beauty had been rendered at a visual level in the fur of the panther, 

then at an auditory level by means of that pleasant sound; in a last stage, the olfactory is included 

with references to a pleasant, hot, sweet and intense smell that is compared to that of fruits. 

Finally, this smell is said to be OE æðele. The DOE draws on the previous passages to define 

this sense of the adjective as ‘sweet smell’ and it explains that it is “the odour of sanctity and 

of the resurrected Christ” (DOE, s.v. æþele, adj., 3.d.). Ultimately, it is not possible to know 

whether the adjective here is applied to the smell due to a metonymic association between Jesus, 

who is above all noble and beautiful, or because it was in fact possible at a conceptual level to 

apply this adjective to olfactory contexts, assuming that there were odours that were commonly 

associated with nobility. The lack of attestations in this last scenario suggests that the former is 

far more likely, or that, alternatively, the metaphor SMELLS ARE VISUAL SIGNS is employed in 

similar manner to how it is featured in the usage of other aesthetic emotion terms.  

 Similar to the application of OE fæger, the adjective under analysis in this section was 

also found in many psalms of the Paris Psalter. Under the idea of ‘glorious’, ‘splendid’ and 

‘beautiful’, the DOE explains: “in Paris Psalter, often of little meaning, but useful for vocalic 

alliteration” (DOE, s.v. æþele, adj., 3.b.). In the first section of this chapter, I made a comparison 

of some of the attestations of OE fæger in the Paris Psalter and the Latin counterparts, arriving 

at the conclusion that the adjective was used in most of the cases as a metric filler and for the 

purposes of alliteration. A superficial glance at some of the attestations of OE æðele indicate 

that this is also the case of this adjective:  

 

 (196) Ge him eorðe syleð æþele wæstme (PPs 66.6)  

 ‘he provides the Earth with noble fruits’  

 

(197) Me eardað æt æþele fultum þæs hehstan heofonrices weard (PPs 90.1)  

‘the noble assistance of the guardian of Heaven lives in me’  

 

Some of the instances in the Paris Psalter are consistent with the usage of this adjective 

elsewhere in the corpus, like the mentions of God or depictions of fruits, drawing on the 

formulaic and figurative recourses present in other poems (like example 96), but in most of the 

instances analysed the idea of nobility does not necessarily add any visual or conceptual cues 

that are either aimed at triggering aesthetic experience or that are the result of a given aesthetic 

emotion episode, as example (197) proves.  

 In conclusion, after a thorough analysis of the instances where OE æðele is found in 

potential aesthetic contexts, its role as an aesthetic emotion marker is still unclear. The extreme 
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polysemy of this adjective turns the idea rendered by OE æðele into a very abstract one, and at 

times unanchored from any material or sensory cues, ultimately making it difficult to fully 

understand its semantic dimension. I have pointed out two main pathways of aesthetic 

evaluation for this adjective: first, as a marker of visual nobility, sanctity and divinity, in which 

case it could contribute to triggering aesthetic emotion; second, by means of figurative 

extensions of these ideas of nobility, divinity and sanctity, this adjective could operate as a 

partial aesthetic emotion marker. In the first case, the passages where this was the case were so 

limited in other aesthetic emotion markers and descriptive lexis that the fragments were 

comparatively duller in poetic terms. In the second case, the usage of OE æðele as an aesthetic 

emotion marker was limited to specific contexts and particular mappings. The only fragments 

in which this term could be taken to mean ‘beautiful’ or, more specifically, to refer to a sort of 

royal, noble and saintly beauty were conditioned to metonymical expressions of goodness or 

divinity, or to the association between nobility and jewels (or other objects like fruits or stars 

referred to as jewels). The scope of OE æðele being so limited, it cannot truly qualify as an 

aesthetic emotion term or cannot be said to be central in the Anglo-Saxon poetic wordhoard for 

aesthetic experience. Instead, this term is evocative of the pleasant idea of nobility and sanctity, 

which in the corpus is invariably associated with beauty. In other words, OE æðele, per se, does 

not operate as an aesthetic emotion term, it only does so in selected exceptions that are the result 

of figurative expressions; it is the contexts in which it is found that render it an aesthetic emotion 

dimension that, etymologically and semantically speaking, were not originally present in this 

adjective.  

 

5.8 Pleasure  

The concept of pleasure is intrinsically associated with aesthetic emotion. In the first chapter, I 

pointed out several scholars and philosophers who developed the central role of pleasure, or 

more specifically aesthetic pleasure, in aesthetic emotion. Starting with Immanuel Kant, he put 

his aesthetic theory forth in The Critique of Judgment (Kant, 1987) which relied on pleasure as 

a core component in aesthetic experience, stating that there are three relations that trigger this 

feeling of pleasure: the good, the beautiful and the agreeable (Kant, 1987: 52). Bosanquet 

(1894: 162-4) made similar remarks, but he stated that the purpose of good art is to go beyond 

the immediate satisfaction of aesthetic pleasure.  

In contemporary works, aesthetic emotion theorists have also emphasised the 

importance of pleasure in emotion processes in general. For example, in the framework of the 

Appraisal Theory of emotion, Frida (1988) and Roseman and Smith (2001) explained that all 

emotions can be understood as combinations of pleasure and pain in different degrees and 
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proportions. Scherer (2005: 703-6) goes deeper into the matter and, after analysing the role of 

pleasure in aesthetic emotion, he concludes that the appraisal of intrinsic pleasantness is a 

fundamental and mandatory part of aesthetic emotion. This is to say, aesthetic pleasure is 

present in every single aesthetic emotion episode at the basic and foundational level; sometimes 

this feeling of pleasantness is complemented by other appraisals that modulate the aesthetic 

emotion towards the experience of beauty or other aesthetic emotions.  

According to Menninghaus et al. (2019: 180), this aesthetic pleasure is aimed at more 

short-term goals. This does not necessarily mean that aesthetic pleasure equals bodily pleasure, 

but simply that the pleasure that often results from a mild aesthetic judgment is not as intense 

as other aesthetic emotions. These appreciations also make sense in light of the framework of 

Juslin’s (2013: 248) depiction of the aesthetic emotion episode: when an aesthetic judgment 

overpasses the aesthetic threshold, the degree of intensity of said judgment will determine the 

emotion that the subject will experience. Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell (2008: 35) put this 

in simpler terms, even if their statement is less accurate as regards the different constituents of 

the aesthetic emotion episode: they state there are three ranges in the experience of beauty 

(which can be extrapolated to the complete range of positive aesthetic emotions), mild aesthetic 

pleasure, physical attractiveness and preference. Reber et al. (2004: 365) explain that most of 

what we call ‘beautiful’ on a daily basis falls into the first category.  

This poses the question as to whether there is a hyperbole implicit in most of the 

fragments discussed in preceding sections. Accepting the remarks made by Reber et al. (2004) 

and Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell (2008), most of the fragments and examples previously 

mentioned in this chapter do not refer to the experience of beauty but simply to the mild 

aesthetic pleasure of beholding a visually or cognitively appealing object. Ultimately, this 

cannot be determined without a full analysis of the complete field of terms for positive aesthetic 

emotion in Old English poetry that includes terms for pleasure. Second, this analysis of the role 

of pleasure in aesthetic experience opens the door for further analyses of pleasure-related terms 

in Anglo-Saxon poetry.  

There are many terms for pleasure in Old English. The TOE groups them in two 

different headings: 8.1.1.3.2 Pleasure, satisfaction and 8.1.1.3.5 Pleasure, delight (TOE, s.v. 

Emotion, 8.1.1.3.). Moreover, the following section also included terms that could potentially 

refer to aesthetic pleasure: 8.1.1.3.9 Pleasantness, agreeableness (TOE, s.v. Emotion, 

8.1.1.3.), like OE fægerness or wynn. Nevertheless, the categorisation of these three subgroups 

proved to be unreliable due to the mixture of different-natured phenomena like indulgence, 

sweetness, coolness, etc. Analysing the complete lexical domain of pleasure is an extensive task 

that goes beyond the scope of this study, and it does not always involve aesthetic experience. 
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Instead, as it has been the practice for the preceding sections, I have only included in my 

database occurrences that clearly showcased pleasure-related term in the framework of aesthetic 

experience in order to understand the fundamental conceptual differences in the expression of 

aesthetic pleasure as compared to the aesthetic emotions depicted by other terms. Considering 

that the experience of aesthetic pleasure is one of the explicit constituents in the aesthetic 

emotion, a secondary aim includes, if the data in the corpus makes it possible, further studying 

the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic experience in order to distinguish specific traits or conceptual 

differences that could link it to the hydraulic model.  

There are seven main terms for pleasure that are found in aesthetic contexts in the 

concordance. They are the following: OE gefeālic, meaning ‘joyous, blissful, delightful’, and 

occurring in the poetry in the collocation fæger and gefeālic; OE leōflīc, defined in BWT as 

“lovely, beautiful, delightful, pleasant, loveable, dear” (BWT, s.v. leōflīc, adj.); OE swinsian 

‘to make a pleasant sound’; OE wilsele ‘pleasant hall’; the polysemic term OE wynn, going 

from ‘delight, pleasure’ to its usage in epithets rendering humans and divine beings as source 

of spiritual or social pleasure, or simply indexing excellence as ‘the best’ (see BWT, s.v. wyn, 

adj., I to III); OE wynlīc “delightful, pleasing, agreeable, charming” (BWT, s.v. wynlic, adj.); 

finally, the most recurrent term in this category, OE wynsum, more specifically defined in BWT 

as “pleasant to the senses or to the mind” (BWT, s.v. wynsum, adj., I.1). As it can be seen, most 

of these terms are not defined in the DOE because they start with letters from ‘l’ onwards; as a 

result, their definitions and usages are not as exhaustive as those found in previous sections. 

However, they all have in common the fact that they refer to the more or less similar feeling of 

pleasure that results from the subject’s encounter with a given (aesthetic) object. Other terms 

for pleasure do occur in verse, but they have not been included in my concordance because their 

role in aesthetic emotion contexts is unclear or non-existing. As it has been the practice in 

previous sections, and due to the limited number of attestations from the aesthetic usage of 

every one of these terms, I will assess this thematic group as a whole instead of looking into 

each particular term.  

Following the different senses of one of the most detailed dictionary entries for terms 

for pleasure, that of OE wynsum, these terms operate in three domains. First, BWT points out 

sensorial aesthetic pleasure: “1. pleasant to the senses or to the mind” [emphasis mine] (BWT, 

s.v. wynsum, adj., I.1). As far as aesthetic emotion triggered by sensory material is concerned, 

there are many instances in the concordance that evaluate aesthetic objects or situations by 

means of terms for pleasure, and most of them are found in exclusively one text, The Phoenix. 

In some of these attestations, it is not clear what these terms are evaluating, for example:  
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(198) þæt is wynsum wong, wealdas grene, rume under roderum (Phoen 13)  

‘that is a pleasant plain, green wood-land, roomy under the sky’  

 

(199) Smylte is se sigewong; sunbearo lixeð, wuduholt wynlic (Phoen 33)  

‘the victory-plain is a quiet, shiny and pleasant grove’  

 

These two attestations describe the land where the Phoenix lives, but they do so with very 

limited detail as to the sensory connotations of these adjectives, that is, by means of what sense 

these sensory stimuli are being appreciated. In these cases, both OE wysum and wynlīc should 

be taken generally referring to the experiential domain of aesthetic emotion, simply alluding to 

unspecified sensory pleasure. 

  Other fragments that describe this same land are more specific as to what it is that makes 

this land pleasant to the senses:  

 

(200) Beorgas þær ne muntas steape ne stondað, ne stanclifu heah hlifiað, swa her mid us, ne 
dene ne dalu ne dunscrafu, hlæwas ne hlincas, ne þær hleonað oo unsmeþes wiht, ac se æþela 
feld wridað under wolcnum, wynnum geblowen (Phoen 21)  

‘in this place, there are no steep mountains, no stone cliffs stand out high like they do here [in 
England], there are no mountains, no valleys, no mountain-caves, no rising grounds nor any 
type of hiding-place; yet, the beautifully noble field puts forth shoots under the sky, blown with 
pleasure’  

 

(201) Foldan leccaþ wæter wynsumu of þæs wuda midle (Phoen 64)  

‘the earth is moist from the pleasant water from the woods’ mist’  

 

These two fragments continue to elaborate on the beauty of the plain of the land of the Phoenix, 

but they include additional sensory information that contextualises the aesthetic evaluation 

taking place. The first example consists of visual cues that are consistent with how beautiful 

landscapes are described elsewhere in the corpus: a mild nature devoid of pronounced 

geographical accidents. While in later periods in the history of English literature, stony cliffs 

and high mountains are considered elements of beauty, for the Anglo-Saxons, or at least in the 

extant Anglo-Saxon poetry, plain fields and serene landscapes are notably more pleasant. The 

second example includes another sensory evaluation that is rarer in the context of the complete 

poetic corpus: an aesthetic evaluation triggered by tactile stimuli, in this case humidity which 

could be translated as perceived coolness. These fragments add another layer to the holistic 

aesthetic experience triggered by the land of the Phoenix, which is described from different 



 
 275 

perspectives and alluding to different traits in many more fragments that can be found in 

previous sections.  

 Other than the land of the Phoenix, this poem describes as pleasant other aesthetic 

objects by virtue of their smell. See for instance: 

 

(202) þonne feor ond neah þa swetestan somnað ond gædrað wyrta wynsume ond wudubleda 
to þam eardstede, æþelstenca gehwone, wyrta wynsumra […] swetes under swegle (Phoen 192)  

‘then from far and near, the sweetest and most pleasant forest fruits will be gathered and 
assembled in the dwelling place, each of them beautifully noble, the pleasant herbs, sweet under 
the sky’  

 

(203) þær se wilda fugel in þam westenne ofer heanne beam hus getimbreð, wlitig ond wynsum, 
ond gewicað þær sylf in þam solere, ond ymbseteð utan in þam leafsceade lic ond feþre on 
healfa gehware halgum stencum ond þam æþelestum eorþan bledum (Phoen 199)  

‘then the wild bird builds his nest on top of a tree in the wasteland, beautiful and pleasant, and 
lives in that upper chamber, surrounding himself, spirit and feather, with the shade of the leaves, 
the holy smells of the most noble blooms on earth’  

 

(204) Wyrta wearmiað, willsele stymeð swetum swæccum (Phoen 213)  

‘the plants are warmed [when the sun comes up], the pleasant hall emits a scent of the sweetest 
aromas’  

 

 (205) þæt þa æþelan sind wyrta wynsume (Phoen 528)  

 ‘the noble herbs [that surround the Phoenix’s nest] are pleasant’  

 

These four examples are perfectly illustrative of the usage of pleasure-related terms in olfactory 

evaluations. The four of them refer to the same aesthetic object that is progressively being 

described, the nest that the Phoenix builds and the herbs in it. They are recurrently referred to 

in terms of nobility, by means of OE æðele, and sweetness. The idea of sweetness is perhaps 

much more interesting, particularly in fragment (204). There is again the notion of temperature, 

but, in this case, it is associated with the emission of the herbs’ fragrance. The highly alliterative 

passage (three words beginning with ‘w’ and three words beginning with ‘s’) includes OE wyrt 

‘herb’, which everywhere else alliterates with OE wynsum, but it also includes an action verb, 

an adjective and a noun. OE stīman has two main meanings, one referring to the emission of 

scent and a figurative one rendering exhalation. OE swecc is similarly interesting because, as 

Bitterli (2016: 140) explains, it refers to both gustation and olfaction. Sweet smell, by definition, 

is a synesthetic expression that is so deeply rooted in the language for speakers to realise it. In 

this case, it complements the experience of the nest of the Phoenix, which is described in visual, 
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olfactory and experiential terms, creating a rich and vivid image that goes beyond the 

immediately pleasant, as OE wlitig and æðele attest.  

However, the pleasantness of OE wynsum also operates at a cognitive level by means 

of figurative language. BWT explains that this adjective refers to what was “pleasant to the 

senses or the mind” [emphasis mine] (BWT, s.v. wynsum, adj., I.1). Take, for instance, the 

following fragment:  

 

(206) þær hi dryhtne to giefe worda ond weorca wynsumne stenc in þa mæran gesceaft meotude 
bringað, in þæt leohte lif (Phoen 655)  

‘in the life on the light, [the saints] bring to the Lord the pleasant smell of their words and works 
in the famous creation’  

 

Because OE word and weorc alliterate with OE wynsum, they are placed together in this passage 

in order to refer to smell (OE stenc), and this creates a metaphor that is not attested in any of 

the academic works discussed in previous chapters, ACTIONS ARE SMELLS, also attested by 

fragment (104). It is not uncommon to find OE wynsum in olfactory aesthetic emotion contexts 

in the poetic corpus, but these two attestations are unique in that this fundamentally sensory 

appreciation of a smell is applied to the saints’ or person’s former deeds on Earth, which are 

part of a cognitive evaluation, but through OE wynsum they are associated with sensory 

experience. Other attestations of this thematic group in The Phoenix are not as clearly 

categorisable, as is the case of the following one:  

 

(207) he is snel ond swift ond swiþe leoht, wlitig ond wynsum, wuldre gemearcad (Phoenix 314)  

‘it is quick and swift, very light, beautiful and pleasant, marked in glory’  

 

The alliterative couplet made of wlitig and wynsum features an altogether different usage of OE 

wynsum. Repeated elsewhere in the poem and in the poetic corpus, it makes reference to the 

beauty of the aesthetic object, in this case the Phoenix, but it does so without specifying whether 

this is a visual, olfactory or cognitive evaluation. From the context of the poem, it can be 

inferred that this evaluation is a threefold one, even if fragment (207) seems to make reference 

to the visual, because of the presence of OE wlitig.   

 Outside The Phoenix, other Old English poems also feature pleasure-related terms in 

similar contexts, though not as frequently. In sensory evaluations, these terms are applied in 

religious contexts to add an experiential layer to doctrinal ideas that originally are chiefly 

cognitive or whose sensory dimension needs to be complemented for a more intense poetic and 

spiritual experience. For example:  
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(208) þa wæs on þam ofne, þær se engel becwom, windig and wynsum, wedere gelicost þonne 
hit on sumeres tid sended weorðeð dropena drearung on dæges hwile, wearmlic wolcna scur 
(Dan 345)  

‘an angel had come to the oven, windy and pleasant, like the weather in summertime when the 
dew drops evaporate during the day, warm shower from the sky’  

 

The angel that is described in this fragment is the one that descends to the furnace where the 

Three Youths are burning and saves them from a certain death. Because he dissipates the heat 

he is deemed in pleasant terms with references to wind and compared to the weather in 

summertime. In this fragment, OE wynsum plays a fundamentally sensory role, emphasising 

that the angel is pleasant to sight, but also because he is the agent that causes a windy and 

pleasant feeling in the Three Youths, an evaluation that is tactile. The angels, in a more general 

note, are described in other fragments in the corpus with terms for pleasure, like in GenA,B 666, 

where they are called wereda wynsumast ‘the most pleasant race’; in this case, this remark 

operates both at sensory and cognitive levels.  

 Human beings are also described in certain occasions as being figuratively and literally 

pleasant, drawing on the idea that they are beautiful as long as they obey God’s commands and 

are morally ‘beautiful’. For instance:  

 

(209) þonne beoð þa eadigan þe of eorðan cumað, bringað to bearme blostman stences, wyrte 
wynsume þæt synd word godes (Sat 355) 

‘then the blessed ones come from the Earth and bring with them the smell of flowers, pleasant 
herbs which are God’s word’  

 

(210) oþer cynn eorþan þon ær wæs wlitig ond wynsum (Rid 84 15)  

‘the race that was once beautiful and pleasant’  

 

In the first fragment, those humans who go to Heaven are described in an additional sensory 

dimension as having the pleasant smell from the Earth’s flowers. It is assumed that these blessed 

ones (OE eādig) are physically beautiful (and pleasant in smell) due to their moral purity. The 

second fragment is more challenging to analyse, since the preceding and following text is 

gapped and lost beyond reconstruction. However, it can be seen how the alliterative couplet 

wlitig ond wynsum is once again used to describe people in both experiential and, presumably, 

moral terms, too.  

 Passages describing the saints also feature pleasure-related terminology. See, for 

instance, this description of Saint Guthlac’s breath:  
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(211) Oroð stundum teah mægne modig, him of muðe cwom swecca swetast. Swylce on sumeres 
tid stincað on stowum staþelum fæste wynnum æfter wongum wyrta geblowene, hunigflowende, 
swa þæs halgan wæs ondlongne dæg oþ æfen forð oroð up hlæden (GuthA,B 1269) 

‘the mighty man drew breath laboriously, and from his mouth came the sweetest smell, just like 
in summer when the flowers on the plain, on bloom and fast in their roots, emit their pleasant 
smell, flowing with honey, so was the holy one, breathing on, all day long until the evening’  

 

The emission of pleasant, beautiful or sweet smells from divine figures is not entirely 

uncommon in the complete Old English corpus. What is surprising from this fragment is the 

amount of detail with which this smell is described, incorporating visual and gustative 

references. The smell is sweet (OE swēte) and compared to that of flowers (OE wyrt) and 

referencing the honey in them. OE hunigflōwende, which according to the DOE is a calque of 

the Latin mellifluus, renders an idea that has been discussed before in this chapter. In example 

(44), fægerum wordum ‘beautiful words’ were said to have hunigsmæccas ‘the taste of honey’; 

in other words, a cognitive judgment is metaphorically and synesthetically expressed as tasting 

sweet. This is the same circumstance. In fragment (211) Guthlac’s sweet, pleasant and honey-

like breath is indicative of his inner goodness. It is not altogether novel in the complete Old 

English corpus to find this type of olfactory aesthetic evaluations: for example, in Ælfric’s prose 

Lives of Saints, more specifically in ÆLS [Exalt of Cross] 109, there is a scene where a cross 

is paraded around in procession and the wood starts to emit a wynsum braþ ‘pleasant breath’. 

Pleasantness and sweetness in the case of Guthlac extend further the maxim THE OUTER IS AN 

INDEX OF THE INNER, including other sensory domains like smell or taste, to emphasise 

divinity and goodness.  

 Nevertheless, apparently pleasant smell is not necessarily always a marker of moral 

purity. Just as it was the case for appearance-related terms, these markers of divinity are often 

employed in a misleading way:  

 

(212) þonne hine on holme hungor bysgað ond þone aglæcan ætes lysteþ, ðonne se mereweard 
muð ontyneð, wide weleras; cymeð wynsum stenc of his innoþe, þætte oþre þurh þone, sæfisca 
cynn, beswicen weorðaþ, swimmað sundhwate þær se sweta stenc ut gewiteð (Whale 51)  

‘when in the ocean it is bothered by hunger and it is in search of food, the guardian of the sea 
opens its mouth and its wide lips; a pleasant smell comes from its insides, which is enticing for 
all fish, they actively swim to where they perceive this smell to be’  

 

In The Panther, the animal emits a pleasant smell that is equivalent to that of Christ resurrected, 

and which should be understood in figurative terms as rendering goodness and sanctity. In The 

Whale, the pleasant smell that comes from the whale’s mouth also has to be understood in the 
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scheme of the larger allegory that the animal represents. The whale is associated with the devil, 

and the complete poem develops on how the devil can tempt with pleasant appearances and 

smells. The odour in this fragment belongs to the group of scarce attestations for positive 

aesthetic emotion terms that flout the maxim THE OUTER IS AN INDEX OF THE INNER. More 

remarkable yet is the usage of the verb OE gewītan as applied to smell. According to BWT, this 

verb can either mean “to understand, know” or “to see, behold” (BWT, s.v. gewitan and 

gewītan, I and I). This olfactory cue is not smelled, but either perceived by means of the 

intellect, or treated as visual material, drawing from the culture-specific metaphor SMELLS ARE 

VISUAL SIGNALS. Similar remarks occur in Juliana:  

 

(213) Hy þa se æðeling ærest grette, hire brydguma, bliþum wordum; min se swetesta sunnan 
scima, Iuliana (Jul 164)  

‘Juliana was first greeted by the nobleman, her bridegroom, with joyful words, “my sweetest 
beam of sun, Juliana”’  

 

The transfer in this case is not necessarily from smell to sight, but slightly more complex. The 

visual sensory input in the comparison of Juliana to the rays of sun has an evident cognitive 

evaluation that links this light to her beauty or goodness. This cognitive judgment becomes a 

visual aesthetic evaluation that then is treated in terms of taste or smell, considering that 

sweetness is very frequently described as an olfactory phenomenon. Once again, alliteration 

plays an important role in this collocation of OE swete with sunnan scima, but it evidences that 

this type of sensory transfer was possible from a poetic point of view.  

 There is one more instance that is interesting to look at from a sensory perspective. Some 

of the previous instances are remarkable because they feature a departure from the exclusively 

ocularcentric aesthetic and religious experience, placing taste and smell as the main sensory 

inputs in the aesthetic emotion episode and emphasising pleasant personal experience. The Old 

English poem Elene contains one such fragment, involving OE wynsum. However, taking a 

look at the original Latin text upon which the poem is based50 illustrates a fundamental 

difference in the translation and treatment of sensory material:  

 

(214) Forlæt nu, lifes fruma, of ðam wangstede wynsumne up under radores ryne rec astigan 
lyftlacende (El 792)  

‘origin of light, from this pleasant land under the sky let now a moving smoke come up, moving 
hither and thither’  

 
50 Despite the fact that the legend of Elene was accessible to Anglo-Saxon scribes from several Latin sources, 
most authors (Williamson, 2017: 259; or Hawk, 2018: 128, to name a couple of them) agree on the fact that 
the OE Elene is heavily based on Cyriac’s Inventio sanctae crucis.  
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(214bis) fac ab eodem loco fumum odoris aromatum et suavitatis ascendere (Zupita, 1888: 41)   

 ‘may the smoke of the sweet odour of spices ascend from the place’  

 

The first fragment is taken from the Old English Elene, while the second one is the Latin 

original as found in Julius Zupita’s parallel edition of the Anglo-Saxon poem Elene and the 

Latin Inventio sanctae crucis published in the 19th century. These fragments are featured in the 

scene where Judas accompanies Saint Helena to the place where the three crosses were 

supposed to have been buried centuries before. In order for them to locate with precision the 

exact place where they should start digging, they offer a prayer asking God to cause the cross 

to emit a pleasant smell. The treatment of sensory information is notably different in both 

fragments. While in the Old English the origin or similarities of the smell are not mentioned, 

the Latin specifies that this smell is that of spices (Latin aromatum). The Latin version also 

explains that this is a sweet aroma, as suavitatis attests, genitive of suavitas ‘sweetness’ but 

also ‘pleasantness’ (see Lewis and Short (1879), s.v. suavitas, adj., I.I.) attests. Instead, the Old 

English encodes the pleasantness and possible sweetness in the smell of the cross in the 

alliterative couplet wangstede wynsumne ‘pleasant land’, but in doing so, it completely detaches 

it from the fragrant wood of the cross. Further fragments in the poem do not go back to describe 

this smell or to recreate an olfactory, aesthetic and religious experience associated with the 

finding of the True Cross. This example goes on to show that the metrical and alliterative 

properties of the poem, triggers of aesthetic emotion by definition, are, in some cases, above 

the specific aesthetic experiences depicted in the original texts that are being translated and 

adapted. Moreover, this fragment is also remarkable because, in the context of poetic Biblical 

paraphrases and adaptations of Lives of Saints, the Anglo-Saxon tendency is to almost always 

include additional sensory details that are not present in the original. Fragment (214) is 

surprising in this sense because it not only does not translate the original sensory elements in 

the Latin text, but the poet Cynewulf also chooses not to over-elaborate the translation with a 

rich description of aromas as, for instance, is the case of The Phoenix. Another possible 

alternative could be that the idea of sweetness was already present in the associations that are 

implicit in OE wynsum, but the data in the poetic corpus is not sufficient to make such claim.  

Other of the figures that is often described with great amount of positive aesthetic 

emotion lexis is Lucifer before the Fall. His beautiful appearance and brightness have already 

been discussed in previous sections, but he is also depicted in terms of pleasantness:  
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(215) hæfde he hine swa hwitne geworhtne, swa wynlic wæs his wæstm on heofonum þæt him 
com from weroda drihtne, gelic wæs he þam leohtum steorrum (GenA,B 252)  

‘the Lord of Armies had shaped him so brightly and given him such a pleasant appearance; he 
was like the light from the stars’  

 

Before rising against God, Lucifer was extremely beautiful. This fragment makes reference to 

his creation (OE hwitne geworthne, ‘brightly wrought’) as well as to how this beautiful 

appearance is perceived. OE wynlic here does not necessarily describe Satan’s beauty in 

objective terms, but rather judging by the positive reaction with which his appearance would 

have been met hypothetically. This emphasises one of the most important characteristics of 

pleasure-derived terms, which by the very nature of their etymology and semantics are used to 

describe the emotions that the subject feels after their encounter with an aesthetic object.  

 Finally, and closing with religious figures experienced with aesthetic pleasure, there is 

the case of God. As I have mentioned before, God is rarely described in precise sensory terms 

but rather in a more abstract way, for instance:  

 

(216) Forðon þu eart wynsum, wealdend drihten; is þin milde mod mycel and genihtsum eallum 
þam þe þe elne cigeað (PPs 85.4)  

‘because you are pleasant, my master lord: your great spirit is mild and abundant for those who 
call upon you’  

 

In this fragment, God is described as an (aesthetic) experience in himself, rather than as a 

physically observable reality. This is consistent with the treatment of his figure in other texts, 

and it is deeply rooted in the idea that the deity cannot or should not be represented pictorially 

or with great amount of visual detail. Moreover, it contrasts heavily with the available 

descriptions of Jesus. Take, for instance, the following fragment in which OE wynsum is 

present:  

 

(217) He bið þam godum glædmod on gesihþe, wlitig, wynsumlic, weorude þam halgan, on 
gefean fæger, freond ond leoftæl, lufsum ond liþe leofum monnum to sceawianne þone scynan 
wlite, weðne mid willum (ChristA,B,C 918)  

‘the good are glad when they see him; he is beautiful and pleasant to the people who behold his 
rejoice, beautiful and dear friend, kind and gentle for the men who look at his shining beauty’  

 

Like God, Jesus is described in terms of pleasant personal experience, but the accompanying 

lexis is radically different. While God is always referred to in very abstract terms, Jesus is 

depicted with terms that belong to the lexical domain of appearance like OE wlitig, fæger or 

wlite. The collocation of these terms with terms for pleasure stresses further the two routes of 
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evaluation in aesthetic experience, in this case being complimentary. First, there is the 

evaluation that takes place from a more or less objective perspective51 and that aims at 

describing the aesthetic object according to its sensory and cognitive qualities.  Second, there 

is the aesthetic evaluation that is focused on how the subject feels after beholding the object, 

that is, the emotion or feelings that the object evokes on the subject. Even if, for instance, in 

this case Jesus is said to be (OE bið; beon, ‘to be’) pleasant, this expression really refers to the 

subject emotional response. Ultimately, in this fragment, both perspectives fuse and are 

complementary used in describing both how Jesus is and also how the subject feels and 

experiences him. A similar phenomenon occurs in The Dream of the Rood:  

 

(218) Geseah ic wuldres treow, wædum geweorðode, wynnum scinan, gegyred mid golde; 
gimmas hæfdon bewrigene weorðlice wealdendes treow (Dream 14)  

‘I saw the tree of glory, honoured in clothing, shining with pleasure, adorned with gold, covered 
splendidly in gems, the tree of the Ruler’  

 

In this fragment, there is a marked emphasis on the visual: by mean of perception verbs like OE 

geseōn ‘to see’, and through the many visual references like OE wǣd ‘clothing’ or OE gyld 

‘gold’. However, the tree is said to wynnum scinan ‘shine with pleasure’. Impossible as it is for 

a cross to show pleasure, let alone to shine with pleasure, this phrase refers to how this shine, 

gold and splendid ornaments of the cross as well as the complete experience of the dream-vision 

are holistically experienced with aesthetic pleasure by the dreamer and are recreated as such in 

order to cause a similar emotion in the audience.  

 Most of the previous examples relate visual, olfactory and experiential material to 

religious and spiritual meanings. Outside explicitly religious contexts, terms for pleasure are 

found in aural evaluations, for example:  

 

 (219) ðær wæs hæleþa hleahtor, hlyn swynsode, word wæron wynsume (Beo 611)  

 ‘the men laughed, making pleasing sounds, and their words were pleasant’  

 

This is one of the few examples in which terms for pleasure evaluate an aural phenomenon 

other than the singing of birds and music. In this fragment, there are two different terms for 

pleasure, OE wynsum, largely discussed in the preceding pages, and OE swinsian, a verb that 

 
51 However, pure objectivity in aesthetic emotion contexts is completely unattainable. As the literature in 
chapter one makes it clear, every emotional experience is fundamentally subjective. The term objectivity here 
should be taken as referring to the qualities of the object, detached, as far as possible, from the feelings and 
emotions that the subject feels.   
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encodes the idea of pleasantness: “to make a (pleasing) sound, make melody or music” (BWT, 

s.v. swinsian, vb.). Laughter is evaluated as pleasant in this fragment because it depicts a 

favourable moment in the plot, thereby showing an aesthetic evaluation that operates in the 

cognitive level as well as in the sensory. As it has been mentioned above, the other most 

frequent occurrence of terms for pleasure is found in music and animals that sing. See, for 

instance:  

 

 

(220) ðincð him to ðon wynsum þæt him se weald oncwyð þonne hi geherað hleoðrum brægdan 
oðre fugelas […] hi heora agne stefne styriað; stunað eal geador welwynsum sanc, wudu 
eallum oncwyð (Met 13.44)  

‘the birds think it more pleasant when the forest echoes and they hear other birds modulate their 
song […], they are stirred by their own sound; all of them make a loud and exceedingly pleasing 
sound, all the woods echoing’ 

 

In this fragment, the song of the birds is evaluated in exclusively aural grounds without further 

cognitive or moral implications. There are no other terms, either in this instance or in other 

fragments, that pinpoint sound as the source of aesthetic pleasure that could further clarify what 

is it exactly that makes this sound pleasant. Fragment (40) is also an example of how OE wynlīc 

refers to pleasant sounds, though this fragment is more complex due to the intrinsically 

figurative use of language that the riddle format demands.  

 Two additional fragments inform the usage of terms for pleasure in purely visual 

judgments. It is important to note that this usage is rare in the overall assessment of the 

concordance. While terms for pleasure are acknowledged to judge what is pleasant to the senses 

and to the mind, the senses that are most frequently found in their aesthetic evaluations are 

smell and hearing, as well as the more or less unspecified experiential dimension. These are the 

two attestations:  

 

 (221) Wiglaf wæs haten Weoxstanes sunu, leoflic lindwiga (Beo 2602)  

 ‘Weoxstan’s son was called Wiglaf, lovely shield-warrior’  

 

(222) nu on londe leon gemete, wynsume wiht wel atemede, hire magister miclum lufige (Met 
13.18)  

‘on the land, you may meet a lion, a pleasant creature, well tamed, greatly loving its master’  

 

In both of these fragments, these terms should be taken as illustrating what Armstrong and 

Detweiler-Bedell (2008: 35) denominate mild aesthetic pleasure, a visual image that is pleasant 
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to sight but that is not as extremely beautiful as those rendered by other aesthetic emotion terms. 

The fact that the application of pleasure-related terms to the sense of sight is not entirely 

common implies that it could potentially be a figurative usage that features a transfer from 

proximity senses to visual perception. Once again, the data in the concordance is insufficient to 

either support or deny that possibility. A similar situation takes place in the exclusively 

cognitive usage of these terms:  

 

 

 (223) þone writre wynsum cræfte þe ðas boc awrat bam handum twam (MEp 1)  

 ‘the one who, with pleasant craft, wrote the book with his own two hands’  

 

In this fragment, writing is described as a pleasant craft. Using pleasure-related terms to refer 

to mental activity or literary production is only attested this once in the poetic corpus. While 

the definition in BWT contemplates the usage of this term as referring to what pleases the mind, 

the evaluation of the craft of writing (in other words, the evaluation of skill and ability) 

constitutes an attempt at a figurative expression that becomes meaningless when analysed 

carefully. The judgment that takes place in the fragment is not targeted at the contents of said 

book, but to the skill that the writer possesses. Many adjectives or appositives can apply to skill: 

good, bad, newly acquired, et cetera, but pleasant is not one of them. In this case, the aesthetic 

evaluation that this fragment illustrates is defective at its root and the meaning does not 

completely get across.  

 All things considered, the scope of pleasure-related terms as aesthetic emotion markers 

is surprisingly limited. This is partially due to the register of the terms analysed here. None of 

them belong to the poetic register, as the lack of annotation in the pertinent lexical tools indicate. 

Another of the reasons for the scarce attestations of terms for pleasure in aesthetic contexts is 

the association between pleasure and sin. Considering that most of the fragments belong to texts 

of a religious nature, the aesthetic pleasure felt at beholding certain religious figures could have 

been contextually mistaken by bodily or sexual pleasure. Nevertheless, the existing fragments 

do emphasise two perspectives in the study of aesthetic pleasure: on the one hand, how certain 

passages are aimed at triggering aesthetic emotion via descriptions of pleasant figures and, on 

the other hand, how the experience of a given aesthetic emotion is rendered lexically.  

 Assessing the concordance as a whole and the preceding sections as well, it becomes 

clear that the appraisal of intrinsic pleasantness is present in every single experience of beauty 

and in each and every thematic group as part and parcel of the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic 

experience, just as it is a part of human aesthetic emotion. However, the main difference 
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between this aesthetic pleasure and/or intrinsic pleasantness as it is described in the literature is 

that the Anglo-Saxon poetic and aesthetic experience is not necessarily focused on short-term 

goals. This is demonstrated through the many emotionally charged passages concerning the 

divine and involving terms for pleasure, which is consistent with the application of other lexical 

domains to spiritual evaluations. Yet, there is also a fundamental difference between terms for 

pleasure and other aesthetic emotion markers: the former showcase a more marked emphasis 

on proximity senses and the corporeal.  

 Another of the questions that were initially laid out was whether all the occurrences 

involving terms for pleasure referred to a mild sort of aesthetic pleasure. Closely reading these 

fragments, it becomes clear that this is not the case. Nonetheless, it must also be highlighted 

that the usage of pleasure-related terms in a poetic context that, by definition aims at painting 

and (re)creating a vivid and emotionally triggering picture, is different from the usage of these 

terms in an every-day context, in which case they would surely render mild aesthetic pleasure.  

 Generally speaking, some of the attestations of these terms are fairly unspecific, while 

others allude to particular visual, geographical, thermal, olfactory, gustatory or aural 

phenomena that are characterised by mildness, gentleness and sweetness, and they are 

associated with a long list of cognitive meanings through figurative language. These sensory 

cues are at times synesthetic and involve the five senses with different degrees of recurrence, 

the olfactory being the most prominent. This is unlike other thematic groups, which 

systematically exclude touch, and, very often, taste. In fact, it is in the connection between smell 

and aesthetic pleasure where one of the most interesting motifs develops: pleasant smells as 

miracle-like phenomena and indicators of divinity. As such, and despite their scarce usage, 

terms for pleasure stand out as fundamental aesthetic emotion markers that operate in much the 

same manner as other aesthetic emotion terms do. In short, they are words that provide and 

evoke a sensory, experiential and bodily response for the experience of the whole range of 

figures that Anglo-Saxon poetry recurrently features.  

 

5.9. Data analysis and partial conclusions  

The preceding sections and subsections have each provided concluding remarks as regards the 

different thematic groups and the terms that are found in them. In this subsection, I will present 

some partial conclusions about the usage of positive aesthetic emotion markers in Old English 

poetry, which I will try to connect to the statistic treatment of the data in the concordance (as 

described in chapter 4). It can be concluded that the terms for positive aesthetic experience in 

Old English can be divided into thematic groups that highlight their peculiarities and emphasise 

better the patterns of description and conceptualisation that are pervasive in Old English poetry. 
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Departing from the lexical domain of appearance, which proves the fundamental associations 

between beauty, morality, goodness and divinity and which also shows some of the mappings 

that will be further on be singled out, my analysis moved on to other terms that similarly referred 

to visual qualities that could index cognitive evaluations, like the domains of cleanness, 

excellence and colour. By extension, it has also been emphasised how the lexical domain of 

light, in a great percentage of the cases, both contributed to and rendered aesthetic emotion by 

means of many different terms. Other thematic groups are more particular in that, in their 

function as aesthetic emotion markers, they are the result of a process of either metaphorisation 

or metonymisation (as it was also the case of the lexical domain of light), in which a quality 

that is associated with pleasant visual qualities, like intricacy or nobility, is figuratively used as 

an indicator of beauty and the different qualities that are often related to it.  

Similarly indicative of the different perspectives on aesthetic emotion that are present 

in texts of a literary nature is the opposition of terms for appearance and terms for aesthetic 

pleasure; while the first usually aim at rendering a character’s aesthetic emotion episode, the 

second are most frequently found in fragments that either aim at triggering one such emotion 

or that describe a character’s emotion. However, as it has been seen in the individual analyses 

of these thematic groups, it is not uncommon to find terms for appearance in passages that aim 

at triggering an aesthetic emotion and terms for pleasure in fragments that describe a person, 

object or circumstance. Furthermore, the benefits of applying ideas from the fields of cognitive 

linguistic, emotion research and Art History become evident in how some of these thematic 

groups clearly reflect the ideas that have been discussed in preceding chapters, providing not 

only illustration but also textual instances that either support or deny them. 

 The number of attestations of these terms inside the concordance is fairly 

disproportionate. While some thematic groups have a large number of tokens in the corpus, 

other thematic groups are more marginal. The following table presents the number of 

attestations of these terms, separated in the thematic groups that have been discussed in previous 

sections:  

Positive a.e. marker  Translation Theme Occurrences   

fæger  beautiful  appearance 75 
fægere  beautifully  appearance 66 
wlitig  beautiful  appearance 48 
wlite  beauty, appearance  appearance 37 
freōlīc  comely appearance 9 
cȳme / cȳmlic  lovely, beautiful  appearance 6 
gewlitegian to make beautiful appearance 6 
cȳmlice  beautifully  appearance 4 
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hīw colour, appearance appearance 4 
ansȳn  face, countentance  appearance 2 
fægrian  to become beautiful  appearance 1 
wlitescīn of brilliant beauty  appearance 1 
wrǣst  elegant  appearance 1 
Subtotal  260  

 

clǣn pure, clean  cleanness 21 
un(ge)wemmed immaculate, uncorrupted cleanness 5 
wommaleās without blemish  cleanness 2 
clǣnness  cleanness cleanness 1 
Subtotal 29   

bleōm colour colour 5 
hīw colour colour 5 
telg dye, colour colour 4 
belōfāg of various colours  colour 3 
fāg coloured, dyed  colour 3 
wundorbleō wondrous colour  colour 1 
gebleōd coloured  colour 1 
Subtotal 22   

sellīc excellent excellence 20 

ǣnlīc unique  excellence 17 
Subtotal 37   
wrǣtlīc  wondrously beautiful intricacy 42 
Subtotal 42   

beorht  bright  light 132 
leōht light  light 56 
scīne  beautiful, bright light 43 
torht  bright, beautiful, splendid light 25 
līxan to shine, glitter, gleam light 10 
ælbeorht all-bright light 9 
glǣm  brightness  light 6 
blīcan to shine  light 5 
heofontorht heaven-bright light 5 
hwīt white light 4 
onleōhtan  to illuminate  light 3 
torhtlic splendidly, beautifully light 3 
wuldortorht  glory-bright light 3 
beorhtlic  brightly light 2 
bescīnan to illuminate  light 1 
blāchleōr  fair face  light 1 
swegeltorht  sky-bright  light 1 
Subtotal 309   

æðele noble, eminent, beautiful  nobility 89 
Subtotal 89   
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Table 1. Number of attestations of terms divided in thematic groups 

 

This table clearly illustrates what terms are the core aesthetic emotion vocabulary in Old 

English poetry to refer to what is beautiful or aesthetically pleasant, making reference to 

different ideas or properties in the aesthetic object.  As it has been mentioned in the opening 

lines to this chapter, this is not to say that these were the only terms that were available in Old 

English to refer to beautiful and pleasant entities; it just implies that these were the terms that 

were used in the poetic register. For example, in the thematic group of appearance, OE fæger 

and wlitig stand out as the main aesthetic emotion markers in the poetic variety, but that does 

not necessarily mean that these terms were used to designate beautiful object on a daily basis, 

although the survival of OE fæger into Present-Day English indicates that this term might have 

been. The fact that other terms like OE cȳme or leōflīc from the group of aesthetic pleasure, 

despite all their potential as aesthetic emotion terms, are attested in the poetic corpus but with 

a relatively low frequency might indicate that these such terms could have been more used in a 

colloquial or less formal register. Ultimately, only a complete textual analysis of the complete 

Old English corpus could determine this. The thematic group of appearance is one of the two 

most attested lexical domains, the roots OE fæger- and OE wlit- representing almost a ninety 

percent of the tokens analysed in this group. The impressive number of attestations for this 

thematic group proves that, indeed, the Anglo-Saxon poetic approach to beauty is consistent 

with the Western and sight-oriented model of most Medieval artistic manifestations. Similarly, 

terms like OE fæger and wlitig are so pervasively used that this explains some of the figurative 

extensions of their main meaning, denoting beauty, to other domains like pleasant personal 

experience (olfactory and auditory) and notions of justice or appropriateness for OE fæger.  

 The lexical domain of appearance closely follows the usage of light-related terms as 

aesthetic emotion markers, which is attested in a total of 309 occurrences. From this grand total, 

most of the occurrences belong to the adjectives OE beorht, scīne and torht and the noun OE 

wynsum  pleasant  pleasant 33 
wynlic delightful, pleasing  pleasant 7 
wyn  pleasure, delight pleasant 6 
leōflīc lovely, beautiful  pleasant 4 
swinsian  to make a pleasant sound pleasant 1 
wilsele  pleasant hall pleasant 1 
gefeālīc pleasant, joyous  pleasant 1 
Subtotal 53   
Other 65   

 

GRAND TOTAL 
 

  906 
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leōht. Other terms like OE glǣm or blīcan are anecdotally attested, as well as the many 

compounds made from the main terms for light. The grand total of 309 attestations should, 

nevertheless, be taken with caution: as section 5.6 has shown, in some of these occurrences it 

was impossible to know whether these terms for light referred to light, to beauty or to the 

combination of both, which draws upon the association between the deity, beauty and light, 

while in other fragments it was very clear that this was the case.  

This lexical domain demonstrates that certain Old English terms that have survived into 

Present-Day English, like OE beorht and leōht, PDE bright and light, respectively, are 

semantically coloured in the poetry with doctrinal ideas that their Present-Day English seem to 

have lost. While this is partially dictated by the context in which the occurrence is found, the 

attestations of light-related terms in the poetry constantly relate light to beauty and morality. 

While certain scholars have posited that terms for beauty and light exclusively allude to moral 

qualities, it becomes evident that the reality of terms for beauty and light is far more complex. 

The fragments that have been discussed in the thematic group of appearance prove that the 

existence of the metaphor MORALITY IS BEAUTY is to be found in most of the texts in the poetic 

corpus, but it is much more than a metaphor, and this is what the lexical domain of LIGHT 

further illustrates.  

In chapter 3, I discussed the Conceptual Blend Theory, initially proposed by Turner 

(2002) and applied to Old English poetry by Harbus (2012). This theory is useful in illustrating 

the process that takes place in the intersection of the domains of appearance, morality and light 

in Old English poetry. Assuming that the metaphor THE EXTERNAL IS AN INDEX OF THE 

INTERNAL (Harbus, 2012: 61) originates the metaphor MORALITY IS BEAUTY, which is 

slightly more specific than the first one, and being aware that this metaphor remains pervasive 

through most of the Old English poetic corpus (or at least in those texts that are more religiously 

oriented), the following metaphors can be established:  

· The metaphor BEAUTY IS LIGHT, originally pointed out by Anderson (2017: 234): this 

metaphor departs from the source domain LIGHT and is mapped onto the domain of 

beauty. It provides sensory cues to help conceptualise an abstract idea like that of beauty.  

· MORALITY IS BEAUTY: this metaphor goes one step beyond, and it utilises the source 

domain of BEAUTY to clarify by means of sensory material what morality, an even more 

abstract domain, is.   

These two metaphors derive in two individual and separate blends, which have been developed 

in the appropriate sections of this chapter. On the one hand, when light-related terms are used 

as aesthetic emotion markers by means of the metaphor BEAUTY IS LIGHT, the resulting 

concept cannot fully be understood if it is not by means of the Conceptual Blend Theory. The 
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person or being that is described thus is not simply ‘beautiful’ or ‘luminous’, but they feature a 

sort of luminous beauty that has to be understood in light of the doctrinal and theological ideas 

behind it: the blend LUMINOUS BEAUTY refers to how human being and divine agents reflect 

a light that is a metonymy of God’s goodness and power. Similarly, the metaphor MORALITY 

IS BEAUTY originates another blend, that of MORAL BEAUTY. Because the application of terms 

for appearance to moral judgments cannot either be understood exclusively in terms of simply 

morality or exclusively beauty, it is depicted as a joint concept. Finally, since the metaphors 

BEAUTY IS LIGHT and MORALITY IS BEAUTY share a common denominator, beauty, a blend 

between these two facilitates the association between light and morality, which is also quite 

prevailing in the corpus. Thus, the usage of light-related terms as aesthetic emotion markers 

and the figurative application of terms for appearance to moral judgments yields a metaphor 

that unites the visual, the aesthetic and the moral by means of a chain of blends: LIGHT IS 

MORALITY.  

 Going back to Harbus’ (2012: 61) proposed metaphor THE EXTERNAL IS AN INDEX OF 

THE INTERNAL, it is equally interesting to see how this metaphor, which seems to be a maxim 

that permeates most of the poetic corpus, is flouted in certain attestations. Some of these 

instances include King Neron, dressed beautifully but morally impure, the words of the snake, 

beautiful but deceiving and untruthful, the women that descend from Cain, beautiful but evil 

and guilty of sin, Eve herself, shining with beauty but guilty of sin inside, or her ability to see 

beauty far through the world that is an evil trick in essence. This proves that this metaphor is 

unidirectional; while the fact that something is morally pure does reflect on physical 

countenance (sometimes emphasised by means of light-related terms), the opposite, as the 

examples mentioned above demonstrate, is not the case. However, the non-observance of this 

maxim proves to be a remarkably effective poetic device because it initially misleads the 

audience into thinking that some of these beautiful figures must be equally good inside, only to 

show later on that this is not so. This is also illustrated by the poem The Whale, in which the 

devil is figuratively represented by such animal, which emits a pleasant smell that entices other 

fish (i.e., Christians) to be swallowed by him (i.e., to sin). Even if this poetic device is 

immediately revealed or fully transparent to the person who is hearing or reading the poem, it, 

nevertheless, enriches the poem or scene under scrutiny by adding different layers of meaning.  

 A similarly important thematic group was that of aesthetic pleasure, mainly represented 

by the adjectives OE wynsum and wynlīc and the noun wyn. However, despite the fact that the 

individual analysis of these terms yielded very interesting remarks as regards the two 

perspectives implicit in aesthetic emotion terms in the poetic corpus and as to how certain 

objects, people and circumstances were experienced, the terms in this thematic group are not as 
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frequently attested (in aesthetic emotion episodes) as other lexical domains. This is explained 

in the fact that almost all of the terms in this group were polysemous and only referred to 

aesthetic pleasure in a limited percentage of the cases.  

 The figurative processes that this thematic group exhibits are perhaps more remarkable 

due to their directionality. The existing figurative expressions of these terms originate from the 

source domain of pleasant personal experience (the proximity senses of smell and hearing) and 

they are applied to evaluations of touch (very limited in attestations but present in the 

concordance), taste and sight, as well as cognitive evaluations. The exclusively cognitive 

dimension of terms for pleasure is also limited, since most of the instances that concern such 

evaluations encompass both sensory and cognitive judgments, but a single instance proves that 

this figurative extension was possible in poetic language. This makes the lexical domain of 

pleasure unlike other thematic groups in that it alludes to the sense of touch, in that it does not 

feature the OUTER IS AN INDEX OF THE INNER metaphor as frequently, and in that it employs a 

source domain that is more etymologically oriented towards the internal to discuss morality.  

 Likewise, it is interesting to note how terms for beauty (etymologically related to 

perception and therefore focused on visual stimuli) come to be metaphorically applied to other 

senses (like smell and hearing) as well as to cognitive judgments. Conversely, terms for pleasant 

personal experience (based on olfactory and auditory stimuli and emotional/experiential 

phenomena) are figuratively employed in referring to visual perception that is associated with 

cognitive judgments, as well as to the ideas that are etymologically encoded in these terms. 

Essentially, this gives rise to the metaphor BEAUTY IS PLEASANT PERSONAL EXPERIENCE, 

which is bidirectional, as it can be found in the reverse, PLEASANT PERSONAL EXPERIENCE IS 

BEAUTY. This goes on to show that poetic language and its marked figurativeness (as well as 

its metrical and alliterative constraints) fosters a symbiosis between different lexical domains 

in their evaluation of different types of stimuli that might not have been extensive to everyday 

language.  

 Comparing the thematic groups of appearance and pleasure also yields interesting 

remarks as to the nature of their evaluations. Terms for pleasure evidence that sometimes the 

difference between these two groups is one of intensity. The experience or visual appearance 

that terms for pleasure render usually focuses on animals or material objects, and it is a milder 

one, like that which is implicit in PDE pretty or lovely, as opposed to the exuberant experience 

of beauty and other related emotions that terms for appearance depict, which encompasses 

different-natured objects. Sometimes, there is a slow progression in the poems from terms that 

render aesthetic pleasure to terms that describe beauty in referring to the same object, person or 

circumstance; this combination indeed relies on the different intensities of these aesthetic 
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emotion markers in order to create a growing and strong aesthetic experience. This also verifies 

that the remarks made by Reber et al. (2004: 365), that most of what is called ‘beautiful’ refers 

instead to the mild aesthetic pleasure described by terms like OE wynsum, are not applicable to 

Old English poetry insofar as these writings do not aim at accurately describing a real-life 

circumstance but rather at provoking a response on the part of the subject. In that sense, the 

hyperbole that some of the poetic passages seem to contain is simply a rhetoric tool that serves 

a purpose.  

 The remaining thematic groups, namely cleanness, colour, excellence, intricacy and 

nobility showcase what has proved to be a recurrent trend in the poetic corpus: these terms 

depart from a source domain that is either easier to conceptualise or more accessible to an 

Anglo-Saxon audience and they are mapped, more or less successfully, onto the target domain 

of beauty. This translates into the following conceptual mappings:   
 · BEAUTY IS CLEANNESS 

 · BEAUTY IS AN ABUNDANCE / PRESENCE OF COLOUR  

 · BEAUTY IS EXCELLENCE  

 · BEAUTY IS AN INTRICATE PATTERN  

 · BEAUTY IS NOBILITY  

Some of these metaphors are more fruitful than others, like the metaphors for cleanness and 

excellence, while others, like the metaphor BEAUTY IS NOBILITY, are not as evidently effective. 

Because the ideas that are implicit in these figurative expressions, like cleanness or nobility, 

are almost always found in contexts in which they refer to the notions of sanctity, morality, 

spirituality and divinity, and because it is not uncommon to find additional aesthetic emotion 

markers in these contexts, the role of the terms in these lexical domains as aesthetic emotion 

markers becomes challenging to analyse. Nevertheless, what remains clear from the analysis of 

the complete poetic corpus is that, even if these terms themselves do not explicitly render the 

aforementioned metaphors, they are well attested in the concordance.  

 The individual metaphors that have been pointed out above are further developed 

throughout the corpus. For example, an analysis of BEAUTY IS CLEANNESS, instantly 

establishes that this metaphor relies on the larger metaphor SIN IS A STAIN, which is highly 

conventional, and that this cleanness that translates into beauty simply refers to the absence of 

sin. The metaphor BEAUTY IS PRESENCE OF COLOUR has its limitations and it is outlined less 

explicitly, since certain colours have positive connotations while others like black (see next 

chapter) are more negative. The importance of colour in the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic paradigm 

is best looked into from other disciplines and focusing on such materials like traces of paint in 

churches, manuscript decoration and jewellery. Certain instances do feature terms for colour, 
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and they do so in very apparent aesthetic contexts, but there are not many references to specific 

colours other than the constant mention of gold as an indicator of wealth and green in its relation 

to the natural. Because of the dual potential of terms for colour, the remarks that have been 

offered in this chapter in the context of positive aesthetic emotions will be contrasted in the 

next chapter with my research on the colour black and darkness in negative aesthetic 

experience. This will finally determine whether the usage of colour-related terms and specific 

shades potentially indexes aesthetic judgment or whether this is dictated by the context of the 

occurrence of a given term for colour.   

 OE wrǣtlīc and the development of the metaphor BEAUTY IS INTRICACY in different 

textual sources inform about what elements are visually appealing for the Anglo-Saxons. Some 

of the aesthetic emotion theories in chapter 1 and certain works on canons of beauty in chapter 

2 discussed the importance of harmony and proportion in creating a beautiful figure. In Anglo-

Saxon poetic texts, there are virtually no mentions to ideas of proportion or harmony, and the 

only visual component that is associated with the perception of a beautiful image is that of an 

interlace pattern, as some of the attestations for OE wrǣtlīc and the different material culture 

objects that have been pointed out in the appendix attest. This is one of the lexical domains that 

provides information about the aesthetic enjoyment of material objects for the sake of their 

beauty. However, because figurativeness and polysemy abound and they are found in almost 

every single thematic group, even terms like OE wrǣtlīc, which are oriented towards the 

sensory by the very definition of their etymology and semantics, are also applied to cognitive 

evaluations and to other emotions like wonder. This evidences what has been elicited 

throughout this chapter, that it is extremely difficult to find terms that only refer to either 

sensory or cognitive aesthetic evaluations. In fact, some of these aesthetic emotion markers are 

so polysemous and vague in their use in abstract evaluations that sometimes it is challenging to 

establish what they mean exactly.  

 The terms from the lexical domain of nobility in their role as aesthetic emotion markers, 

which produced the metaphor BEAUTY IS NOBILITY, despite their limited scope, yield 

nevertheless interesting remarks as to the different figurative expressions that it additionally 

involves. As it has been seen in the pertinent section, this lexical domain evaluates the beauty 

of certain objects by means of OE æðele. Incidentally, some of these aesthetic objects 

recurrently stress the first two metaphors, which are similar to conceptualisations that can be 

found in the complete poetic corpus:  
 · STARS ARE ORNAMENTS 

 · FRUITS ARE ORNAMENTS  

 · LEAVES ARE ORNAMENTS 
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 · LETTERS/WORDS ARE ORNAMENTS  

The first two metaphors, commonly rendered by means of OE æðele, are similar to the third 

one in that they apply a more complex source domain, ORNAMENTATION, to a simpler domain, 

largely THE NATURAL WORLD, in order to create a very poetic metaphor that enriches the 

perception and recreation of stars. These first three metaphors are different from the fourth/fifth 

in the nature of the mapping that takes place. Fruits are an extremely easy object to 

conceptualise and, in this case, the metaphor is not aimed at facilitating the understanding of 

the target domain. Instead, their objective is to embellish an otherwise ordinary image. The case 

of letters and words is a different circumstance, because, for an average Anglo-Saxon person, 

ornaments were much easier to understand and conceptualise than words and letters. In this 

case, the metaphor does not operate at the level of literacy or lack thereof, but it serves to explain 

how letters in inscriptions may adorn a stone monument or how, in speech, words, phrases and 

figurative recourses beautify a text. Because both letters/words and ornaments serve the purpose 

of beautifying, and they share a common trait, the metaphor is more effective.   

 Before moving on to more textually oriented conclusions, and in regard to Table 1, it 

should be pointed out that there is a clear prevalence of adjectives over nominal or verbal 

aesthetic emotion markers. Adverbs are also commonly found in aesthetic evaluations, but not 

as frequently as adjectives. As the many different examples that have been pointed out so far in 

this chapter attest, this is explained by the fact that most of the fragments evaluate by stating 

that ‘x is beautiful’ instead of making reference to ‘x’s beauty’ or ‘x is beautified’. Furthermore, 

and even if poetry is not the most suiting genre to make such an analysis, nominal aesthetic 

emotion markers, that is, words that render the idea of ‘beauty’ (as OE wlite can potentially do, 

or the nominal equivalent of OE fæger or fægerness, which are barely attested) and their lack 

of attestations evidence the absence of texts discussing a developed aesthetic model, writings 

that elaborated what was considered beautiful or otherwise and the reasons for this.  

The manner in which the database that was used for this study was built offers the 

possibility of drawing collocation tables for the different grammatical categories. Taking into 

consideration the rich variety of terms in Old English to refer to the same idea or object, I have 

regarded a collocation the co-occurrence of any of these terms with aesthetic emotion markers 

in more than 3 occasions for nouns and adjectives, and 2 times for verbs. Table 2, which 

contains the nouns that are most commonly found alongside terms for positive aesthetic 

experience, certainly supports the extremely recurrent pattern of evaluation ‘x is 

beautiful/pleasant’, as the comparison of the number of terms in this table and Table 3 will later 

on evidence:  
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Noun  Translation Occurrences   
wuldor glory 29 
folde the earth, land 23 
gold gold 17 
burg city, town, fortress 16 
gesceaft creation, creature 16 
tungol heavenly body 14 
wang field, plain, land 13 
cyn kin, race, nation, type 12 
stenc smell, scent 12 
word word 12 
bliss bliss, pleasure, gladness 11 
(ge)weorc work, what is created 11 
heofon heaven 11 
ides woman 11 
mǣgþ woman, maiden, virgin 11 
fugel bird 10 
gefeā rejoice, exultation 10 
stefn voice, sound  10 
wæstm fruit, progeny, shape 10 
dreām joy, pleasure, ecstasy 9 
wyn (non-aesthetic) pleasure 9 
land land, earth 8 
wæter water 8 
wiht  creature 8 
cræft power, strength 7 
ham home, house 7 
mægen power, might, strength  7 
sāwel soul 7 
wīf woman 7 
wyrt plant, herbs 7 
bearn child, son, offspring 6 
drihten ruler, God 6 
geleāf belief 6 
cwēn woman, wife 5 
fǣmne virgin, maid, woman 5 
līf life, mode of life 5 
beāh ring, bracelet, crown 4 
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Table 2. Nouns that collocate with positive aesthetic emotion terms 

 

The terms in this table can be divided into two categories: nouns that designate physically 

appreciable realities and nouns that make reference to abstract concepts. The descriptions of the 

created universe, particular fragments that refer to specific lands or countries, representations 

of the firmament, individual human beings, animals, plants, bodies of water, buildings, material 

objects and jewels or items of clothing that are portrayed as visually or cognitively appealing 

contain such terms as OE folde, gesceaft, tungol, geweorc, ides, fugel, wæter, wyrt, beāh, 

seolfor, bold, hrægel or sweord. Sound and smell are represented, respectively, by the nouns 

OE stefn and reord, and stenc. The rest of the nouns that are frequently found in aesthetic 

emotion passages are abstract ideas like glory, bliss, joy, belief, power, mercy or solace, as the 

terms OE wuldor, bliss, gefeā, dreām, mægen, geleāf or mildheortness illustrate. The recurrence 

of these terms emphasises an idea that has been discussed at length in this chapter: the 

experiential and cognitive dimension in the usage of aesthetic emotion terms. On the one hand, 

these terms are complemented by aesthetic emotion markers to make reference to the moral 

qualities of the people and objects that are being described. On the other hand, the co-occurrence 

of terms for beauty and aesthetic pleasure alongside lexis referring to experiential concepts like 

glory or joy provides additional emotional inputs that contribute to emotionally charged 

episodes that narrate and describe religious experiences that are otherwise fairly abstract.   

bebod command, order, decree 4 
eāge eye 4 
mildheortness mercy, pity, compassion 4 
reord speech, voice, language 4 
seolfor silver 4 
sinc treasure, jewels  4 
ansȳn face 3 
beācen beacon, sign 3 
bold  building 3 
fæder father 3 
folc people, nation 3 
frōfor comfort, solace 3 
god God, the deity 3 
hrægel garment, robe, dress 3 
hring ring 3 
nama name 3 
neorxnawang paradise 3 
steōr star 3 
sweord sword 3 
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 Table 3 would suggest that the adjectives that are found in it complement the nominal 

aesthetic emotion markers, but that is not the case. The adjectives that are listed in the following 

table are those that are most commonly found in conjunction with adjectival aesthetic emotion 

markers in describing the additional qualities that can potentially illustrate what characteristics 

the aesthetic objects that, for instance, Table 2 registers must have in order for them to be 

considered beautiful or pleasant, be it at cognitive or sensory levels: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Table 3. Adjectives that collocate with positive aesthetic emotion terms 

 

As it was the case of the preceding table, this table similarly tallies adjectives that either make 

reference to explicitly sensory qualities or to abstract concepts. The sensory is represented by 

stimuli that encompass different senses: the visual (OE grēne, heāh, with the sense of tall, hwīt 

or gylden), the auditory (OE hlutor, referring to clear sound or voice, and hlūd) and the 

olfactory/gustative (OE swēte, showing the synaesthetic association between taste and smell). 

Cognitive qualities are mainly represented by OE hālig and ēce, referring to God, Jesus and the 

saints, terms that also refer to the experiential domain of aesthetic emotion, like OE blīð, or 

qualities like truthfulness or distinction.  

 Finally, Table 4 lists the verbs that commonly appear in passages containing aesthetic 

emotion terms. In this case, the verbs are usually complemented by the adverbial aesthetic 

Adjective  Translation Occurrences   
hālig holy 12 
grēne green 11 
ēce eternal 8 
eādig happy, blessed 7 
swēte sweet 7 
hlutor clear, pure, bright 5 
gōd good 5 
heāh high, sublime 5 
hwīt white, bright, clear 5 
blīð  joyful, glad, pleasant 4 
geblōwen flourished 4 
mǣr excellent, distinguished 4 
milde mild 4 
sōð true 4 
weorþlīc worthy, excellent 4 
gylden golden 3 
hlūd loud 3 



 
 298 

emotion markers in describing an action that is perceived as either beautiful or morally suiting. 

This is the case of verbs like OE gefyllan, standan, wunian, sprecan, alȳsan or singan. Since 

these verbs do not index the idea of pleasantness like other verbs do, for example OE swinsian, 

which encodes the idea of pleasant sound, they require adverbial modification to express 

aesthetic emotion.  

 

Verb  Translation Occurrences   
beōn to be 30 
geseōn to see 12 
scīnan to shine 11 
blīcan to shine 8 
gefyllan to fill, satisfy 7 
(ge)wyrcan to work, make, perform 6 
standan to stand 5 
wunian to live, remain 5 
gegearwian to prepare, make ready 4 
geweorþan to be, be made, become, happen 4 
lufian to love 4 
sprecan to speak  4 
getrymman to establish, order, arrange 3 
habban to have 3 
alȳsan to set free, redeem 2 
beþeccan to cover 2 
bewundan to wrap, bind 2 
gefultuman to help, assist 2 
singan to sing 2  

Table 4. Verbs that collocate with positive aesthetic emotion terms 

 

Other verbs allude to ornamentation, like OE gegearwian, geweorþan, getrymman, beþeccan 

or bewundan, which, in combination with terms for beauty, depict beautiful objects, jewels, 

ornaments, battle gear and even manuscripts, placing an emphasis in their skilled creations, as 

other terms like OE wrǣtlīc do on their own in the adjectival variety. In this table, it can also 

be seen how certain light-related terms can be found in aesthetic emotion contexts without 

necessarily alluding to beauty, simply to light emission in unambiguous contexts. Other verbs 

are more complex to categorise in a single usage, for example OE lufian or gefultuman, and 

they need to be assessed individually, but both of them stress different concepts from aesthetic 

emotion theories: the former the role of affection in aesthetic emotion, the latter its behavioural 

dimension. The large number of attestations concerning the verb OE geseōn emphasises an idea 

that has been present in the discussion of terms for appearance, that most of the available 
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fragments depicting aesthetic emotions have an important visual component. Finally, more 

common verbs like OE habban indicate that beauty is something that somebody or something 

‘has’, a possession, while the very recurrent usage of the verb OE beōn also indicates that beauty 

was also thought of as a quality, something that an object or a person ‘is’.  

 Moving on the sensory treatment of the attestations of these terms for beauty and onto 

the figurative relationships that these verbs, adjectives and nouns establish with them, there are 

several remarks to be made. First and foremost, there is a trend that has been identified in two 

different terms for appearance, which have originated from roots whose etymology concerned 

visual perception:  

· From the verb OE seōn ‘to see’ derives the noun OE ansȳn, which prototypically refers 

to appearance but also to beauty.  

 · From the verb OE wlitan derives the noun OE wlite and the adjective OE wlitig. The 

first, like OE ansȳn, refers to both appearance and beauty, but the second only to beauty 

(and pleasant personal aesthetic experience triggered by means of smell and sound by 

means of an additional figurative extension of meaning).  

These two Old English verbs illustrate a semantic pathway that starts with perception and ends 

with beauty. Terms that etymologically are related to perception become aesthetic emotion 

markers via a process of semantic shift, arguably a process of metonymisation since there is 

semantic contiguity between these terms. Furthermore, the figurative nature of these terms, OE 

wlite, wlitig and ansȳn would have been transparent to Anglo-Saxon speakers because the 

original source domains, OE wlitan and seōn, were still used in Old English.  

 Some of the mappings between senses in Old English discussed in chapter 3 are 

particular to the family of positive aesthetic emotions, and they will be fully discussed in the 

final conclusions taking into consideration the different aesthetic emotion families. However, 

some of the transfers between the senses can be appreciated in the experience of beauty and 

aesthetic pleasure, especially SMELLS ARE VISUAL SIGNS, which is justified by the figurative 

usage of such terms as OE wlitig, fæger or æðele, fundamentally visual terms, in order to refer 

to smells through the poetic corpus, and by individual instances in which visual perception 

verbs (for instance OE gewītan in the case of The Whale) are applied to smell. Similarly, the 

application of these aesthetic emotion markers to the domain of sound, further corroborates the 

metaphor SOUNDS ARE VISUAL SIGNS, which in some cases is motivated by alliteration. Even 

more rare is the conceptualisation of cognitive phenomena (speech, words or the grace of God) 

in terms of taste or sweetness also by means of figurative language.  

 Two things that become clear from the analysis of the different thematic groups in this 

chapter are a) the role of alliteration in figurative language and b) the implicit associations in 
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the aesthetic emotion markers under analysis. On the one hand, as it has been pointed out in 

every single occurrence, sometimes the metaphors that have been so far described above are 

motivated by alliteration. For example, a term for appearance can be used to describe a pleasing 

smell for lack of a better term in the domain of pleasant personal experience that fits the metric 

and alliterative pattern of a given sentence. While the usage of the individual lexical items can 

also be subject to the personal style of the author of the poem, it remains clear that alliteration 

and metrical constraints generate mappings that are not habitually found outside poetic texts. 

On the other hand, these poems generate certain relationships between the terms under analysis 

and the ideas that they are associated with, which the audience comes to expect. For instance, 

the relation that OE fæger establishes between beauty and the ideas of justice, morality or 

appropriateness. Additional examples include the instantaneous link between terms for light 

and goodness and beauty. The repetition and usage of aesthetic emotion markers in given 

contexts and rendering recurrent ideas causes the audience to have certain expectations and link 

concepts and ideas to these terms.  

 A revision of the theoretical framework after the analysis of the lexical aesthetic emotion 

markers in Old English poetry offers several insights about the Anglo-Saxon canon of beauty. 

The trend that is observed in Greek writings and onwards is still present in Anglo-Saxon poetry: 

beauty is still understood, in a great percentage of the cases, in terms of other qualities. Other 

than the Anglo-Saxon taste for patterns of intricacy and gold, the early English literary models 

for beauty heavily draw on Christianity and its sources, which, as it has been shown in chapter 

2, is heavily reliant on first Greek philosophy and then its subsequent Medieval adaptations. 

The main quality that is indicative of beauty, as it has been discussed, is goodness or morality. 

These remarks are interesting to contrast with Kant’s (1987: 55) statement that there are three 

different constituents in aesthetic experience: the good, the beautiful and the agreeable. The 

agreeable is mainly represented by the lexical domain of pleasant personal experience and 

aesthetic pleasure, while the good and the beautiful are, at least in most Old English poems, 

experienced as a unity. Because judging morality or goodness is a more challenging task than 

assessing whether someone is beautiful or not, associating goodness or morality with beauty in 

Old English poetry facilitates a more straightforward description of the recurrent characters in 

these texts as morally pure and good by means of their appearance.  

 Drawing on de Brunye’s (1994: 24) concept of theophany, the realisation of the 

existence of God in the symbolic beauty of an object, and after an exploration of the many 

different fragments that either discuss God or the Christian afterlife in the poetic corpus, it can 

be affirmed that there is a close relationship between the existence of the deity and both its 

beauty and the beauty in the natural world. These remarks are likewise supported by Eco (1986: 
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15) who alludes to the “relations, imaginative and supernatural, between the contemplated 

object and a cosmos which opened on to the transcendent.” This idea is most explicitly depicted 

by the metaphor GOD IS AN ARTIST, which is present and developed in many different Old 

English poems. It exploits the Anglo-Saxon conception of how an artist requires a certain 

degree of skill to produce beautiful objects, and it applies it to God’s role in creating the 

universe. This metaphor operates in many different levels. It is here where the application of 

terms like OE forðgesceaft to the created universe illustrates the emphasis on manual creation 

resulting from a wonderful and overarching skill. However, this metaphor is also seen in explicit 

references to water, angels, human beings and so on, as well as in passages that express 

unequivocally how certain things in the universe are not for the subject to know, rendering thus 

an additional layer to the experience of beauty and the conceptualisation of God as an artist, the 

inability to apprehend the whole of creation, which, as it will be seen in chapter 7, is met with 

wonder. Furthermore, certain poetic fragments explain that this ability is only reserved to the 

poet, those who can encompass and express the order of the world and its inapprehensible 

beauty by means of language.  

 A similar circumstance can be identified in the available poetic descriptions of the 

Christian afterlife. Because this concept is as difficult to comprehend as the process of creation, 

the poetry treats it in a very particular manner that is aimed at helping the subject to recreate 

this imagined place drawing on their earthly embodied experiences. Paradise is, therefore, 

described with many different aesthetic emotion terms that make reference to visual cues, but 

that can also be olfactory and aural, as well as experiential and emotional connotations that 

speak more of a pleasant personal experience, the promise of an eternal state of (aesthetic) 

pleasure. Both God and Paradise are recurrently described as experiences, not as physically 

observable realities.  

 These poetic strategies can also be seen in other religious and allegoric poems that do 

not necessarily refer to God. This is the case of The Phoenix and The Panther, which are 

remarkable for their progressive layering of different meanings and sensory cues. In order to 

trigger an aesthetic emotion, they generally depart from visual appreciations to which different 

sensory stimuli are added, mainly sound and smell, then these acquire a cognitive dimension 

when the allegory that is present in the poem is slowly revealed, creating thus a very complex 

and multi-factorial aesthetic experience that contrasts with the simplicity of other poems in 

which aesthetic material is simply limited to stating ‘x is beautiful/pleasant’ without necessarily 

aiming at engaging the subject in an aesthetic emotion episode. This poetry, that which narrates 

creation as an artwork, God as an artist, Paradise and God as an experience, or that which 

utilises rich allegories to associate religious experience with sensuous description, among other 
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similar strategies oriented towards the religious, has a clear agenda that has been stressed 

throughout this chapter: to familiarise Anglo-Saxon audiences with the stories and concepts of 

Christianity. At the same time, the aim of this poetry seems to be to associate these stories and 

meanings with this audience’s former emotional episodes, taking advantage of said emotional 

basis and using it to explain some of the most abstract ideas of Christianity or its imagined past.  

 As it has been made abundantly clear through the different sections of this chapter, this 

perspective on beauty and aesthetic experience contrasts heavily with the beauty that is present 

in genres that are more Germanic in origin, from the surprising lack of aesthetic emotion terms 

in the elegies to the radically different approach to beauty that is found in poems like Beowulf. 

This is where Knapp’s (2010: 81) remarks as to the “strange necessity for beauty in a world 

filled with dangers for the human community” are most evident. In Beowulf and in some of the 

riddles, the audience is presented with a hostile nature and a world of devastation in which 

objects are beautiful or wonderful, not because they reflect a higher order or purpose or because 

they have any sort of connection with the deity, but simply because they are aesthetically 

appealing in their own right. While, as Tyler (2006: 9) explains, in religious poetry, treasure is 

associated with transience, in Beowulf, the many beautiful objects that are described (i.e., 

swords, necklaces, cups, shields, even Grendel’s glove) do not serve a moralising purpose, but 

they reveal most accurately the culture-specific aspect of the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic paradigm. 

Even if such terms as OE sellīc, ǣnlīc and wrǣtlīc eventually came to be associated with 

cognitive ideas of moral and divine excellence, it is clear that these terms must have referred, 

prior to the arrival of Christianity and outside such contexts, to objects that the beholder deemed 

of exquisite beauty without any other cognitive connotations other than their worth and the skill 

that their creation required. Both this more material recreations of objects of beauty and wonder 

and the religious poetry that adopts a different approach to aesthetic experience are responsible 

for the generation of imagined worlds, objects, circumstances and people that, more than 

anything else, are meant to trigger and be lived as an embodied aesthetic experience at their 

core—an aesthetic experience that moralises, educates, instructs, entertains and, above all, 

fascinates.  
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6. The field of negative aesthetic emotion in Old English poetry  

After the detailed analysis of the Old English field for positive aesthetic emotion and related 

emotional and figurative phenomena that can be found in the preceding chapter, the purpose of 

this chapter is to analyse the existing terms for negative aesthetic experience that can be found 

in the Old English poetic corpus. As it has been pointed out in chapter 2, many treatises on 

beauty and ugliness do not scrutinise ugliness in itself. Instead, they constantly compare it to 

beauty. In this chapter, I will refer back to the preceding chapter in order to determine what 

differences exist at a conceptual level between these two ideas, beauty and ugliness, and 

between the two aesthetic emotion families of different valence.   

The main aim of this chapter is to carry out a similarly detailed analysis of the fragments 

in the concordance that contain terms for ugliness, disgust and other potential negative aesthetic 

emotion markers in order to determine the exact semantic dimension of these terms and how 

they are employed. As far as these analyses are concerned, the data presented here is also the 

result of a fine-grained analysis of the relevant entries in the concordance, supported by the 

lexical tools on Old English that are available and heavily relying on the theoretical and 

methodological ideas that have been discussed in the first four chapters of this study. Secondary 

aims include determining the characteristics that define Anglo-Saxon negative aesthetic 

emotions, establishing whether these terms indeed belong to the poetic register, judging whether 

there is an autonomy of ugliness (that is, if the idea of ugliness is independently constituted in 

the Old English aesthetic paradigm, or if it relies on a negation or subversion of the concept 

beauty), and undercovering the poetic strategies that involve the usage of these terms to convey 

spiritual messages and moral lessons. Following the practice of the previous chapter, I will base 

the different sections in this chapter on the categories that I proposed in the methodology 

section.  

 

6.1 Appearance   

In positive aesthetic experience, appearance is the chief domain in which most of the lexemes 

that compose the database are found. Surprisingly, this is not the case for negative aesthetic 

emotion. The corpus does not feature lengthy descriptions of aesthetic objects that are 

experienced with ugliness or sensory unpleasantness. There are no native Old English terms to 

refer to formal ugliness, with all its possible cognitive considerations. Instead, some of the terms 

for beauty are negated in order to convey unpleasant appearance. For instance, several 

attestations in this thematic group feature OE unfæger “not fair, not beautiful, foul, ugly, horrid” 

(BWT, s.v. unfæger, adj.), its adverbial counterpart or verbally negated forms of OE fæger and 

OE wliteleās “without beauty, uncomely, hideous” (BWT, s.v. wliteleās, adj.). The adjective 
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OE wlitig preceded by a negative prefix is also frequent in Anglo-Saxon prose texts (i.e., OE 

unwlitig), but no occurrences have been found in poetic texts. In fact, a quick look at the TOE 

evidences the lack of terminology for unpleasant appearance. Such words (for instance, PDE 

ugly or hideous) would not enter the English language well until the 12-13th century.  

 In theory, some of the academic works that have been mentioned and reviewed in 

chapters 1 and 2 could illuminate an examination of the Old English field for negative aesthetic 

emotions and their usage in the poetry. According to most of them, ugliness has always been 

depicted from a fundamentally visual standpoint, based on the notions of form that are opposite 

to those represented by the canon of the beautiful. An aesthetic object is bound to be 

experienced negatively if it does not comply with the ideals of symmetry, shape, colour, order, 

proportion, texture and clarity of said figure against a possible background (Rosenkranz, 2005 

and Eco, 2007). On the one hand, at a moral level, the visual depiction of ugliness is reserved 

for people who do not act according to the Christian way of life, as well as for the available 

illustrations of the devil and Hell that complement morality with sensory data. On the other 

hand, aesthetic emotion theories explain that negative aesthetic experience involves displeasure 

and pain, or the obstruction of pleasant emotions; in other words, the aesthetic object under 

analysis is intrinsically unpleasant. Analysing the existing occurrences describing negative 

appearance will prove if this is the case of Anglo-Saxon poetry, or whether negative appearance 

in Old English poetry is constructed around different premises.  

 One of the few occurrences where terms for negative appearance are applied to people 

belongs to the Old English verse Genesis. After Seth’s kin had begun looking for wives amongst 

Cain’s kin (a scene that was analysed in example 174 in the previous chapter), God shows his 

wrath, punishing them with the deadly Deluge. God’s motivation is described in this excerpt:  

 

(1b) þa geseah selfa sigoro waldend hwæt wæs monna manes on eorðan and þæt hie wæron 
womma ðriste, inwitfulle. He þæt unfægere wera cneorissum gewrecan þohte, forgripan 
gumcynne grimme and sare, heardum mihtum (GenA,B 1270)  

‘God saw how shameful the actions of these men were on the Earth, and that they were stained, 
shameless and deceitful. Then the Lord decided to punish that generation of ugly men, and seize 
that grim and distressful kin with hard might’  

 

Even if the women that descend from Cain are described as beautiful and shiny, the men and 

the generation as a whole are described in negative aesthetic terms. They are said to be stained 

(OE wamm), which in the Anglo-Saxon mind is a visual way of inferring that somebody has 

sinned or that they do not lead a proper life. A similar observation is made in ChristA,B,C 1530, 

where those who have sinned are referred to as womfulra scolu ‘troop of the stained’. In 
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fragment (1b), the idea of sin is complemented by OE grim, an extremely polysemic term, that 

can be taken to mean horrible or cruel, and by negative emotion terms like OE unfæger, through 

which these moral connotations take a more explicitly visual dimension, extrapolating the 

inner-outer beauty motif to the experience of ugliness.  

Other times, negative appearance is rendered by different negations of beauty-related 

terms, for instance:  

 

(2b) ac þæt fyr fyr scyde to ðam þe ða scylde worhton, hwearf on þa hæðenan hæftas fram þam 
halgan cnihton, werigra wlite minsode, þa ðe ðy worce gefægon (Dan 265)  

‘but the fire flew right towards those who had done them wrong, turning on the heathen men 
and far from the holy boys; the beauty of these men diminished, those who had been happy at 
the boys’ torments’  

 

In this excerpt from Daniel, when the angel comes from Heaven to save the Three Youths, the 

fire turns towards those who were in charge of their execution. The apparent disfiguration of 

these men after they have been burned by the fire is not expressed by means of lexis pertaining 

to monstrosity or disfigurement but by modifying the noun OE wlite with the verb OE minsian 

‘to lessen, diminish’. Furthermore, after the boys have been saved, the fact that they have not 

been damaged by the fire is expressed with similar lexis: næs hyra wlite gewemmed (Dan 436) 

‘their beauty/appearance was not stained’. It is interesting to note that this evaluation does not 

reference whether they were hurt or not, or whether they were physically compromised health-

wise, but simply that their beauty had not been altered. These fragments ultimately link divine 

intervention with either the preservation of beauty or with disfiguration and ugliness drawing 

on the character’s morality, and this is emphasised through the usage of ideologically charged 

lexis like OE hǣðen ‘heathen’ for the executioners, and OE hālig ‘holy’ for the three youths.  

 With a clear motivation of moralising its potential audience, other poems describe these 

‘troops of the stained’ in additional negative appearance terms:  

 

(3b) Feores unwyrðe, egsan geþread, ondweard gode won ond wliteleas hafað werges bleo 
(ChristA,B,C 1580)  

‘[they] are not worthy of life, and they are afflicted by terror at the sight of God; they are dark 
and without beauty and they have the shape of a monster’  

 

This excerpt also features terms form the lexical domain of darkness, which will be analysed 

further on. Yet, the core idea in this fragment is that those who sin and do not act according to 

God’s wishes will, first of all, be afraid when they face divine judgment and, secondly, that 

they will bear on the outside visible marks of their sins, emphasising further the figurative 
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recourse THE OUTER IS AN INDEX OF THE INNER, which in this case conceptualises 

monstrosity, ugliness and darkness as indicative of sin.  

 In hagiographical contexts, the same associative trend between stain as sin and 

(un)pleasant appearances can also be appreciated. Take the following two fragments from the 

poems Judith and Juliana:  

 

(4b) ða gen sio halge stod ungewemde wlite. Næs hyre wloh ne hrægl, ne feax ne fel fyre 
gemæled, ne lic ne leoþu (Jul 589) 

‘then the holy one stood up again, her beauty undefiled. Neither her hems or clothes, hair or 
skin, soul or limbs, were stained by the fire’ 

 

(5b) þa wearð se brema on mode bliðe, burga ealdor, þohte ða beorhtan idese mid widle ond 
mid womme besmitan (Jud 57)  

‘then the famous one [Holofernes] became blithe on mood, the lord or the town, as he intended 
to smite the beauty-bright woman with filth and sin’  

 

Excerpt (5b) has already been analysed in the previous chapter from the perspective of beauty. 

However, in the context of negative aesthetic emotion, it clearly portrays the connection 

between sin-as-a-stain and ugliness. Fragment (4b) takes place in the scene in the Old English 

poem Juliana where the saint is being tortured so that she relinquishes her faith. Because she is 

firm in it, her beauty and appearance are not stained by sin and/or ugliness, and the fire does 

not hurt, harm or disfigure her.  

 Outside saintly female beauty, the topic of the physical appearance of women is an 

interesting one to look into. In chapter 2, I highlighted the works by Eco (2007) and Bettella 

(2005), who analysed positive and negative female appearance in connection to morality. Eco 

(2007: 159) explains that when a woman is portrayed as ugly in Medieval times “their ugliness 

reveals their inner malice and pernicious powers of seduction.” Indeed, one of the Old English 

Maxims makes such a comment:  

 

(6b) Fæmne æt hyre bordan geriseð; widgongel wif word gespringeð, oft hy mon wommum 
bilihð, hæleð hy hospe mænað, oft hyre hleor abreoþeð (Max I 63) 

‘a woman who embroiders is suitable; a wandering woman causes talk – often men will 
dishonour and stain her, relate her blasphemy and their faces will deteriorate’  

 

This fragment clearly represents and develops the dichotomy between the virtuous woman and 

the prostitute. The woman who embroiders is a housewife, a woman who takes care of her 

household and family; she is saint-like and described like the ideal wives in other Old English 

poems (for instance Abraham’s wife, Sarah in the verse Genesis). However, the prototype of 
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the ‘wandering woman’ causes people to talk negatively about her. Additionally, these women 

are morally corrupted by men and this is visibly appreciated on their faces, rendering a visual 

dimension to their lack of morality and improper behaviour. Ultimately, this fragment from the 

Maxims moralises both men and women: men should not cheat on their wives, and women 

should not sin by letting men take advantage of them. The sexual act outside of marriage is seen 

as a sinful act that visibly marks women, while creating shame on men, as the continuation to 

that maxim reinforces.  

 As far as negative appearance is concerned, the devil and other demons in general are 

also depicted negatively. From the moment that they fall from Heaven, they are deprived of 

their beauty:  

 

(7b) Waldend sende laðwendne here on langne sið, geomre gastas; wæs him gylp forod, beot 
forborsten, and forbiged þrym, wlite gewemmed (GenA,B 67)  

‘The Lord sent the hostile ones on a long journey, mournful spirits; their power was taken away, 
their threats failed, their majesty was abased, their beauty stained’  

 

(8b) Feollon þa ufon of heofnum þurhlonge swa þreo niht and dagas, þa englas of heofnum on 
helle, and heo ealle forsceop drihten to deoflum (GenA,B 306)  

‘they fell down from the sky for a long time, three nights and days, those angels from Heaven 
to Hell; the lord deformed them into demons’  

 

When the angels are described in positive aesthetic emotion fragments, their beauty is 

complemented by holiness, majesty and glory. In the case of the angels that, along with Satan, 

rebelled against God, they are dispossessed of such qualities, beauty being the ultimate indicator 

of their defective character. Notice in example (8b) the usage of forsceop, from the verb OE 

forsceōppan. This verb is composed of the verb OE scippan ‘to shape, form, create’, and the 

prefix for-, which according to BWT “deteriorates, or gives an opposite sense” (BWT, s.v. for-

, prefix). The DOE defines this verb as “to change, metamorphose, transform (someone / some 

creature) for the worse” (DOE, s.v. forscyppan, vb.). The idea of shape is implicit in this 

negative transformation from beauty to ugliness, which was already suggested in the previous 

chapter in example (171). Because their inner disposition is different, it is only logical from a 

poetic perspective that angels and devils should be differently shaped and polarly opposed as 

regards beauty and ugliness. However, while the beauty of the angels is developed in visual 

cues, often involving other sensory evaluations, the poetic depictions of devils are limited to 

stressing the emotional effect that these creatures would and should cause on the subject.  

 There is, nevertheless, an additional instance that concerns the sensory depiction of 

devils that involves an aural evaluation:  
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(9b) þær hy mislice mongum reordum on þam westenne woðe hofun hludne herecirm, hiwes 
binotene, dreamum bidrorene (GuthA,B 898)  

‘[near Guthlac’s dwelling] there were the voices of different men on the wasteland, loud cries, 
war-shouts; they were deprived of shape* and joy’  

 

This scene concerns one of the episodes where Saint Guthlac is disturbed by different devils 

that appear near his place of residence. These devils are described as being deprived of shape; 

if one chooses to take OE hīw to mean ‘beauty’, as is the case in many attestations of this nature, 

the devils are portrayed in three different levels, all of which are aesthetic. First, at an 

unspecified visual level, in terms of ugliness; second, at a negative aural level, since their 

screams are said to be loud and similar to those heard at war; and third, at an experiential level, 

devoid of joy and pleasure. A similar phenomenon takes places in Andreas:  

  

(10b) þa for þære dugoðe deoful ætywde, wann ond wliteleas, hæfde weriges hiw (And 1168) 

‘before the rulers then a devil appeared, dark and without beauty, having the shape of a monster’  

 

In the middle of a war scene, a devil appears to instigate aggression against Andrew. The 

narrator describes him in fairly abundant visual terms, considering the brevity of negative 

aesthetic emotion descriptions. First, there is reference to darkness. It does not specify whether 

this darkness refers to the skin of the devil or to a figurative darkness that surrounds him. OE 

wliteleās refers to the absolute lack of beauty, which is further reinforced by weriges hiw, where 

wearg can either mean ‘villain, criminal’ if applied to human beings, or ‘monster’ if applied to 

other creatures (see BWT, s.v. wearg, n., I and II). The depiction of devils is therefore 

constructed around the ideas of darkness and monstrosity, which encode ugliness. This could 

be one of the reasons why negative appearance attestations are so limited: since the idea of 

ugliness is already implicit in the concept of monstrosity, possibly all attestations pertaining 

ugliness are to be found in the next category devoted to monstrous appearances.  

 Continuing with the idea of monstrosity, there is one final attestation in this lexical 

domain that employs appearance-related terms to convey negative aesthetic experience. 

Beowulf contains many attestations of negative aesthetic emotion terms, but, incidentally, only 

this one belongs to the lexical domain of appearance:  

 

(11b) Raþe æfter þon on fagne flor feond treddode, eode yrremod; him of eagum stod ligge 
gelicost leoht unfæger (Beo 724)  

‘soon after, flying in rage, the fiend stepped onto the hall; in his eyes stood an ugly light similar 
to a flame’  



 
 309 

 

 When Grendel attacks Heorot, the rage with which it enters the hall is visually rendered by 

means of its fiery gaze. Due to its intrinsic association with destruction and Hell, fire is almost 

always categorised in negative terms (with the only exception of Riddle 12, where its warmth 

is positively appreciated). In this fragment, the appearance of this light from Grendel’s eyes is 

what is evaluated negatively, constituting, as it was mentioned in fragment (175), one of the 

very few instances where light is involved in a negative evaluation.  

 All things considered, there are not sufficient attestations in the lexical domain of 

appearance to arrive to significant conclusions as regards the Old English model for formal 

ugliness. In theory, lack of symmetry, order and proportion, as well as an unpleasant texture, 

should have been found in attestations pertaining terms for appearance, following the same 

trend that the terms for positive aesthetic emotions did. This was not the case. Regarding form, 

the inversion of proper man-like or angelic shapes is found, to a certain extent, in these 

attestations: devils, monsters and dragons, which do not comply with traditional rules of form, 

would have been experienced by potential audiences as ugly. Similarly, while white was the 

colour of beauty, darkness seems to be the colour of ugliness, though this will be analysed in 

depth in section 3. Fire, as well, due to its intrinsically negative associations is present in certain 

fragments as an originator of unpleasant visual characteristics. 

 As far as the relation between figure and background, excerpt (9b) seems to suggest 

that a lack of contrast between the two is experienced negatively; however, the data is 

insufficient to make such conclusions. As a general rule, an ugly exterior is a mark of morally 

defective inner qualities. Inappropriate behaviour, whether divine or earthly, male or female, is 

visually represented through an ugly exterior or of specific visible marks that are metaphorical 

for sin. All in all, despite the fact that this lexical domain is notably scarce in occurrences, it 

does confirm some of the hypotheses originally stated in the introduction and it corroborates 

that the figurative recourse by which the inner is reflected on the outside, or, as Rosenkranz 

(2015: 31) puts it, the fact that the body is simply a container upon which the qualities of the 

soul are projected, also operates in the negative dimension of the Anglo-Saxon poetic 

experience.  

 

6.2 Monstrosity  

Some of the attestations in the lexical domain of appearance suggest that, due to the religious 

nature of the texts that discuss ugliness, the thematic group of monstrosity also indexes the 

notions of deformity and ugliness. As I have pointed out before, cultural models for ugliness 

stress the lack of common form and shape as the main trigger for negative aesthetic experience. 
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Indeed, taking into consideration the Embodiment Theory and the fact that all of our 

experiences and emotions utilise the human body as a medium, the human shape is central to 

the subject’s aesthetic experience. Most of the fragments in the previous chapter on positive 

aesthetic experience associate what is positive to human, angelic or standard animal shapes, 

but, for instance, Eco (2007: 92) explains how hybrids between human and animal, which are 

perceived as bestial and monstrous, or extremely threatening creatures that are, to a certain 

extent, animal but that possess human-like behaviour are in a great percentage of the cases met 

with negative aesthetic emotions, and only very rarely with wonder. In this section, I will 

analyse the instances that lexically depict monstrosity in the concordance in order to determine 

if monstrosity, and not ugliness, is the chief negative aesthetic emotion that permeates the poetic 

corpus.  

 The central negative aesthetic emotion term that renders monstrosity in the poetic corpus 

is OE atol. According to the DOE, the adjective OE atol prototypically means “1. horrible, 

hideous, dire” (DOE, s.v. atol, adj., 1). This sense has several subdivisions that move out of the 

aesthetic spectrum towards the emotion of fear (for an analysis of this emotion in Anglo-Saxon 

England see Díaz-Vera, 2011), but they are tightly woven with the concepts of monstrosity and 

ugliness, for instance: “1.a. exciting horror or terror: horrible, terrible, hideous, dire” (DOE, 

s.v. atol, adj., 1.a.). In itself, the definition of this term already outlines the negative aesthetic 

emotion episode that it will represent in textual sources: from the extreme ugliness perceived 

in the aesthetic object to the horror and terror that it triggers. In this sense, this term refers to a 

very particular sort of aesthetic and emotional response. This apparent ugliness, as usual, 

operates on a visual level, but also on a cognitive one: “1.c. revolting to the moral sense” (DOE, 

s.v. atol, adj., 1.c.). Moreover, this term also showcases semantic elements that relate to other 

lexical domains: “1.b. exciting revulsion or loathing: hideous, loathsome, unsightly” (DOE, s.v. 

atol, adj., 1.b.). The polysemy in this term is such that it is not entirely possible to establish 

what the term means without a closer look at the context in which the attestation is found. Other 

terms also render monstrosity and a fearful response to ugliness, for instance OE forsceōppan, 

mentioned in the previous section, or OE frēcne or unhīre, ‘horrible, savage’ and ‘dreadful, 

savage’, respectively. However, these terms are not as commonly found in the concordance as 

OE atol.  

 There are three main categories in which the monstrous is found in the poetic corpus: 

the human, the monstrous as such and that which concerns the devil. These three are related at 

a conceptual level via moral evaluations and the recurring connection between the inner and 

the outer. First, terms for monstrosity are found in depictions of the devil and Hell. The 
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following fragment showcases some of the ideas related to the loss of beauty and brightness of 

devils after the fall, while also describing Hell as OE atol:  

 

(12b) Blace hworfon scinnan forscepene, sceaðan hwearfedon, earme æglecan, geond þæt atole 
scref, for ðam anmedlan þe hie ær drugon (Sat 71) 

‘the white and shining appearances of those miserable wretches were scathed and turned evil, 
there on that horrible cave due to their pride’  

 

The movement from beauty to ugliness is described as a painful one (see OE sceaðan ‘to scathe, 

hurt, injure’). Through it, their formerly shining (and beautiful) appearance turns evil. 

Interestingly enough, the opposite of OE blāc ‘bright, white’ and scīne ‘shiny’ is not mentioned, 

and neither is ugliness. It is only fitting that these miserable spirits would dwell in a similarly 

terrible place, a scræf, “I. a cave, cavern, hollow place in the earth” but also “II. a miserable 

dwelling, a den” (BWT, s.v. scræf, n., I and II). Similar remarks can be found in this fragment:  

 

 (13b) Is ðes atola ham fyre onæled (Sat 95)  

 ‘this horrible home is filled with fire’  

 

Another recurrent idea in Anglo-Saxon poetry, but by no means exempt from contractions, is 

that Hell, other than being fear-inducing, is an extremely hot place and it is filled with fire. 

However, as I will comment in the next sections, other poems describe Hell as dark and cold. 

Yet, these two fragments show a strange usage of OE atol that does not necessarily refer to 

monstrosity but tries to evoke a place that is so unpleasant to the sense of sight that it causes 

horror on a potential audience.  

 Many attestations describe the devil as a monster. Indeed, in the contemporary collective 

imagination, the devil is imagined as with animal-like and bestial characteristics. The Old 

English renditions of this figure, however, are slightly different:  

 

 (14b) Wæs se atola beforan, se inc bam forgeaf balewe geþohtas (Sat 485)  

‘the horrid one was before you, he who gave you baleful thoughts’  

 

(15b) ða ðær ætywde se atola gast, wrað wærloga (And 1296)  

‘then the horrible spirit appeared, angry breaker of the promise’  

 

(16b) þa þær ligesynnig on lyft astah lacende feond. Ongan þa hleoðrian helledeofol, eatol 
æclæca, yfela gemyndig (El 898) 
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‘the lying fiend ascended through the air, Hell’s devil, the horrible wretch, evil in mind, and he 
began to speak’  

 

In the first two fragments, OE atol is used as a noun by means of the article se, roughly 

translating as ‘the horrible one’. As the three fragments illustrate, no other sensory cues are 

found alongside OE atol, making it difficult to understand exactly what is it that makes the devil 

monstrous in the Anglo-Saxon mind. This is the same case that can be found in other depictions 

of Hell’s devils, which are, for example, said to be atole gastas swarte and synfulle (Sat 51) 

‘horrible spirits dark and sinful’. Moreover, the three attestations pointed out above contain 

some reference to an emotion, feeling or impression that either is caused by the devil or that the 

devil features, from the cognitive evaluation of the thoughts that the devil fosters as baleful and 

the evilness in his mind, to the emotion of anger.  

 Second, drawing from these images of monstrosity, there is also evidence of human 

appearance being described similarly when the character does not comply with the rules of 

proper, morally acceptable behaviour:  

 

(17b) þa wæs nergendes þeowen þrymful, þearle gemyndig hu heo þone atolan eaðost mihte 
ealdre benæman ær se unsyfra, womfull, onwoce (Jud 73)  

‘then the Lord’s maid [i.e., Judith] was full of glory; she knew exactly how to deprive most 
easily the horrible one of his life before he, unclean and guilty, woke up’  

 

Holofernes is described with a term that is chiefly reserved for the devil and for other literal 

monsters, like Grendel, as it will be shown shortly. Because the Old English poem Judith is 

constructed following the mirror images of God in Judith and Satan in Holofernes, this instance 

is not entirely reliable. Similarly, there are three additional instance that shows OE atol outside 

the religious context in an unconventional manner. First:  

 

(18b) Winnende fareð atol eoredþreat, egsa astigeð, micel modþrea monna cynne, brogan on 
burgum, þonne blace scotiað scriþende scin scearpum wæpnum (Rid 3 48)  

‘the fighters moved on, the horrible band, climbing in fear, great torment of the mind for 
humankind, monsters over the city; then the brightness shoot increasingly, the shining sharp 
weapons’  

 

The riddles are characterised by their extremely creative usage of figurative language for the 

sake of the riddle. In this case, OE atol is used with the sense of monstrous, but also as in 

inspiring fear. The solution to the riddle, as is fairly evident from the fragment above, is a storm, 

in which these fighters stand for the wind. As I have pointed out before, extreme weather is not 
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experienced in positive terms, not even with mixed aesthetic emotions. In the Anglo-Saxon 

mind, a storm could be as horrible as the devil. Second, OE atol is used in an aural evaluation 

in the following fragment:  

 

(19b) forþon wæs in wicum wop up ahafen, atol æfenleoð, egesan stodon, weredon wælnet, þa 
se woma cwom (Ex 200)  

‘in the dwelling, a cry of wailing rose up, terrible evening song; those for whom the sound came 
after stood in fear’  

 

This fragment belongs to the Old English poem Exodus, and it recounts the episode where the 

Pharaoh goes after the Israelites. The cry of war, despite being figuratively referred to as a song, 

is perceived as horrible. In this case, and due to the lack of detail in the fragment, OE atol could 

mean two things, both of which are equally interesting: one, that this human cry is monstrous 

and beast-like in the way it sounds; two, that the Israelites who perceive it are afraid because of 

what it represents. Considering the following clause, egesan stodon ‘they stood in fear/awe’, 

option number one is more likely. Third, and drawing from an opposition to the Greek concept 

of Eros, in which youth is associated with beauty, old age is associated with ugliness but 

depicted as monstruous or as a horrible phenomenon to endure or look upon:  

 

(20b) Eftsona bið þæt þec adl oððe ecg eafoþes getwæfeð, oððe fyres feng, oððe flodes wylm, 
oððe gripe meces, oððe gares fliht, oððe atol yldo; oððe eagena bearhtm forsiteð ond 
forsworceð; semninga bið þæt ðec, dryhtguma, deað oferswyðeð (Beo 1762)  

‘soon enough, disease or the edge of a blade will deprive you of your strength, the grasp of the 
fire or the surge of a stream, the sword’s attack, the spear in flight, or the horrible old age, the 
brightness in your eyes will disappear and they will become dark; immediately you will die and 
be swept away’  

 

In this passage from Beowulf, the fragility of human nature is emphasised by explaining how 

different weapons can wound the human body, and how natural elements may do so, too. 

However, the way in which old age is discussed seems to suggest that it is far more horrible 

than a sudden or early death. The continuation in the middle section of the fragment, after the 

mention of aging, proposes that when humans grow old the brightness in the eyes, indicative of 

beauty and youth, disappears and darkness symbolises old age and an undesirable bodily 

appearance, all of which are responsible for categorising the natural process of aging as a 

horrible and monstrous one.  

Finally, and most predominantly, terms for monstrosity are logically applied to the two 

most famous monsters in the poetic corpus, Grendel and its mother. Grendel is described as 

follows by means of OE atol:   
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(21b) Syððan heofones gim glad ofer grundas, gæst yrre cwom, eatol, æfengrom, user neosan, 
ðær we gesunde sæl weardodon (Beo 2072) 

‘after the gem of heaven disappeared under the earth, the wrathful spirit came, horrible and 
night-hostile, to the place where we looked after the hall safe and sound’  

 

(22b) Licsar gebad atol æglæca (Beo 815)  

‘bodily wounds awaited the horrible monster’  

 

As it can be seen, none of these instances further detail or explain what bodily traits make 

Grendel a monster, but, for instance, example (21b) does include a term for anger, OE yrre, as 

it was the case of demonic descriptions. Grendel’s mother, described in Beo 2120 as a wif 

unhyre ‘savage woman’, is elsewhere represented in very similar terms:  

 

 (23b) Grap þa togeanes, guðrinc gefeng atolan clommum (Beo 1501) 

 ‘then [Grendel’s mother] took hold of [Beowulf], the warrior taken by the horrible grip’ 

 

In some passages that showcased positive aesthetic experience, some of the characteristics of 

the person or entity being judged were metonymically evaluated in a particular and smaller part 

of said character’s body. For instance, because Jesus was said to be beautiful, his hands were 

often described as such. The inverse also applies in the case of Grendel’s mother; her overall 

monstrosity and fierceness are also indexed in her grip. Nevertheless, this is only the case when 

these figures carry out an action; when their body parts are dismembered, the experience is 

notably different. Take the following example:  

 

(24b) þa wæs be feaxe on flet boren Grendles heafod, þær guman druncon, egeslic for eorlum 
ond þære idese mid, wliteseon wrætlic; weras on sawon (Beo 1647) 

‘then Grendel’s head was taken by the hair to the hall where the heroes drank, horrid and yet a 
wonderful spectacle for men and women to look upon’  

 

Grendel’s severed head is described with a couple of terms that are traditionally found in 

positive contexts, OE wrǣtlic and wliteseōn, but in this fragment it is clear that the evaluation 

is a negative one, as OE egeslīc emphasises. This accounts for the mixed emotional nature of 

the episode: Grendel’s bodyless head is a gruesome vision, but it nevertheless causes these men 

to be fascinated by it because of its novelty (and lack of threat, since Grendel is dead).  

 All in all, and after having considered all the attestations that could have possibly 

referred to monstrosity, it becomes evident that, while terms for monstrosity index ugliness and 
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their usage is consistent with that of other terms for negative aesthetic experience, the 

experience of monstrosity is not the chief negative aesthetic emotion. Monstrosity in Old 

English poetry, both in literal and figurative contexts, is unspecified and in most of the cases it 

makes reference to what effect these appearances cause on the subject, rather than to what it is 

that makes these appearances monster-like. This remark goes in line with what Eco (2007: 90) 

suggests for the devil: that he is often described drawing upon the effect that he causes. Ugliness 

and monstrosity are, therefore, best triggered in Old English poetry by means of cognitive, 

moral and emotional cues, rather than with sensory ones, and, when compared to the lexical 

domain of positive appearance, they stand out as far more limited in terms of attestations and 

detailed descriptions, emphasising again that while Old English poetry is the domain of beauty, 

it is not so much of ugliness.  

 

6.3. Darkness  

In the last chapter, I made an overview of how certain terms for light encoded the idea of beauty, 

sometimes to the extent that beauty and light became synonymous. Medieval theories of 

ugliness (of which Eco, 2007 and Rosenkranz, 2015 make an overview) emphasise the role of 

darkness in negative aesthetic experience, but they do not explicitly claim that darkness 

figuratively refers to ugliness, as is the case of beauty and light. In this section, I will make an 

overview of the terms for darkness and blackness that are used in aesthetic emotion contexts in 

order to further look into and clarify the role of darkness-related terms in the Anglo-Saxon 

poetic experience.  

 The variety of poetic terms that render darkness or blackness is far more limited than 

terms for light or whiteness. Among them, certain ones stand out as more recurrent in aesthetic 

and poetic contexts. Most of them are polysemic and their additional senses refer to spiritual, 

moral or bodily characteristics. For instance, OE þeōstre is defined as ‘dark’, “I. in a physical 

sense, without light,” but in a second sense it refers to an “absence of spiritual or mental light” 

(BWT, s.v. þeōstre, n., I and II), just as the third sense of OE sweart explains: “III. Of absence 

of good, black (crime), dark, dismal” (BWT, s.v. sweart, adj., III.). Traditionally, mental light 

makes reference to intelligence. However, spiritual light, as it has been made abundantly clear 

in the previous chapter, is always envisioned as that sort of luminous beauty that is related to 

inner goodness. A lack of goodness does not necessarily imply evilness, but the definition of 

other terms suggests this possibility. For instance, OE blæc which features “connotations of evil 

or wickedness, referring to devils, the sinful, and other sinister creatures” (DOE, s.v. blæc, adj., 

d.). The definitions for OE deorc and dimm contain similar remarks: “B.2. evil, lacking the light 

of reason or faith” (DOE, s.v. deorc, adj., B.2.); “4. dark, gloomy, dreadful, dismal, spiritually 
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dark or wicked” (DOE, s.v. dimm, adj., 4). Though scarcer and not as explicitly elaborated, 

there is lexicographical evidence that reinforces the connection between visual darkness and 

cognitive moral appreciations that can potentially operate in the domain of ugliness.  

 Recently, within a larger volume fully devoted to Darkness, Depression and Descent in 

Anglo-Saxon England, edited by Wehlau (2019), Clark (2019) uses a similar methodology to 

that used for this study in order to assess the semantic and usage differences between two of 

these terms for darkness, OE sweart and blæc. Her analysis proves that OE blæc is the 

“dominant term for Modern English ‘black’ within the corpus, and has a more neutral valence 

overall” (Clark, 2019: 16), while OE sweart has “a strong association with sin and damnation 

in poetry and religious prose that it appears to have had limited applicability outside these 

genres” (Clark, 2019: 16). Her exploration of the complete corpus and her annotation of the 

attestations by means of a database evidence the connection between some of these terms for 

blackness/darkness and doctrinal ideas. Clark’s (2019: 22) suggestion is that the Old English 

formulaic style “draws upon a shared pool of linguistic possibilities with the expectation that 

the audience […] will interpret aspects of the communicative act in a particular way.” These 

codes operate in particular lexemes but also in the ideas that are more generally associated with 

these terms, the same manner in which words that refer to dirt or stains are linked at a symbolic 

level to sin. However, above all these senses, the main correlation that these terms establish is 

also pointed out by Clark (2019: 15), quoting the work of Mead (1899: 175-176), who claims 

that “blackness and darkness meant to the primitive German mind something fearful and 

terrible.” These ideas are similarly phrased by Missuno (2012: 113), whose assumption is that 

“shadow words” make reference to “extreme otherness and disquieting monstrosity.” 

 Following on these two ideas, it is expected that fragments that contain terms for 

darkness will, on the one hand, be associated with the darkest and most terrible place by 

excellence, Hell, and, on the other hand, that they will be found in combination with other 

negative aesthetic emotion markers, for example, terms for monstrosity. This being so, just like 

Heaven was described with many poetic terms emphasising its beauty, light, brightness and 

whiteness, almost every single mention of Hell involves an allusion to darkness. Consider the 

following:  

 

(25b) Cleopað ðonne se alda ut of helle, wriceð wordcwedas weregan reorde, eisegan stefne: 
"Hwær com engla ðrym, þe we on heofnum habban sceoldan? þis is ðeostræ ham, ðearle 
gebunden fæstum fyrclommum; flor is on welme attre onæled (Sat 34) 

‘the oldest one cried out of Hell, spitting his words with a monstrous voice: “Where is now the 
majesty and power of the angels that we used to have in Heaven? This is a dark home, severely 
bound with solid fire-bonds. The floor is burning with poison.”’ 
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(26b) Is ðæs walica ham wites afylled; nagan we ðæs heolstres þæt we us gehydan mægon in 
ðissum neowlan genipe (Sat 99)   

‘this is a woeful house filled with torments; we do not deserve the darkness in which we hide, 
deep in this mist’  

 

All of the descriptions of Hell that contain terms for darkness in the Old English poem Christ 

and Satan include mournful comments made by Satan himself lamenting his current ‘home’ 

and comparing it, in some cases, to the beauty and majesty of Heaven. This darkness seems to 

be the central negative trait in the experience of Hell, lacking, above all, goodness and joy. 

These descriptions contain different elements, like negative emotional experience (woe, 

torment and cries of desperation) and visual cues that are both the result and the cause of 

potential negative aesthetic emotions.  

Additional elements make reference to mist, poison and fire, even if this last element is 

somehow contradictory with the idea of darkness. These descriptions of Hell are consistent to 

how it is described in the verse Genesis as a place of darkness, mist and heat:  

 

(27b) þæt syndon þystro and hæto, grimme, grundlease […] Hafað us god sylfa forswapen on 
þas sweartan mistas (GenA,B 389)  

‘that is darkness and heat, grim and immense; God himself has swept us to the dark mists’  

 

Its immensity (OE grundleās, literally ground-less) contributes to a visual negative recreation 

of Hell as an undesirable place that is also subject to a failed cognitive evaluation, in that this 

place cannot be fully apprehended. Heat and mist are similarly, to a certain extent, incompatible 

in the natural world, but this mist is not the usual condensation of water, but rather a reference 

to the lack of vision and darkness that characterizes Hell, a place that in this case is hot and 

inscrutable. However, it is not always described as an extremely hot place in the poetic corpus. 

Take the following example:  

 

(28b) and him helle gescop, wælcealde wic wintre beðeahte, wæter in sende and wyrmgeardas, 
atol deor monig irenum hornum, blodige earnas and blace nædran, ðurst and hungor (MSol 
462)  

‘and then [God] shaped Hell for them, deadly cold and surrounded by winter, and he sent in 
water, an enclosure full of snakes, and many horrible animals with iron horns, bloody eagles, 
black serpents, thirsty and hungry’  

 

In this fragment, Hell is recreated as a desolate place that is cold and menacing due to the 

presence of savage animals. This instance is reminiscent of the episode in Beowulf (discussed 
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in fragment 143) where the warrior goes underwater and observes a mere full of threatening 

and yet eerily beautiful sea-monsters. This fragment does not explicitly discuss darkness, but it 

constitutes a different image or recreation that coexists in the poetic corpus and in the Anglo-

Saxon imagination alongside Hell as a place of darkness, fire and heat.  

 In similar manner, Satan is portrayed as black and dark, adding these visual stimuli to 

the already mentioned traits that characterise him as a monstrous and unpleasant figure. 

Consider the following fragments:  

 

 (29b) Blac bealowes gast, þæt he on botme stod (Sat 718)  

‘black spirit of evil who stood on the bottom’ 

 

(30b) swa oft sceaða fæcne, þeof þristlice, þe on þystre fareð, on sweartre niht (ChristA,B,C 
867) 

‘just as the wicked criminal who fares through darkness in the black night’ 

 

As the DOE points out, some of the attestations of the term OE blæc ‘black’ are likely to be 

confused with those of OE blāc ‘bright, shining’, when the context does not clarify the reading. 

It is not clear if, in fragment (29b), this blackness alludes to Satan’s skin, but it is more likely 

that this is the case of a moral evaluation that uses OE blæc as an indicator of evilness. By 

extension, because Satan is associated with darkness, example (30b) explains that he moves 

through the night; this can either be a metaphor for Hell, his lack of goodness or a reference to 

the fact that he lives in literal and figurative darkness. In fact, in one of Satan’s speeches in the 

Old English Juliana, there is further reference to what darkness means in relation to his actions:  

 

(31b) Oft ic syne ofteah, ablende bealoþoncum beorna unrim monna cynnes, misthelme 
forbrægd þurh attres ord eagna leoman sweartum scurum, ond ic sumra fet forbræc 
bealosearwum, sume in bryne sende, in liges locan, þæt him lasta wearð siþast gesyne (Jul 468) 

‘I have often deprived uncountable children of men of their sight, blinded them with baleful 
thoughts and I have drawn a veil of mist over the light of their eyes, a shower of darkness; I 
have broken their feet through wicked plotting and sent some into the fire, locked in flames, so 
that their last footprints are visible’  

 

In previous chapters, I have highlighted how during the Anglo-Saxon period sight was the chief 

sense in order to access the divine. Light, sight and understanding were therefore associated 

both with intellectual and spiritual light, and, as it has been explained in the previous chapter, 

some Old English poems like the verse Genesis draw on this association to depict different 

ways of seeing that are the product of demonic interaction but that pretend to be divine 



 
 319 

intervention, like Eve’s enhanced perception after eating the apple. In this fragment, Satan 

himself acknowledges and expresses by means of figurative language how, through his lies and 

cunning strategies, he is able to mislead men and condemn them to eternal damnation. Goodness 

is represented by the light in these people’s eyes, and so his tricks are portrayed as dark showers 

and heavy veils that prevent vision and shield light until this darkness is not only a perceptual 

one but also a metaphorical and spiritual one.  

 In relation to the episode in which Eve eats from the apple, there are certain elements in 

it that are also depicted as dark as a result of cognitive evaluation. See the following two 

fragments:  

 

(32b) þonne wæs se oðer eallenga sweart, dim and þystre; þæt wæs deaðes beam, se bær bitres 
fela (GenA,B 477) 

‘the other [tree] was altogether black, dim and dark; it was the tree of death, which bore many 
bitter things’  

 

(33b) Hio spræc him þicce to and speon hine ealne dæg on þa dimman dæd þæt hie drihtnes 
heora willan bræcon (GenA,B 684)  

‘she spoke to him insistently and allured him all day so that they would carry the dim deed that 
would break the lord’s will’ 

 

In preceding lines, the Tree of Life is described with a great variety of positive aesthetic emotion 

terms: OE wynlīc, wlitig, scīne, līðe and lofsum. It would follow that the Tree of Death would 

be described as ugly and unpleasant. However, it is only described as black and dark, using 

three different terms that allude to the same idea, and in doing so indexing negative aesthetic 

experience by means of darkness-related lexis. Further on, in the same poem, the action of 

eating from this tree is likewise described by means of OE dim, because on the one hand it 

defies God’s commands, and, on the other hand, it brings misery and unhappiness to Adam and 

Eve.   

 Indeed, there is also evidence of instances of behaviour being evaluated as black, just as 

brightness was often applied to actions that could be categorised as beautiful, noble or 

favourable. Consider the following attestation concerning Judas:  

 

(34b) þa wæs Iudas of, se ðe ær on tifre torhtne gesalde, drihten hælend; him seo dæd ne geþeah, 
þæs he bebohte bearn wealdendes on seolfres sinc; him þæt swearte forgeald earm æglæca 
innon helle (Sat 573)  

‘one of them was Judas, who sold the Bright one, the lord; this deed he did not think through, 
how he sold the lord in exchange for silver; he darkly pays for it, the miserable wretch deep in 
Hell’  



 
 320 

 

Because betraying Jesus is considered a ‘dark deed’, Judas is said to be in Hell paying for his 

crime. To this action, the adverb OE swearte is added without clearly identified poetic reasons, 

as it does not alliterate with any of the terms in its clause. According to BWT, this adjective 

means ‘darkly’ but also ‘dismally, evilly’, while at the same time translates it in this particular 

fragment as “miserably” (see BWT, s.v. swearte, adv.). At a semantic level, and in this 

particular context, it does not make complete sense and it should be simply taken as another 

indicator of evilness. Other than that, this fragment also portrays Judas in very similar terms to 

Satan or other figures that are polarised to the negative side of the moral spectrum like 

Holofernes, all of whom qualify as earm æglæca ‘a terrible wretch’ as well. As a part of the 

experience of Hell, other events that are imagined to take place in it are also labelled as dark, 

even if these do not involve any actual sensory darkness. For instance:  

 

 (35b) þe synd witu þæs grim weotud be gewyrhtum (And 1365)  

 ‘[in Hell] there are tortures awaiting you, grim as you deserve’  

 

In this case, the meaning conveyed by OE grimm can have two possible readings: one as cruel 

and evil, and another more visually oriented towards darkness.  

 In purely cognitive terms, I have pointed out in previous chapters and sections how those 

who sin are often referred to as ugly or without beauty. This sort of ugliness is expressed as 

blackness, too:  

 

 (36b) Nis him wihte won, þam þe wuldres cyning geseoþ in sweg (OrW 95)  

 ‘those who see the king of glory in the Heavens are not dark creatures’  

 

Sinners and evil people do not go to Heaven; only those who are good and without moral stain, 

in other words, beautiful and shiny, do so. Those who sin are visually rendered as having stains 

and being dark (OE wann). This evaluation takes place at an exclusively cognitive level, as 

there are no other sensory cues in the sentence. A similar situation can be found in the following 

fragment:  

 

 (37b) Bið se deorca deað dryhtnes meahtum eadgum geendad (Phoen 499) 

‘the Lord’s might ended the dark death’  
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This fragment refers to how Jesus’ sacrifice bought eternal life for those Christians who follow 

God’s commands. In the Christian doctrine, the souls that had died before Jesus’ own death had 

resided in Hell until he released them. This is what this dark dead refers to, and it is a 

fundamentally cognitive evaluation that in this case is possibly motivated by alliterative 

reasons. All in all, darkness as related to Hell and demonic affairs operates at sensory, cognitive 

and behavioural levels.  

 The negative meanings that some of the senses of the terms for darkness and blackness 

show cause them to be used in certain contexts where an undesirable but not necessarily ugly 

or immoral event is taking place. For instance:  

 

(38b) Cleopað þonne swa cearful cealdan reorde, spreceð grimlice se gast to þam duste (Soul 
I 15)  

‘the sorrowful souls cry out in cold voices, speaking grimly, the spirit to the dust’ 

 

(39b) ond þe sculon her moldwyrmas manige ceowan, slitan sarlice swearte wihta, gifre ond 
grædige (Soul I 72) 

‘and on you shall the worms chew, these dark and sore creatures, voracious and greedy, tearing 
you apart’  

 

In this poem, the worms that feast on the body are described as being OE sweart ‘black, dark’, 

not because they are physically so, but because they are imagined as greedy and repulsive. 

Similarly, the souls are said to speak ‘grimly’ to the dust, because their message is a sorrowful 

one (OE cearful). Events and even natural phenomena that are lexically marked as dark are 

often so because the reality that they depict is an unpleasant one. This is at times the case of 

weather.  

Riddle 3, which has already been mentioned in preceding sections, features a storm, 

unfavourable and threatening, that is described as þa grimman tid (Rid 3 28) ‘the grim time’, 

but this is not the only case:  

 

(40b) þystro hæfdon bewrigen mid wolcnum wealdendes hræw, scirne sciman, sceadu forðeode, 
wann under wolcnum (Dream 52)  

‘darkness had covered with clouds the corpse of the Lord, shining splendour, dark under the 
clouds’  

 

When Jesus dies, darkness covers the scene, and his body, formerly beautiful and splendid, 

becomes dark. In this fragment, darkness operates at two levels, too. On a superficial level, this 

darkness is a literal one, product of the clouds that cover the sky. At a metaphorical level, the 
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darkness symbolises the death of he who, in some parts of the corpus, is referred to as the 

shining one, the origin of light and many more epithets that reinforce his extensive luminous 

beauty.  

 Since in other thematic groups for negative aesthetic emotions, the descriptions of 

Grendel and Satan are extremely similar, it does not come as a surprise that terms for darkness 

are equally applied to Grendel:  

 

 (41b) Wæs se grimma gæst Grendel haten (Beo 102)  

‘the grim spirit was called Grendel’   

 

(42b) Wiht unhælo, grim ond grædig, gearo sona wæs, reoc ond reþe, ond on ræste genam 
þritig þegna (Beo 120)  

‘the unhealthy creature, grim and greedy, was soon ready, savage and cruel, took thirty thanes 
while they were sleeping’ 

 

Because, as I have pointed out in previous sections, Grendel is construed to be the antagonist 

and main threat in Beowulf, he is polarised and portrayed in demon-like manner. This is more 

explicit in Beo 149, where it is literally referred to as deorc deaþscua ‘dark shadow of death’. 

In the two examples pointed out above, the notions of horror, savageness and terror are more 

evident than that of darkness, which is also a figurative extension of meaning.  

 All things considered, the usage of terms for darkness and blackness in aesthetic emotion 

contexts cannot be said to index the idea of ugliness in the same manner that terms for light 

were in many cases synonymous of beauty. However, darkness-related terms do play an 

important role in negative aesthetic experience. As the examples mentioned in this section 

illustrate, darkness is almost always indicative of evilness and more or less visible in morally 

defective individuals or creatures. Darkness is also present in depictions of Hell and 

unfavourable situations that are elsewhere in the corpus described in terms of ugliness or even 

monstrosity. Nevertheless, darkness is not the originator of negative aesthetic experience but 

simply present in these fragments. The transfer in meaning in this case originates in the idea of 

ugliness which is associated with evilness. 

 At the same time, evilness is intrinsically connected with darkness, as most of the 

lexical tools quoted in this section attest. Because evilness is linked with both ugliness (via 

figurative language) and with evilness (via polysemy), at first glance darkness could be 

construed as ugliness, but the data in the concordance does not suffice to make such a claim. 

Instead, it is the shared associations between the domains of ugliness and darkness, that is, the 

notion that what is ugly is evil as well as the fact that what is dark is generally evil, what 
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originates the apparent parallel between BEAUTY IS LIGHT and UGLINESS IS DARKNESS. In Old 

English poetry, light is almost always indicative of beauty, but darkness does not refer to 

ugliness. This, however, is not to say that darkness does not play an important role in aesthetic 

emotion processes; it creates and evokes an atmosphere of strangeness and hostility, where 

devils, monsters and human beings are depicted and portrayed as clearly showcasing the 

emblems of their sinful actions, which force them to live in darkness, cut away from beauty and 

from the divine. Ultimately, darkness further moralises an audience not to behave in certain 

ways, or else they will resemble these creatures of evilness and similarly live in dark, dusky, 

dim and desolate places that, in no way, resemble the beauty and bliss of Heaven.  

 

6.4 Offensive to the senses  

The preceding chapter has successfully shown how by means of figurative language certain 

terms for positive aesthetic emotions whose chief sense referred to a visual idea were applied 

to sounds, smells and certain tactile and gustatory perceptions that were expressed as pleasant. 

This is also the case of negative aesthetic experience. While one subject may find an object 

visually appealing, another may not; however, objects that are offensive in terms of taste, smell, 

hearing or touch are more likely to be consistently expressed in negative terms by most subjects. 

This is partially echoed in Eco’s (2007: 16) inclusion of ‘foetid’ and ‘sickening’ as factors that 

take place in cultural manifestations of the ugly. In sensory terms, there is a progression from 

ugliness as a visual phenomenon that entails disproportion and shape alterations to a more 

complex sensory treatment involving different senses in an experience of physical disgust (for 

more on this topic see next section) that describes the aesthetic object not in its visual domain, 

but rather drawing on the effects that it causes on the subject. These effects range from an 

unpleasant close personal experience (triggered via tactile, gustatory, olfactory or aural stimuli) 

that still belongs to the non-utilitarian spectrum of emotions to fully developed emotional 

responses like fear. Because the terms that evaluate what is offensive to the senses are so 

disparate, a preliminary overview is not possible for this thematic group. Instead, I will offer a 

general outlook of the most representative fragments that evaluate aesthetic objects in this 

manner in order to try to identify patterns of recurrence that could offer insight into the negative 

aesthetic experience triggered by proximity senses in Anglo-Saxon poetry.   

 Fragment (19b) described the cry of war that followed the Israelites in Exodus as 

monstrous and having paralysing properties. Describing sounds as being met with or as intended 

to trigger negative aesthetic responses is not that common in the concordance. Take the 

following fragments:  
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(43b) He spearcade, ðonne he spreocan ongan fyre and atre; ne bið swelc fæger dream ðonne 
he in witum wordum indraf (Sat 78)  

‘he sparked fire and venom when he began to speak, it was not such beautiful music when he 
spoke gnawed by torments’  

 

(44b) þa ðe leon wæron ongunnon laðlice yrrenga ryn (Met 26.83)  

‘those who were turned into lions [by Circe] started to loathsomely roar in anger’  

 

These are the only two fragments, alongside the excerpt from the Old English Exodus, that 

describe sounds in negative aesthetic terms. The three involved lexemes are OE atol, 

concerning monstrosity, a negation of OE fæger, which according to my analysis in the previous 

section does evaluate in aural terms despite being a term for appearance, and the adverb OE 

lāðlīce, which indexes disgust. These three terms are different in essence but they, nevertheless, 

refer to a very specific emotional response that is not included in the main senses of either OE 

fæger or atol, thus reinforcing the need for an individual assessment of every instance in the 

concordance rather than an exclusively statistical and general treatment. Fragment (43b) 

concerns Satan’s speech after he and the other rogue angels have been expelled from Paradise. 

In it, OE dreām could have a different reading as ‘joy’ (its main sense), but, considering that 

the fragment carries out the evaluation of speech, it is more sensible to take this term to mean 

“3. sound, music, noise; that which produces sound or music” (DOE, s.v. dream, n., 3.), or more 

specifically “3.c. clamour, noise of loud wailing, lamentation” (DOE, s.v. dream, n., 3.c.). 

Though Satan is not said to explicitly sing, his speech is given three different sets of imagery: 

a) fire, both experienced at a visual and tactile level, which could be taken as literal or 

metaphoric, representing his negative emotional state; b) regarding poison, it is equally 

impossible to know whether this is a figurative or a literal image; and c) all of these are 

processed via figurative language as an unpleasant song. OE indrīfan, in this case, simply 

implies ‘to speak’, but he is said to do so in torments, as the term OE wīte attests: “pain that is 

inflicted as punishment” (BTW, s.v. wīte, n., I.). Just as in fragment (44b), an unpleasant sound 

is the expression of a given character’s negative utilitarian emotions. Pain and anger, and fear 

in the case of example (19b), are utilitarian emotions which are expressed, in these cases, as 

sounds that a potential listener or audience could experience with different negative aesthetic 

emotions: from mere unpleasantness to disgust.  

Leaving sound aside, some of the attestations that depict what is unpleasant to the senses 

do so by means of OE fūl, the etymological root of PDE foul. According to the DOE, this term 

evaluates what is “foul, (grossly) offensive to the senses, physically loathsome; especially of 
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odour” (DOE, s.v. fūl, adj., 1.), but also an object that is “physically unclean; dirty, soiled, 

covered with or full of dirt (also [figurative])” (DOE, s.v. fūl, adj., 2.). The figurative dimension 

of this adjective is further explained in sense number 4: “foul, morally or spiritually polluted, 

defiled; sinful, wicked, base” (DOE, s.v. fūl, adj., 4). As it is the case of many positive aesthetic 

emotion markers (see for instance OE clǣne or beorht), a sensory (in most cases, visual) 

stimulus has an associated moral or spiritual meaning that can also operate in the behavioural.  

The last section showed that this was not necessarily the case of darkness, but it clearly 

is the case of OE fūl and another term that is found frequently in negative aesthetic contexts: 

OE unclǣn. According to BWT, OE unclǣne has two meanings, first the literal and transparent 

negation of OE clǣne as ‘unclean, dirty, filthy’ and, second, the figurative semantic extension 

that encompasses the idea of sin. In some of the instances, though, it is not totally possible to 

determine whether this foulness and uncleanness is evaluated at a visual or at an olfactory level.  

 As a result, people who are morally good, saints and other divine figures that find 

themselves in unjust situations are often described in unclean or foul surroundings. For instance:  

  

(45b) Niht helmade, brunwann oferbræd beorgas steape, ond se halga wæs to hofe læded, deor 
ond domgeorn, in þæt dimme ræced; sceal þonne in neadcofan nihtlangne fyrst wærfæst wunian 
wic unsyfre (And 1303)  

‘the dark night covered the steep mountains, and the holy one was led to that house, brave and 
eager for justice, in that dim place; the faithful one had to stay in that foul prison all night long’  

 

This excerpt concerns Saint Andrew’s imprisonment in the Old English poem Andreas. While 

the term used to describe the prison into which he is thrown is neither OE unclǣne nor fūl, it 

contains the same ideas: OE unsȳfre “impure, unclean, foul (physical or morally)” (BWT, s.v. 

unsyfre, adj.). It is the same adjective found in fragment (17b) describing Holofernes. In this 

fragment, it creates exactly the same effect: by establishing a contrast between two polarised 

figures, in this case between Saint Andrew, who as all saints is pure, clean and bright morally 

speaking, and a scenery that is dark and dirty, the saint’s moral beauty and purity is further 

emphasised. In a similar prison, and showcasing a very similar poetic strategy, Juliana confronts 

the devil that visits her with the following words:  

 

(46b) ða gien seo fæmne spræc: Saga, earmsceapen, unclæne gæst, hu þu þec geþyde, þystra 
stihtend, on clænra gemong? (Jul 417)  

‘then the woman spoke again: say, you, unclean and miserable spirit, how do you associate 
yourself with the clean multitude?’ 
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Juliana, who also stands out due to her luminous and saintly beauty, opposes the devil who 

presents himself in the guise of an angel with the actual clænra gemong, ‘clean multitude’ of 

angels. In this case, the outer is still an index of the inner, and despite the fact that he hæfde 

engles hiw (Jul 244) ‘had the shape/beauty of an angel’, Juliana instantly recognises the clean 

from the unclean.  

 The focus on the fleeting nature of the human life that moralised Anglo-Saxon audiences 

not to focus too much on the bodily, but rather on the spiritual, is present in poems about the 

relation between the soul and the body, as well as on poems concerning Doomsday. In them, 

the decay of the body after death is over-emphasised with terms that allude to what is offensive 

to the senses in fragments that border on the experience of disgust. For example:  

 

(47b) ðæt reðe flod ræscet fyre and biterlice bærnð ða earman saula, and heora heortan 
horxlice wyrmas, synscyldigra, ceorfað and slitað (JDay II 166)  

‘the righteous flood will crackle with fire and the wretched souls will burn bitterly; the hearts 
of those guilty of sin will be torn and cut by the foul worms’ 

 

(48b) Læg se fula leap gesne beæftan (Jud 111)  

‘the foul basket [i.e., the body] lay dead behind’ 

 

The worms that feast on the body after the decomposition process begins are described as OE 

horslic ‘foul, offensive to the senses’ just as the body is referred to as a foul basket or trunk in 

Juliana by means of OE fūl. The body is foul, unclean and disgusting because its bodily 

passions are what cause the Christian to sin. Indeed, most of the attestations that concern what 

is offensive at a sensory level involve a moral evaluation of sinners:  

 

(49b) þær hy arasade reotað ond beofiað fore frean forhte, swa fule swa gæt, unsyfre folc, arna 
ne wenað (ChristA,B,C 1229)  

‘there [sinners] will be exposed, weeping and trembling, in fear of God, foul like goats, impure 
folk, expecting no mercy’  

 

Sinners in this excerpt are described in extremely negative terms: not only as impure morally 

and physically, but they are also compared to animals, referred to as offensive to the senses, 

evoking the smell of the goat. This excerpt also features an emotional response associated with 

the condition of the subject as a sinner. They are not afraid of God per se; they are afraid of 

God because they have not abided his commands, and they bear the sensory appreciable marks 

of sin. A similar circumstance can be found in the following excerpt:  
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(50b) Forþon nis ænig wundor hu him woruldmonna seo unclæne gecynd, cearum sorgende, 
hearde ondrede, ðonne sio halge gecynd, hwit ond heofonbeorht, heagengla mægen, for ðære 
onsyne beoð egsan afyrhte (ChristA,B,C 1007) 

‘it is no wonder that the unclean kind, anxious with sorrow, are afflicted with dread when they 
behold the holy family, white and heavenly bright, the might of the high angels; they will be 
afraid when they behold his face’  

 

The fragment talks about how even men who are morally good will certainly be afraid of God 

on Doomsday, and this response is consistent with how the moral emotions, among which awe 

stands out, are described in the literature (for instance, by Díaz-Vera, 2015, Keltner and Haidt, 

2003 or Konečni, 2005). The ‘unclean kind’, sinners, will, therefore, not only be afraid, but 

they will be anxious, sorrowful and will dread the sight of God, and this resulting emotion goes 

beyond the exclusively aesthetic, represented by the usage of terms for uncleanness as negative 

aesthetic emotion markers.  

 Specifically alluding to one proximity sense, foulness is present at an olfactory level in 

just one instance in the concordance as far as the depiction of Hell is concerned:  

 

(51b) Ne bið þær inne aht gemeted butan lig and cyle and laðlic ful; hy mid nosan ne magon 
naht geswæccan butan unstences ormætnesse (JDay II 205)  

‘there will be nothing there except for the flame and the cold, loathsomely foul; all that they 
will smell will be an immensely unpleasant smell’ 

 

The smell in Hell is described as ‘un-smell’. BWT defines this term as “a bad smell, a stench” 

(BWT, s.v. unstenc, n.). Moreover, Hell is additionally referred to as loathsome and foul. What 

is interesting from this excerpt is how it also makes reference to temperature. There is a visual 

stimulus, fire; fire, again, but as a tactile reference (supposing that one chooses to consider 

temperature as a subdomain of touch); and finally, an olfactory one, a bad, unpleasant smell 

(further reinforced by OE ormǣtnesse ‘immensely’), which is all that sinners will be able to 

smell. As I have pointed out before, the descriptions of temperature in Hell in aesthetic contexts 

are not consistent throughout the poetic corpus. For instance, in fragment (27b), just after 

Satan’s expulsion from Heaven, Hell is recreated as hot (OE hǣtu), but fragment (28b) imagines 

it as a place that was deliberately made cold. Other texts like the verse Genesis explain that this 

heat and cold varies depending on the time of the day (GenA,B, lines 301 through 320). In any 

of these cases, these conditions are pictured in extreme and undesirable terms and they further 

stress the ample sources from which Anglo-Saxon poets drew in order to imagine and portray 

Hell, basing on textual sources but also on what was personally unpleasant for each of these 

authors.  
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 As inconsistent as the fragments that describe Hell as either extremely hot or cold are 

the passages that imagine it as either an immensely big place or as an anxiously narrow 

enclosing. Fragment (27b) also referred to it as an enormous place (OE grundleās), but there 

are attestations that depict it as small and with references to pressure (another subdomain of 

touch): 

 

 (52b) Hwæt, se hælend me in þam engan ham oft getynde (El 919)  

‘the lord has hidden me in a narrow home’   

 

(53b) Habbað wræcmæcgas wergan gæstas, hetlen helsceaþa, hearde genyrwad, gebunden 
bealorapum (ChristA,B,C 363) 

‘the wretch’s monstrous spirits, malignant devils, oppress us hardly and bound us with 
pernicious cords’ 

 

OE enge, from fragment (52b), is evocative of both narrowness and the anxiety it causes: 

“narrow, close, constrained, confined” but also “anguished, distressed, in anguish” and 

“oppressive, painful, grievous, cruel” (DOE, s.v. enge, adj., 1, 2 and 3). This does not imply 

that there is a doctrinal symbology of roominess or narrowness, nor does it refer to the Anglo-

Saxon hydraulic model; it simply represents the variety of concrete poetic strategies that are at 

play and that in this case are rarities because they utilise bodily senses that are underrepresented 

in the poetic corpus.  

Considering all of these fragments, the descriptions of Hell are manifold, and the focus 

depends on what the text at hand intends to convey. In fragment (27b) the immensity of Hell is 

met with both a need for accommodation and a perception of vastness, these being the two main 

features of the experience of awe proposed by Keltner and Haidt (2003: 305). To these two 

features, the fragment adds the supernatural causality implicit from the context, and the threat 

triggered by fire and heat, as well as the previous imagery. When the reader is first introduced 

to Hell after it has just been created, they experience it with a mixture of fear and fascination, 

as it is the result of divine skill. Alternatively, in fragment (52b), as in other references through 

the poetic corpus (þam engan ham in Jul 319, to name one), the focus is not on divine creation, 

but on what the devil and the different spirits and souls of sinners experience there, that is, 

oppression, anguish and pain. This creates an experience of Hell that is composed of many 

different layers and which draws on many different emotions.  

Finally, and on a more miscellaneous note, Riddle 40 also features OE fūl. Its usage is 

remarkable in that is devoid of the ideas previously mentioned here, as ascribed to sin and 

evilness. These are the two attestations:  
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(54b) þeah þe lilie sy leof moncynne, beorht on blostman, ic eom betre þonne heo; swylce ic 
nardes stenc nyde oferswiþe mid minre swetnesse symle æghwær, ond ic fulre eom þonne þis 
fen swearte þæt her yfle adelan stinceð (Rid 40 27) 

‘though the lily is loved by men, bright on blossom, I am better than her; my smell is stronger 
than that of the spikenard, with my eternal and ubiquitous sweetness, I am fouler than this dark 
bog that reeks of evil things’  

 

(55b) Ic eom fægerre frætwum goldes, þeah hit mon awerge wirum utan; ic eom wyrslicre þonne 
þes wudu fula oððe þis waroð þe her aworpen ligeð (Rid 40 46) 

‘I am more beautifully adorned than gold and even so men wound me around with ornamental 
wires; I am meaner than this foul forest or the seaweed that lies tangled here’  

 

According to Williamson (2017: 1159) the answer to this riddle is “Creation. Nature” and it 

draws upon a longer Latin riddle written by Aldhelm. In it, the fenn is the place of wicked 

things, and, indeed, as the DOE attests, this term is in certain cases used as evoking a place of 

wickedness (see DOE, s.v. fenn, n., 1.a.). In the second fragment, it is the forest and the seaweed 

that are categorised as foul in purely sensory fashion. Since the main idea in the riddle is that 

whatever is named in the poem, there are things that are uglier or more beautiful in the wide 

creation, the ideas conveyed by OE fūl in this riddle do not provide any information as to how 

this term is applied figuratively outside religious contexts in aesthetic emotion fragments, only 

that it was possible to do so.  

 In short, after an analysis of the terms and attestations that treat what is offensive to the 

senses, it stands out clearly that they are categorised in two large groups. On the one hand, there 

is the repulsion associated with objects that are unpleasing to experience. On the other hand, 

this is often metaphorical for and indicative of inner, moral corruption, to the extent that, in 

certain cases, terms for sensory unpleasantness seem to be used in a purely cognitive way. The 

physical dimension of negative aesthetic experience is, in conclusion, closely linked to 

cognitive and spiritual meanings, much more so than in the case of positive aesthetic 

experience. Particular patterns include the association of unpleasant sounds with negative 

utilitarian emotions and the recurrent mixture of visual and olfactory stimuli, which are almost 

always used in contexts where they operate at a cognitive level, save when the decay and 

corruption of the body are indicative of sin. All in all, and despite the evident contradiction in 

the following statement, there is poor sensory detail in the descriptions of unpleasant aesthetic 

experience that is triggered by the senses, and the existing evidence is at times inconsistent and 

linked to individual poetic strategies rather than to a meticulously developed canon of what is 

unpleasant.  
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6.5 Disgust  

According to Kringelback (2007: 41), disgust is one of the basic seven emotions, and yet it goes 

beyond utilitarian emotions: it is also partial aesthetic emotion. Its role in aesthetic experience 

was already stressed by Berlyne (1971 and 1974), for whom reward and aversion configure 

aesthetic experience. In the pertinent section in chapter 1, I highlighted selected academic works 

on the experience of disgust as a negative aesthetic emotion, particularly focusing on the model 

proposed by Olatunji and Sawchuk (2005). Before analysing the Old English terms that render 

disgust, I will summarise the main points made by these scholars that can apply to an analysis 

of these terms in the concordance.  

 According to Olatunji and Sawchuk (2005: 935), disgust encompasses “a variety of 

symptoms including revulsion, repugnance, abhorrence, repulsion, aversion, loathing, sicken, 

appal, nauseate,” and these are all bodily responses to either cognitive or sensory evaluations. 

The sensory dimension of disgust acts as a utilitarian emotion. By virtue of this evolutionary 

instinct, people do not eat, for instance, rotten meat and they avoid things that are potentially 

harmful for their well-being. However, it is in the cognitive and behavioural dimension of the 

experience of disgust where this emotion configures itself as an aesthetic one. It is what Olatunji 

and Sawchuk (2005: 934) call “intrapersonal and social/moral disgust” for which they propose 

several domains. I will highlight those that are relevant in an analysis of Anglo-Saxon poetry: 

a) strangeness, disease (sometimes rendered as sin in Old English texts), and misfortune (people 

who have been disfigured); b) “moral taint” resulting from “repugnance directed at those 

individuals engaging in irreprehensible behaviours” like “enemies, molesters, and rapists” or 

“those who behave without dignity” or “with hypocrisy, cruelty, fawning, and betrayal” 

(Olantunji and Sawuchuck, 2005: 934). Aesthetically speaking, certain strange objects could 

trigger negative aesthetic emotions, just as deformed and monstrous beings do. In moral terms, 

the behaviour of those that do not comply with the established rules (be they social or religious, 

a distinction that in Anglo-Saxon times was not always obvious) is evaluated too as negative, 

sometimes being reflected on the physical.  

Moreover, they point out that “[m]oral disgust operates to protect and preserve social 

order, and, historically, has been largely shaped by religious and legal institutions” (Olantunji 

and Sawuchuck, 2005: 934). By means of moral disgust, Old English poetry had the possibility 

of unobtrusively establishing what is right and wrong and very often placed these ideas in 

aesthetic contexts that instantly related the visual to the moral. As far as moral disgust goes, 

Olantunji and Sawuchuck (2005: 934) point out two pathways of evaluation: first, “body-

oriented domains” in the social coexistence of human beings, and second how “cultural 

influences may shape otherwise normal elicitors of disgust to take on a moral evaluation.” 
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According to this analysis, an in-depth inspection of the Old English terms for disgust that 

operate in the moral and behavioural domains can complement the notably scarce attestations 

of other lexical domains concerning Anglo-Saxon negative aesthetic emotions and see exactly 

how these emotions are used with larger cultural, social and religious purposes.  

The two main terms that evaluate disgust in Anglo-Saxon poetry are OE lāðlīc and lāð. 

Both these terms descend from the root PIE *leit- meaning “to be disgusted; to violate” 

(Pokorny, 2007: 1882). This same root is the source of semantically related terms in other 

Germanic languages, like the Old Norse leiðr ‘unpleasant’ and ‘detested’. The etymology of 

this root however does not directly correspond with its Old English descendants, as it indexes 

many more emotional responses. OE lāð, for instance, is a fairly polysemic term. The noun OE 

lāð is defined as “what is hateful or harmful, harm, evil, injury, hurt, trouble, grief, pain, 

annoyance, enmity” (BWT, s.v. lāð, n.), without any mention whatsoever to negative aesthetic 

qualities.  

The adjective OE lāð, homograph to the noun, contains two different senses. One of 

them can be taken as partially aesthetic: “I. causing hate, evil, injury, annoyance; hateful, hated, 

loathed, loth, displeasing, injurious, grievous” [emphasis mine] (BWT, s.v. lað, adj., I). The 

other sense is clearly unaestehtic and oriented towards the utilitarian spectrum: “II. bearing hate 

to another, hostile, malign, inimical” (BWT, s.v. lāð, adj., II.). In an addendum to the online 

BWT dictionary, OE lāþ, in this case written with thorn, is defined as ‘repulsive’ (see BWT, 

s.v. lāþ, adj., I.). The adjective OE lāðlīc is equally polysemic, though it is less frequent judging 

by the briefness of the entry: “hateful, loathsome, disgusting, unpleasant, detestable, 

abominable, horrible” (BWT, s.v. lāðlīc, adj.). According to the online DOEC, there are almost 

200 attestations of these terms in the complete corpus. This being so, there is a clear need for 

an individual assessment of the instances in order to determine whether the emotion being that 

these terms represent is an aesthetic one or otherwise. Similarly, some of the attestations 

concerning terms for disgust have been included in preceding sections because the context 

and/or adjacent lexis proved that they evaluated aesthetic objects in terms of monstrosity, 

appearance or as offensive to the senses but not necessarily rendering (chiefly moral) disgust. 

In the following pages, I will analyse these occurrences in order to determine the specific nature 

of the Old English expressions of disgust, to establish which pathway is more common in 

rendering and triggering disgust, and to try to identify possible social and religious messages 

behind these passages.  

Beginning with the Devil, Eco (2007: 90) describes a recurrent trend in Medieval 

aesthetics: to describe him drawing upon the effect he causes. As such, expressions of disgust 

often become automatically associated with him:  
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(56b) Hwilum se wonna læg læhte wið þes laþan (Sat 713) 

‘sometimes the flame licked against the loathsome one’  

 

Even though there is no specific mention of him in this passage, the usage of OE lāð as ‘the 

loathsome one’ becomes instantly linked to Satan. Surprisingly, though, terms for disgust are 

not that frequently applied to Satan specifically. In similar manner, and with more attestations 

that could serve to observe a trend, terms for disgust are applied to Hell:  

 

 (57b) Locade leas wiht geond þæt laðe scræf, atol mid egum (Sat 724)  

‘he looked over the loathsome place, terror in his eyes’ 

 

In this fragment, when Satan has just been exiled to Hell, he looks around and Hell is not given 

a name but referred to as ‘the loathsome place’. This sight causes him terror. It should be noted 

that, despite the fact that this passage includes OE atol (a term that in certain occasions refers 

to monstrosity), in this case it alludes to the emotional response on the part of Satan after 

beholding the infernal landscape: fear, again stressing this utilitarian emotion as a result of 

aesthetic experience.  

 Indeed, despite all the potential for Satan to be recurrently described drawing on moral 

and physical disgust, it is precisely Hell and even Earth that are more often found in passages 

that include renderings of this negative aesthetic emotion. For instance:  

 

 (58b) Ic a ne geseah laðran landscape. Lig ne aswamað, hat ofer helle. (GenA,B 375)  

‘never have I seen such loathsome lands. The fire does not cease, it is hot all over Hell’ 

 

(59b) nanes liges gebrasl ne se laðlica cyle (JDay II 254)  

‘[in Heaven] there will not be the crackling sound of fire, nor the loathsome cold’ 

 

Fragment (58b) contains one of the many lamentations made by Satan throughout the Old 

English poetic corpus. In the preceding lines, he mourns the fact that he is bound by fetters and 

then moves on to describe how unappealing Hell is, in similar manner to the description found 

in (57b), and, for instance, echoed in the description of the soul going towards Hell in Res 51 

as laðne sið ‘loathsome journey’. Similarly, the next fragment compares Earth at Doomsday 

(depicted very much like a Hell on Earth, as the next fragment will attest) to Heaven and it 

explains why exactly Earth is unappealing in these circumstances. In it, the extreme coldness 

of the land is one of its most undesirable properties, which not even fire can fully remedy. 
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Alluding to coldness by means of Old English disgust-related terms has two possible meanings: 

one, taking OE lāð to mean ‘injurious’, and another that potentially posits that coldness can 

produce the similar feelings of bodily disgust as rotten meat, in which case OE lāð is a figurative 

expression. However, the continuation to the same poem, Judgment Day II, provides more 

grounds to consider this emotion episode a negative and aesthetic one:  

 

(60b) Nis þær unrotnes ne þær æmelnys, ne hryre ne caru ne hreoh tintrega, ne bið þær liget ne 
laðlic storm, winter ne þunerrad ne wiht cealdes, ne þær hagulscuras hearde mid snawe, ne bið 
þær wædl ne lyre ne deaðes gryre ne yrmð ne agnes ne ænigu gnornung (JDay II 261) 

‘[in Heaven], there will not be sadness or weariness, nor downfall or sorrow, nor the torment of 
rough weather, no lightning nor loathsome storm; winter will not bring thunder or cold, and 
there will be no hailstorms, hard with snow; there will be no poverty nor loss, the horror of death 
nor calamity, no anguish, no mourning’  

 

Many negative emotions and unfavourable circumstances that are typically found on Earth are 

enumerated, portraying earthly life as unpleasant compared to an imagined state of bliss in 

Heaven. Additionally, it is interesting to note the way in which weather is described negatively. 

In my analysis of OE fæger, fæger weder was frequently found in pleasant scenes where there 

was no wind, storms or any sort of extreme meteorological conditions. Conversely, bad 

weather, in the Anglo-Saxon mind, is not ugly, but figuratively depicted as rough (OE hreōh), 

and storms go beyond undesirable, they are loathsome. This operates at an aesthetic level and 

at a cognitive one: because in Medieval times a storm was an unfavourable event in more than 

one sense, it was also experienced with disgust. Since in present times a storm does not 

(normally) pose a threat to living conditions and because most people do not depend on their 

own agricultural production for food, the sublime beauty of a storm can be appreciated. This 

idea is also present outside texts of a religious nature:  

 

(61b) þonon yðgeblond up astigeð won to wolcnum, þonne wind styreþ, lað gewidru, oðþæt lyft 
drysmaþ, roderas reotað (Beo 1373) 

‘there the tossing, dark waves mount up to the clouds, when the wind stirs loathsome weather 
and the air goes dark and the skies resound’  

 

This fragment is the mirror image of that depicted in fragment (48) from the previous chapter, 

which describes a nature that is only beautiful when the wind dies down. In (61b), this 

loathsome weather is accompanied by darkness in the clouds, thunder and high menacing waves 

that, aesthetically, are unpleasing, and this is where another one of the culturally and historically 

specific elements of the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic paradigm is revealed.  
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 Concerning bodily disgust, only two attestations carry out such evaluation. In the 

preceding section, I explained how the decay of the body is experienced in negative aesthetic 

terms, interpreted as offensive at a sensory level and connected, at a cognitive one, to a life of 

sin. These two fragments from two separate poems continue and further stress the emphasis on 

the importance of the soul over the body:  

 

 (62b) þu æfre þus laðlic legerbed cure (Soul I 152) 

 ‘you chose this loathsome death-bed [i.e., grave]’  

 

 (63b) Ladlic is þet eorðhus and grim inne to wunien (Grave 15)  

 ‘this earth-house is dark and loathsome to live in’  

  

The grave is a recurrent image in Old English poetry and in both these occurrences it is 

described as loathsome drawing on physical disgust. In the first fragment, it is a legerbedd, a 

term that is both used to refer to the bed in which a person is confined by sickness and to the 

grave. Similarly, because the grave becomes the body’s new home, it is said to be an eorðhūs. 

This term is chiefly found labelling subterraneous dwellings and caves, but, in this fragment, it 

is applied figuratively to the grave. In both these occurrences, the emotion associated with it is 

that of disgust as a result of the conceptual association between the grave and the process of 

decomposition. No instances featuring terms for disgust straightforwardly elaborate on bodily 

decay.   

 As far as morality is concerned, the proper faith is sometimes contrasted to a 

“loathsome” one. According to the DOE, the adjective OE fæger is applied to faith in order to 

refer to Christianity (see DOE, s.v. fæger, adj., 4.c.). An aesthetic emotion term, therefore, 

evaluates beliefs in cognitive terms. The opposite is also true for OE lāð:  

 

 (64b) Læt þa sace restan, lað leodgewin (Jul 200) 

‘[Juliana], let this loathsome strife rest’   

 

 

(65b) ond þone bealofullan listum alede, laðne mannan (Jud 97) 

‘and then she put aside the baleful one, loathsome man’ 

 

In the first fragment, the strife being mentioned is that between Heliseus and Juliana as to which 

of theirs is the right faith. Similarly, in the second fragment, there is a fight, albeit a figurative 
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one, between Judith and Holofernes, where the latter is described as physically and, more 

importantly, morally loathsome. In both these poems, the poetic strategies are evident at first 

glance: the male characters are portrayed under a negative light, and as Fulk and Cain (2003: 

110) explain, as beast-like and demonic, while the saintly beauty of both Juliana and Judith 

serves as a foil that further emphasizes how unpleasant Holofernes and Heliseus are, and how 

loathsome is the faith and morality that they represent. This further stresses the practice to 

describe the devil and figures that are, in a moral sense, devil-like by the effects they create, 

rather than drawing on specific physical traits. More explicit mentions of heathenism are also 

present in the concordance:  

 

(66b) Noldan hi toworpan wraðe þeode, swa him drihten ær dema sægde, ac hi wið manfullum 
mengdan þeode and leornedan lað weorc gode and sceuccgyldum swyþe guldan; him þæt eall 
gewearð to æswyce (PPs 105.26)  

‘they did not want to destroy the wrathful people, like the lord had told them to, but they 
intermarried and learned about those works that are loathsome to god: worshiping idols; all this 
scandalises god’ 

 

This fragment concerns one of the many subversions made by the Hebrews. After Phinehas puts 

an end to the worship of heathen idols, some Hebrews revert again and, instead of declaring 

war on these ‘wrathful people’, they join them in intermarrying and praising false idols. This 

faith and these practices are deemed lað weorc ‘loathsome works’, because they go against the 

Christian teachings and, from a moral perspective, they can potentially contaminate other 

followers of the ‘fair faith’. As Olatunji and Sawchuk (2005: 937) explain the cognitive 

dimension of disgust is marked by a fear of moral contamination. The figures mentioned in the 

three fragments pointed out above are portrayed as loathsome because of their beliefs, but there 

is also a certain fear conveyed or warning issued on the part of the poet not to let the audience 

be contaminated by these morals and practices.  

 Moral disgust is perhaps more easily observable in the behavioural dimension of this 

aesthetic emotion. Beginning with Satan, some of his actions are evaluated as follows: laþra 

lygesearwum ‘loathsome lying art’ in ChristA,B,C 771 and laða ligenum ‘loathsome lies’ in 

GenA,B 495. These two mentions to Satan’s lies are connected to the fægir word ‘beautiful 

words’ (GenA,B 895) that he uses in order to try to convince Eve to eat from the tree. These 

words, as I explained in fragment (45), are apparently beautiful, but loathsome at their core. In 

fact, most of what is connected to this Biblical episode is understood as loathsome in the end. 

In GenA,B 600, Eve’s supposedly enhanced perception after eating the apple is described as a 
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laðan læn ‘loathsome gift’, and when they are eventually expelled from Paradise, God explains 

the reason why:  

 

 (67b) þu laðlice wrohte onstealdest (GenA,B 931)  

‘you caused a loathsome crime’  

 

Even if Eve was deceived by words of beauty, the action is nevertheless perceived and marked 

as loathsome. In this fragment, this action is said to be a fault, crime or offence (OE wrōht). At 

a conceptual level, this usage of terms for disgust establishes a parallelism between what goes 

against God’s wishes and what is experienced with disgust.  

 This usage is also found in passages that have a more moralising tone and that explain 

the relationship between God, sinful behaviour and the Christian, and the role that disgust plays 

in it:  

 

 (68b) And na us þu ne læt laðe beswican on costunga (LPr II 104)  

‘do not let the loathsome ones lead us to temptation’ 

 

(69b) On him dryhten gesihð nales feara sum firenbealu laðlic (ChristA,B,C 1247)  

‘[on those who sin] the lord shall see loathsome, sinful evil’  

 

(70b) he cwæð þæt þa sweartan helle healdan sceolde se ðe bi his heortan wuht laðes gelæde 
(GenA,B 522) 

‘he said that there is a dark Hell waiting for those who, with their hearts, do anything loathsome’  

 

Fragment (68b) explains that those who lead the Christian to temptation, be it Satan, devils or 

human beings, are loathsome. This clearly exemplifies the moral dimension of disgust in the 

personalisation of ‘the loathsome ones’, but it also indicates how moral evaluations are present 

in behavioural judgments in most cases. Excerpt (69b) takes on a different perspective and 

explains God’s point of view as regards those who sin: their evilness is met with loathing on 

his part. Finally, excerpt (70b) details what awaits them if they commit these loathsome acts: 

dark Hell. It is also interesting to note, in the larger framework of the cardiocentric model of 

mental activity, how evilness and sin are led (OE gelǣdan) by the heart, not by the brain. This 

further reinforces the fact that, for the Anglo-Saxons, the seat of the mind as regards evil 

intentions is still the brain that is located in the chest cavity (see Lockett, 2011).  

 Outside the association between sin and disgust, and partially outside what is religious, 

two more instances orient disgust towards social conventions that are not fully acceptable:  
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(71b) Swa hwilc man swa mæg and nu nele geleornian hwæthwugo, he bið lað Gode, and his 
saul bið swiðe scyldig (Instr 63)  

‘he who does not want to learn anything is loathsome to God and his soul is guilty’ 

 

(72b) Forðon sceal oft siþian, se þe gewiteð in wifes lufan, fremdre meowlan. þær bið a firena 
wen, laðlicre scome, long nið wið god, geotende gielp (Perc 37) 

‘therefore, one may often turn from the love of one’s wife towards a strange maid. That is a 
wicked deed or thought, loathsome shame, long crime against god, flowing vain-glory’ 

 

These two social evaluations (ignorance and adultery) are found in religious texts, Instructions 

for Christians and in the Precepts. As Williamson (2017: 1114) explains, both these texts are 

very similar in that Instructions for Christians mixes “religious advice and admonition with 

gnomic utterances.” Similarly, Precepts, a poem about the advice that a father gives his son, 

mixes what he should do with what he should altogether avoid because it is wrong or foolish. 

Both poems are clearly oriented towards shaping proper social behaviour by means of guilt (OE 

scyldig ‘guilty’), shame (OE sceamu ‘shame’) and, above all, the experience of disgust as 

rendered by both OE lāð and lāðlīc. The pattern behind the usage of terms for disgust in poetry 

stretches from the purely bodily, the cognitive (and moral), to the behavioural, which, in turn, 

indexes the moral much more evidently, catering to a need present in religious circles to explain, 

exemplify and instil in the mind of audiences and readers that what is morally wrong is 

physically repulsive in one way or another.  

 In exclusively non-religious contexts, the usage of terms for disgust becomes more 

challenging due to the absence of moral ideas ascribed to it or clearly identifiable sensory cues. 

Featuring this usage, three poems stand out: Beowulf, The Battle of Maldon and The Battle of 

Brunanburg. These poems narrate war scenes in which the emotion of disgust is not triggered 

by fear of moral contamination, but rather by the hostility and anger directed towards enemy 

forces. Nevertheless, the emotion episode is still, at its core, an aesthetic and negative one. The 

fragments from The Battle of Maldon and The Battle of Brunanburgh are more straightforward 

in this depiction:  

 

(73b) Brimmanna boda, abeod eft ongean, sege þinum leodum miccle laþre spell, þæt her stynt 
unforcuð eorl mid his werode, þe wile gealgean eþel þysne, æþelredes eard, ealdres mines, folc 
and foldan (Mald 49)  

‘messenger of the Vikings, take this back: tell your people a more unpleasant story, that here 
stands a famous earl with his men who wishes to defend his homeland, Æthelred’s own country, 
my lord, his people and territory’ 
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(74b) ða se eorl ongan for his ofermode alyfan landes to fela laþere ðeode (Mald 89)  

‘then the earl, due to his overweening pride, allowed too much land to the loathsome people’ 

 

(75b) þæt hi æt campe oft wiþ laþra gehwæne land ealgodon, hord and hamas (Brun 5)  

‘they at battle often defended their lands, treasure and homes against the loathsome ones’ 

 

In the first fragment, the Anglo-Saxons are refusing to pay tribute in exchange for a truce to 

avoid war with the Vikings, and that is the laþre spell ‘loathsome story’ that the messenger of 

the Vikings is supposed to take back to his people, an unpleasant message that will start the 

battle narrated in the poem. The two next fragments exemplify what I have mentioned before, 

the fact that the enemy is met with loathing and repulsion. There is no mention of rage, wrath 

or anger at them, but that is implicit in the polysemy of OE lāð. A similar appreciation of war 

can be found in one riddle:  

 

 (76b) ic abidan sceal laþran gemotes (Rid 5 4)  

 ‘I await the loathsome meetings’   

 

The riddle details an object made of iron and “weary” of the blade. This object waits (OE 

abīdan) loathsome meetings (OE gemōt). Taking Williamson’s (2017: 1152) proposed solution 

to this riddle, which is a shield, these meetings are clearly the moments in which the blade goes 

against the shield, that is, in battle. War is, once again, depicted as causing disgust due to the 

carnage and violence associated with it, which operates at both a sensory and cognitive level. 

Nevertheless, in some of these instances the terms for disgust can also make reference to the 

feelings of enmity that are also present in the Old English terms for disgust.  

 In similar manner, the Metrical Charms also employ terms for disgust in order to 

describe and identify what is unpleasant and unfavourable. Take these examples:  

 

 (77b) heo [stiðe] mæg wið ðam laþan ðe geond lond fereþ (MCharm 2 18)  

‘the nettle goes against anything loathsome that goes through the land’ 

 

(78b) wið ðane micela egsa þe bið eghwam lað, and wið eal þæt lað þe in to land fare (MCharm 
11 1)  

‘against the great fear and against everything that is loathsome and travels through the land’  

 

(79b) þis me to bote þære laþan lætbyrde (MCharm 6 1)  

‘this is to help me against the loathsome late birth’ 
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These three fragments belong to the Nine Herbs Charm, Journey Charm and Charm for 

Birthing Difficulties. In them, whatever it is that is presented as unfavourable and as the object 

of the charm being executed is described as loathsome. In very general terms, the first two 

charms label that which can potentially harm the subject (accidents, bad weather, people with 

harmful intentions, or even devils) as ‘the loathsome’. However, the last fragment does directly 

apply OE lāð to late birth. In this case, the meaning of this term is closer to that of ‘what is 

harmful’, while the previous two ones can be taken as ‘loathsome’ but also ‘harmful’. 

Ultimately, both the riddles and the metrical charms provide very little detail as far as aesthetic 

emotions are concerned, the first due to their figurative use of language, the second because of 

their utilitarian purpose.  

 Finally, and perhaps more interestingly, Beowulf features a unique usage of terms for 

disgust, which is an amalgam of the usage of these terms as represented in poems like The Battle 

of Maldon and the religious approach to the devil as monstrous and disgusting. Unsurprisingly, 

all of the attestations containing terms for disgust concern Grendel. When the royal palace of 

Heorot is first introduced, Grendel’s attacks are foreshadowed:  

 

 (80b) Sele hlifade, heah ond horngeap, heaðowylma bad, laðan liges (Beo 81)  

‘the hall towered up, high and wide, awaiting the intense heat, the loathsome flames’ 

 

The hall is described as one of the greatest (OE mǣst, in line 78) and as big and impressive; the 

beauty of this same hall is furthermore emphasised in other parts of the poem (see example 28). 

In this fragment, however, what is important is the contrast between the superb quality of this 

building and the fact that it will eventually succumb to the loathsome attack of an unknown 

creature. The foreboding horror in the poem is triggered by evocations of disgust that, at that 

point in the poem, do not have a clear stimulus input but that draw upon former experiences on 

the part of the subject.  

Furthermore, the perspectives between the characters with which an audience can more 

easily identify (the warriors, kings or laypeople under attack by the dragon) and the perspective 

of the monsters themselves are complementary throughout the text. Consider the following 

fragment, which concerns the second attack of the dragon in Beowulf:  

 

(81b) æfter ðam wordum wyrm yrre cwom, atol inwitgæst, oðre siðe fyrwylmum fah fionda 
niosian, laðra manna (Beo 2669)  

‘the wrathful dragon came a second time after these words, a loathsome evil spirit, coloured 
with boiling fire, seeking out his enemies, the loathsome men’ 
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In it, there are two aesthetic evaluations from two different points of view. The men see the 

dragon spewing fire, who is described as an evil spirit, and it is labelled monstrous by means 

of OE atol. In the same sentence, the men are categorised as OE feōnd ‘enemies’ and they are 

said to be laðra manna ‘loathsome men’; these two appreciations are clearly made from the 

perspective of the dragon and this usage of OE lāð is very similar to its usage in military 

contexts. The dragon, which is the outcast, does not have sufficient cultural or intellectual 

properties to consider notions of morality, but it is able to discern the enemy and feel loathing 

for them, or at least that is what the poet imagines it is able to do.  

 More directly, these evaluations focus on Grendel specifically. Grendel’s lineage is said 

to be a laðan cynnes ‘loathsome kin’ in Beo 2005. This idea ties in with what was discussed in 

chapter 3, concerning the phrasing found in Beo 107 that stated that Grendel’s kin are 

descendants of Cain himself. This explains the existing associations between Grendel and the 

experience of disgust that is paralleled by the emotions that the dragon in Beowulf (fragment 

81b) evokes and feels. Moreover, it further exemplifies the blend between primeval Germanic 

culture and its monsters, and the Christian imagery and their associated emotional responses. 

Take the following fragment:  

 

(82b) syðþan hie þæs laðan last sceawedon, wergan gastes; wæs þæt gewin to strang, lað ond 
longsum (Beo 129)  

‘then they saw the loathsome one’s traces, the monstrous spirit; the agony was too strong, 
loathsome and long-lasting’  

 

Much like Satan, Grendel is described by the effect it causes. When the warriors see Grendel’s 

footprints, they are overcome with a strong emotional reaction: its ominous presence causes OE 

gewin ‘strife, hostility’ but also ‘agony, sorrow’. This emotion, which is strong and remains in 

the warriors’ system for a long time, is, furthermore, a loathsome emotion. Two reasons explain 

this. On the other hand, and simply put, because it is caused by an entity that is loathsome in 

itself. On the other hand, because agony is an unpleasant emotion to feel. As Juslin (2013: 249) 

explains, the inputs that can trigger an aesthetic judgment can be either sensory, cognitive or 

emotional. It is extremely uncommon to find emotional inputs as aesthetic triggers in Old 

English poetry, but this fragment proves that it is occasionally the case.  

The fragment exemplifies a recurrent trend in aesthetic emotion episodes in Old English 

poetry, metonymy. Grendel’s traces are described with terms for disgust, but this expression is 

motivated by the fact that it is Grendel who is perceived as loathsome. Much like descriptions 

of Jesus that referred to him as a beautiful entity by aesthetically assessing his spit (see fragment 
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186), Grendel is metonymically expressed as loathsome by assessing the traces it leaves behind. 

This is not the only case where this phenomenon takes place. In Beo 1502, Grendel’s mother’s 

fingers are categorised as laþan fingrum ‘loathsome fingers’, and in the following excerpt, 

which elaborates further the aesthetic appeal or lack thereof in Grendel’s traces:  

 

(83b) ferdon folctogan feorran ond nean geond widwegas wundor sceawian, laþes lastas (Beo 
837) 

‘[the next morning] leaders came from far and near, yonder from the wide ways, to behold the 
wonder, the footprints of the loathsome one’ 

 

Its footprints are once again are represented as objects that cause disgust, in this case directly 

assessing Grendel as causing such emotion. However, this fragment adds another layer to the 

aesthetic experience that these traces trigger: once those who observe them are no longer in 

danger, the experience of disgust rendered in (82b), which was said to be very intense and long-

lasting, mutates into a different experience: that of wonder. Because the stimuli that trigger this 

aesthetic emotion episode have changed, and there is no longer a threat to these individuals’ 

well-being nor a direct confrontation, Grendel is still perceived as loathsome, but his footprints, 

and by extension Grendel itself, shift from being disgusting to triggering wonder, the remaining 

emotion that will be fully analysed in the next chapter.  

 All in all, the polysemy and different usages of the Old English terms for disgust 

evidence the fact that disgust is both a utilitarian and an aesthetic emotion. According to the 

different domains of disgust, bodily disgust is not predominantly present in the concordance, 

and, when it is, it is imbued with religious meanings that point towards the domain of moral 

taint. In Old English poetry, expressions of disgust have a clear intent to preserve social order 

by means of religious appreciations that involve shame and guilt. By giving a bodily association 

to improper morals, sin (with Satan as its origin and instigator) and disgust become associated 

in the audience’s mind, linking the physical with the psychological. This is more accurately 

depicted in the acts that these people carry out. When they act against the prescribed social and 

religious rules, it is they and their morality that are under scrutiny and that are negatively 

judged. After an analysis of the recurrent themes and objects that are typically evaluated with 

disgust, it is evident how Satan, Grendel, other demon-like figures, Hell, Earth on Doomsday 

and the grave are commonly found in such contexts, each one of these associated with different 

ideas that can possibly be interconnected.  

These are the main figures that play an important part in the poetic strategies that 

moralised Anglo-Saxon audiences, instilling them the fear of disgust on the part of God and 

other people, and the terror of the loathsome landscapes of Hell and the decay of the body 



 
 342 

against the immortality of a soul that can inhabit Hell for eternity. In other limited occasions, 

terms for disgust simply referred to the reaction felt at beholding a given enemy or something 

that is unfavourable more generally. However, both enmity and religious meanings were mixed 

in certain fragments, creating passages that contain unique evaluations from different points of 

view, which were far from being a religious and social tool of mass control, but simply drew 

from this long-established usage for poetic purposes. These aesthetic judgments, though scarce, 

prove that, indeed, expressions for disgust do have a place in the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic 

paradigm, constituting one of the most effective and frequently attested domains of poetic 

negative aesthetic experience and thereby postulating disgust as the central negative aesthetic 

emotion.  

 

6.6 Data analysis and partial conclusions  

The preceding sections of this chapter have emphasised how, comparatively, the field of 

negative aesthetic emotions is far more limited in attestations, themes and prominence in Old 

English poetic texts. They have also highlighted the different relations between the thematic 

groups into which the terms for negative aesthetic emotions can be grouped into motifs. In this 

section, I will make an overview of the most important ideas that have been mentioned in this 

chapter and, in doing so, I will offer some partial conclusions as regards the usage of negative 

aesthetic emotion terms in the concordance that can provide insight into the experiences of 

ugliness, disgust and similar negative aesthetic emotions during the Anglo-Saxon period.  

 Table 5 offers an outline of the different terms that are found in the poetic corpus and 

the number times that they are attested, as well as mentions to the thematic groups to which 

they belong. As it has been shown throughout this chapter, some of these terms, due to their 

polysemy and because they can be found in very different contexts, sometimes represent ideas 

that belong to other thematic groups, for instance, OE atol, which occasionally can evaluate 

what is offensive to the senses. 

 

Negative a.e. marker  Translation       Theme Occurrences   
wliteleās  without beauty appearance 7 
unfæger ugly, not beautiful appearance 5 
gewemman to disfigure appearance 3 
unfægere unpleasantly  appearance 2 
Subtotal  17  

 

atol  horrid, foul monstrosity 24 
forsceōppan to deform monstrosity 1 
frēcne horrible, savage monstrosity 1 
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unhīre dreadful, horrible monstrosity 1 
Subtotal 27   
sweart black, dark darkness 23 
þeōstre darkness darkness 16 
blæc black darkness 4 
deorc dark, gloomy darkness 4 
dimm dim, dark darkness 2 
drysmian  to become dark darkness 2 
heolstor darkness darkness 2 
wann  dark, dusty darkness 1 
Subtotal 54   
unclǣn dirty offensive 6 
unsȳfre impure, unclean offensive 5 
(ne) hīw without shape offensive 2 
enge narrow offensive 2 
hreōh rough offensive 1 
genirwan to narrow offensive 1 
Subtotal 17   
lāþ loathsome disgust 46 
lāþlīc loathsome disgust 11 
Subtotal 57  

 

GRAND TOTAL 
 

  172 

Table 5. Number of attestations of terms divided in thematic groups 

 

Comparing Table 1 from the preceding chapter to Table 5 evidences the overrepresentation of 

terms for positive aesthetic emotion and the underrepresentation of negative aesthetic emotion 

markers in the poetic corpus. Indeed, terms for positive aesthetic emotion are found more than 

five times more often than terms for negative aesthetic emotion, further proving that Old 

English poetry is, in fact, the domain of beauty and not so much of ugliness.  

 More specifically, the fact that terms like OE unwlitig are not present in poetic texts 

despite the fact that they are attested in other genres ultimately implies that, while OE wlitig, 

for example, is part of the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic wordhoard, its negative counterpart is not. 

Most frequently, and within the domain of appearance, ugliness is conveyed by such similar 

negations, but also by means of terms for diminishing, shrieking, disappearing, staining or loss 

of beauty. These terms for appearance do not make reference to asymmetry, disorder, 

disproportion and figures that are not clearly distinguished against a background, suggesting, 

despite the limited number of attestations, that these are not negatively appraised from a visual 

perspective. Ugly appearances are, indeed, reliant on what Eco (2007: 44) denominates a 

corruption, the loss of a good that has been diminished, and this is particularly the case of the 
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poetic descriptions that make allusions to the devil or to the examples from Daniel and Azarias. 

For the particular aesthetic emotion of the experience of ugliness, Rosenkranz (2015: 33) 

remarks that it can only be understood in its relation to beauty and that “it generates itself in 

and out of the beautiful.” This becomes evident in light of the present study and particularly as 

regards the specific aesthetic model that is retrievable from Anglo-Saxon verse texts. In line 

with this, and following on Hagman’s (2005: 19) appreciation that certain historical periods 

featured amalgams of beauty and ugliness, it is also manifest that aesthetic experience in the 

poetic corpus is, in most cases, polarised to one or other side of the aesthetic emotion spectrum, 

and in the cases in which there is the presence of mixed emotions or possible mixed reactions 

that combine ideas from canons of beauty and ugliness, there is still the presence of emotions 

that are of an utilitarian nature. Objects are either extremely beautiful, in which case they trigger 

entirely positive reactions, totally abhorrent, which can cause fear, anger or pain as well as 

negative aesthetic emotions, or they are met with a very specific mixed reaction that will be 

analysed in the next chapter. 

 The terms in the lexical domain of monstrosity, in their role as negative aesthetic 

emotion markers, have proved to be a subdomain of the thematic group of appearance, and they 

draw from ideas that can be identified in religious and literary contexts, precisely in what 

concerns the devil and monsters that are native to Germanic culture, like those found in 

Beowulf. However, even if monstrosity is a subdomain of appearance, what the ampler number 

of attestations for monstrosity as compared to negative appearance that can be seen in Table 5 

proves is that this domain is far more effective in conveying and triggering negative aesthetic 

responses and at the same time encoding ugliness. Furthermore, and as this chapter has 

demonstrated, the poetic strategies by means of which terms for positive aesthetic emotions are 

used as descriptors of sound, weather or age can also be identified in negative aesthetic emotion 

contexts, precisely in the usage of terms for monstrosity. Olatunji and Sawchuk’s (2005: 493) 

domains of action as regards the experience of disgust, particularly the domain of misfortune, 

encompassing disfigurement and monstrosity, are fairly well attested in the poetic corpus and 

they tie in with the concept of moral taint.  

 The comparison of the terms for negative appearance and monstrosity to the attestations 

of darkness-related terms that could have potentially operated in aesthetic judgments also 

illustrates that while monstrosity and ugliness index aesthetic and moral ideas, as was so very 

frequently the case of positive aesthetic emotions, the process through which darkness appears 

in aesthetic evaluations is notably different. As Bosanquet (1915: 420) explains, formal ugliness 

should be triggered by “shape, texture, and colour,” but as it has been debated in this chapter, 

there is not enough evidence to support the idea that blackness or darkness in themselves trigger 
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negative emotions. Instead, it is through their associations with sin that they can cause negative 

responses. Nevertheless, as some of the current research on the cultural significance of colour 

emphasises, for example Clark’s (2017 and 2019) work on redness and blackness, respectively, 

the analysis of the figurative usages of colour-related terms in Old English poetry is a field that 

is ripe for further research. In this regard, it is important to note that the metaphor SIN IS 

DARKNESS is extremely prevalent throughout the complete Anglo-Saxon poetic records, as the 

study by Clark (2019) attests, and that, in this case, the metaphor UGLINESS IS DARKNESS is 

not attested in poetic writings. Instead, because the metaphor SIN IS UGLINESS is implicit in 

many poetic passages, darkness and ugliness are contextually associated, despite being 

apparently unrelated at a conceptual level. In other words, despite the recurrence of the 

metaphor BEAUTY IS LIGHT in passages concerning positive aesthetic emotion, this metaphor 

is not transposable into the domain of negative aesthetic experience.  

 Some of the attestations in the next lexical domain, which concerns the usage of terms 

that make reference to what is offensive to the senses, draw upon the metaphor SIN IS A STAIN 

in order to establish the aesthetically specific metaphor UGLINESS IS UNCLEANNESS; this 

metaphor parallels the one mentioned in the conclusion to the preceding chapter, BEAUTY IS 

CLEANNESS. This goes on to show how ugliness and negative aesthetic experience at large are 

constructed by means of contrast. The negation of terms for cleanness (or beauty, for that 

matter) automatically employs a positive image and alters it through affixes, verbs or other 

particles, and it creates an effective image that inverts the moral ideas associated with the 

pervasive metaphor BEAUTY IS GOODNESS. Nevertheless, this thematic group of negative 

aesthetic emotions also uses other sensory cues to convey similar ideas, like roughness or 

narrowness. These are more infrequent in attestations, but much more interesting in the different 

semantic shifts and figurative expressions that they entail.  

 Finally, and as regards the figures in Table 5, the number of attestations of terms for 

disgust that operate at an aesthetic level should be highlighted. This lexical domain illustrates 

some of the domains that Olatunji and Sawchuk (2005: 943) point out in the experience of 

disgust, like strangeness, moral taint, disease and misfortune, but it is clear that moral taint is 

the most prevalent throughout the concordance. The instances that can be found in this group 

exemplify how “moral disgust operates to protect and preserve social order and, historically, 

has been largely shaped by religious and legal institutions” (Olatunji and Sawchuk, 2005: 943). 

Old English poetry becomes a medium through which religious authorities entertain but, more 

to the point, moralise. However, the experience of disgust that these attestations represent are 

unique in that moral taint does not function on its own but combines bodily-oriented disgust 

and moral disgust; as such, these passages associate terms that one would normally use to 
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describe the emotions triggered by rotten food or, as Brewer (2016: 53) puts it, “bacteria-

infested foods, excrements, insects and stagnant waters” to describe the devil, adding a 

cognitive layer to the fear of contamination and illness. This is consistent with the usage of 

other aesthetic emotion markers in the poetic corpus: to provide an intense bodily basis for 

imagined or abstract experiences. The larger number of attestations of the terms in these last 

two thematic groups is explained in the fact that what is loathsome or offensive to the senses 

is, indeed, generally unvarying through different speech communities.  

 Moving on to a different statistical treatment of the section in the concordance that 

provides insight into the diverse objects that are frequently evaluated via terms for negative 

aesthetic emotions, Table 6 offers such a list:  

 

Noun  Translation Occurrences   
līg flame 8 
gǣst spirit, ghost 6 
æglǣc misery, torment 4 
deāþ death 4 
ham home, house 4 
lāst steps, footsteps, tracks 3 
mann person 3 
reord speech, language, voice 3 
wyrm serpent, reptile 3 
hrǣw corpse, body 3 
blōd blood 2 
niht night 2 
wind wind 2 
wolcen cloud 2 
wīf  woman 2 
storm storm, tempest 1 
mist mist, dimness 1 
wer man 1 

Table 6. Nouns that collocate with negative aesthetic emotion lexis 

 

Most of the nouns that are more frequently attested illustrate the imagery that is recurrent 

through the poem in descriptions of Hell and similar negative representations of Earth during 

Judgment Day: OE līg, wyrm, blōd or niht. These are often complemented by terms denoting 

weather, like OE wind, storm or mist, which act both in the situations mentioned above and in 

non-religious depictions of rough weather. Allusions to people who do not behave according to 

religious commandments or social rules are made by means of OE wer, wīf or mann, and 

through other terms like gǣst.  
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 Likewise, Table 7 offers a different perspective, listing the adjectives that frequently 

complement other aesthetic emotion markers. Because most of the terms in Table 5 are 

adjectives, the number of items that can be found in the next table is smaller.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Table 7. Adjectives that collocate with negative aesthetic emotion lexis 

 

Alongside the terms that can be found in Table 6, this table illustrates ideas that have been 

already mentioned thus far in this chapter. On the one hand, the co-occurrence of both terms 

for coldness (OE ceald) and fire/heat (OE līg) in poetic contexts that include terms for negative 

emotions, essentially referring to Hell. On the other hand, some of the terms in Table 6, like 

OE æglǣc, as well as several terms from Table 7, emphasise that these negative aesthetic 

emotions often act as emotional inputs and trigger additional utilitarian emotions, like anger, 

pain, fear, sorrow or sadness.  

 The last table in this section, Table 8, aims at clarifying what verbs are most frequently 

found in sentences that contain negative aesthetic emotion markers. These verbs are, first, less 

numerous and, second, less habitually attested as compared to the same table in the preceding 

chapter.  

 

Verb  Translation Occurrences 
beōn to be 5 
geseōn to see 4 
sprecan to speak 4 
byrnan to burn, be on fire 2 
secgan to say, proclaim 2 
standan to stand 2 

Table 8. Verbs that collocate with negative aesthetic emotion lexis 

 

The verb OE beōn is the main verb that is found in such contexts, followed by another common 

verb in Old English texts, OE geseōn. Both these verbs are usually found in aesthetic emotion 

contexts, denoting the perception of an unpleasant entity or describing it by means of the Anglo-

Adjective  Translation Occurrences   
grim sharp, bitter, cruel 14 
yfel evil 5 
bealoful baleful, cursed, wicked 3 
cearful sad, sorrowful 3 
biter bitter, sharp 2 
ceald cold 2 
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Saxon equivalent of the verb to be and to see, respectively. The rest of the terms are action 

verbs that correspond to actions that are perceived negatively either aurally or visually.  

 This chapter set out to test three things. First, whether the Old English poetic experience 

of ugliness and related emotions was based on pain or the obstruction of pleasure. There are no 

instances in which negative aesthetic emotions interrupt positive aesthetic or utilitarian 

emotions. However, there are some cases in which pain and, as I have pointed out above, other 

comparable negative emotions do result from negative aesthetic emotion episodes. The second 

idea that I wanted to test out was whether in Anglo-Saxon vernacular poetry there was a 

developed model for ugliness, as there was, more or less, for beauty; this was not the case. 

Instances that discussed, involved or were aimed at triggering negative aesthetic emotions were 

reliant on a model for beauty that was negated and extrapolated to suit these purposes. This 

stresses that, at least in the aesthetic canon that can be reconstructed departing from the extant 

poetry, there was not a true autonomy of ugliness as an aesthetic idea. As Eco (2007: 44) 

explains, part of the reason behind this is that the only way to carry out research into temporally 

and culturally remote aesthetic ideas is by means of the artistic portrayal of such ideas. 

Consequently, the area in which ugliness is most extensively found and developed is in its moral 

domain, and that is what creates possible confusion between lexical domains that can apparently 

operate as aesthetic emotion markers when, in fact, draw from moral ideas.  

 Once again, the idea and the essential metaphor that seems to be more effective in all of 

the attestations in the concordance is THE OUTER IS AN INDEX OF THE INNER, operating in 

almost exclusively religious contexts, but also in social ones due to religious influence. It also 

links back to the appraisals pointed out by Menninghaus et al. (2019: 180), goal relevance and 

goal conduciveness, and, in this sense, there usually exists a distinction between a) visual 

ugliness and monstrosity and b) what is offensive to the senses and the emotion of disgust. 

Regarding the first, the subject experiences negative emotions when they identify certain traits 

in the object that they can also identify in themselves. References to stain and dirt (as well as 

offensive smells and negative tactile perceptions) conceptualised as sin cause the subject to 

imagine themselves in such sensory terms if they know that they have sinned or possibly intend 

to sin. Additionally, similar remarks apply in the descriptions of the underworld and of the body 

and the grave, all of which draw from terms for ugliness and disgust. While the second, disgust 

and sensory offensive cues, are more commonly found in portrayals of the body and the grave, 

Hell and its inhabitants are also described through terms in this lexical domain.  

The Anglo-Saxon literature of entertainment does not feature a large number of negative 

aesthetic emotion episodes as compared to religious literature and, when it does, it clearly 

parallels the usage of negative aesthetic emotion terms in portrayals of the devil and Hell. Most 
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of the texts that include negative aesthetic emotion terms are, in fact, religious. Because sin is 

as evenly associated with Hell as it is with the idea of transience that the grave and the corpse 

evoke, the negative aesthetic emotions that originate in the depictions of these entities rely on 

the subject’s awareness of himself as a (potential) sinner. Things being so, it becomes evident 

that negative aesthetic emotions in Old English poetry, despite being underrepresented, are 

more intense in the grim picture that they paint—by means of these descriptions of inhospitable 

hellscapes, disfigured and monstrous evil creatures, decomposing bodies and such images that 

inspire fear and pain, the Anglo-Saxon subject is constantly cautioned not to sin if they want to 

avoid this fate and inhabit a more beautiful home for eternity and behold gentler, fairer faces.  
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7. The experience of WONDER in Old English poetry  

Expressions of wonder and amazement in aesthetic emotion contexts are fairly common 

throughout the Old English poetic corpus. However, as I inferred in chapter 3, there is not a 

fully developed model for this emotion in the context of Anglo-Saxon England or for Old 

English poetry, and the mentions of experiences of wonder in larger academic works are 

negligible. Consequently, this study heavily relies on theories of mixed aesthetic emotions and 

cultural and literary theories of Medieval wonder that take as starting point materials commonly 

used in History and Philosophy. Considering the potential of wonder as either a mixed emotion 

by nature or as playing an important part in mixed (and possibly aesthetic) emotional 

phenomena, as most of the scholars mentioned in chapter 2 section 3 point out, it is important 

to stress that emotion theories have only recently begun to explore mixed emotional phenomena 

on a general note, without going into what emotions are more frequently found in such contexts.  

Five main works illuminate our understanding of mixed emotions: Menninghaus et al. (2019), 

Menninghaus et al. (2017), González et al. (2017), Larsen et al. (2017) and Heavey et al. (2017). 

However, these approaches (both empiric and theoretical) focus on (aesthetic) emotion as 

triggered by contemporary media and, in their view, these emotions are mixtures and blends of 

utilitarian emotions, making it challenging to apply their model to the experience of wonder in 

Old English poetry.  

 Nevertheless, there are certain questions and observations from these works that are 

interesting to test and contrast against the concordance containing the attestations of the Old 

English terms for wonder in Anglo-Saxon poetry and that will ultimately clarify the role of this 

emotion in the Anglo-Saxon poetic and aesthetic paradigm. González et al. (2017) and Heavey 

et al. (2017) coincide in pointing out that, concerning mixed emotions, there are two possible 

outcomes: the coexistence of ambivalent affective responses, or the blend of these two, while 

Larsen et al. (2017: 72) explain that they are the “simultaneous or nearly simultaneous co-

occurrence of relatively brief positive and negative affective states.” Analysing what causes the 

experience of wonder in Anglo-Saxon poetry implies determining the valence of the stimuli 

that trigger it and what type of union takes place, whether a simultaneous co-occurrence or a 

blend.  

Comparing mixed (aesthetic) emotions to exclusively positive (aesthetic) emotions, 

Menninghaus et al. (2019: 179) explain that mixed emotional phenomena (i.e., those triggered 

by “artworks that involve both positive and negative emotions”) are experienced much more 

intensely and they are characterised by a deeper emotional response. However, some of the 

attestations concerning wonder that have been shown in chapter 5 clearly demonstrate that this 

experience is sometimes triggered by exclusively positive stimuli, while others do show a 
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combination of negative and the positive evaluations, as some of the fragments discussed in 

these sections will attest. Menninghaus et al. (2019: 179) argue that the appraisal of intrinsic 

pleasantness is not a central feature of mixed aesthetic emotions, but that it simply enriches the 

emotion episode and that it can counterbalance the negative stimuli that account for the mixed 

nature of said episode. They conclude that many aesthetic emotions are not entirely positive 

and that they can also be triggered by negative stimuli that account for their intensity, variety 

and memorability. Understanding mixed aesthetic emotions as fundamentally positive emotions 

with flavouring negative components sheds some light on selected passages from the previous 

chapters.  

More specifically, Menninghaus et al. (2017) propose a model for mixed emotions 

containing five postulates that can also be empirically tested in the case of wonder: 1) that the 

interplay of positive and negative feelings triggers a more intense emotion; 2) that mixed 

aesthetic emotions are in the middle of the positive-negative emotional spectrum and act as 

bipolar mediators; 3) that the excellence of shape of a given aesthetic object can make up for a 

content that is not as good; 4) conversely, that the emotionally moving or excellent content of 

an aesthetic object can compensate deficiencies in shape or form; 5) that these emotions are 

subject to emotion-regulation processes at the end of a given narrative, where the positive 

compensates the negative. This model depends on two main factors: the distancing factor, 

whereby the subject relies on the cultural, spatial and temporal distance between themselves 

and the object, and this allows them to experience the negative stimuli in a different manner; 

and the embracing factor, which relies on meaning construction, the aesthetic virtues of the 

artistic representation and the emotion-regulation scripts that characterise every genre. Testing 

these appreciations on a collection of attestations that possibly concern mixed emotional 

phenomena can determine whether indeed the experience of wonder in Anglo-Saxon poetry is 

a product of stimuli of different valences, or whether it is a fundamentally positive aesthetic 

emotion that is involved in mixed emotional phenomena when surrounded by negative, and not 

necessarily aesthetic, cues.  

Regarding more particular models for this emotion, two different theories of wonder 

that focus on it as a cultural and literary phenomenon can tentatively shed light on the Anglo-

Saxon experience of wonder. They are put forward by two researchers: Brewer (2016) and 

Walker (1997), whose models for Medieval wonder are grounded on the analysis of textual 

(philosophical and literary) sources as well as, partially, on current research on emotions 

(though not precisely on aesthetic emotion theories). Taking their research as an example for 

this study, this chapter aims at answering whether the different characteristics or appraisals that 

both studies combined mention (singularity, novelty, beauty, mixture of shapes, excitement, 
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unapprehensibility, desire to understand and acquisition of knowledge) are indeed present in 

the Old English poetic experience of wonder. Additionally, secondary aims include determining 

whether, indeed, wonder-words are more frequently found than actual accounts of experiences 

of wonder, whether wonder is deliberately created with religious purposes by means of 

emotion-regulation scripts, and, on a more general note, whether the Old English poetic corpus 

features the three main blocks of evaluation in wonderful phenomena that were pointed out in 

chapter 2. Ultimately, these research questions, derived from works on textual Medieval 

wonder, alongside those stated in the previous paragraphs, which are derived exclusively from 

research on mixed emotional phenomena, will establish the specific characteristics of the Old 

English poetic experience of wonder and reveal the underlying strategies behind it as well as 

the Anglo-Saxon subject’s expectations as regards the wonderful when they are presented with 

instances of Old English poetry.  

Most of the terms for wonder in the concordance and, for that matter, in the poetic 

corpus, derive from the noun OE wundor. Walker (2007: 7) points out that ancient Germanic 

dialect rendered wonder by means of wunder, which she traces back to the Indo-European uen, 

but Pokorny (2007: 3317) does not support her claims as regards this root and its relationship 

with OE wundor. Furthermore, Pokorny (2007) does not include any root that could explain an 

Indo-European origin of this term and its other Germanic cognates like Old Norse undra or Old 

High German wunteron, which points out to an unknown origin. This term is also quite 

polysemic, as many aesthetic emotion markers are. BWT points out several senses. First, it 

makes reference to the wonder or marvel that is physically observable, whether it is a situation, 

an object or a person, establishing different sub-sections: 
 

“1. a circumstance or act that excites astonishment,” for material objects, situations or people that 

are of such an excellent (aesthetic) quality that cause amazement on the subject;  

“2. a circumstance that excites astonishment as being out of the usual course of nature, a prodigy, 

portent,” for unnatural circumstances, objects and people that, despite having a scientific 

explanation, are generally met with such emotion;  

“3. of works of Divine power, a wonder, a miracle,” for equally unnatural objects, situations or even 

people that have an explanation on divine action;  

“4. a wonderful object, wondrous thing,” for oblique reference to these objects drawing on the 

emotion that they cause. (BWT, s.v. wundor, n., I.1. to I.4.). 

 

Other senses include “II. wonderful, miraculous power” and “III. wonder, admiration” (BWT, 

s.v. wundor, n., II. and III.). From this noun derive many other nouns like OE handwundor 

‘manual wonder’ or wundorcræft ‘wonderful skill’, which index one or various of the different 
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senses pointed out above. Another derivate that is fairly frequent in the adjectival form is OE 

wundorlīc “wonderful, exciting admiration or surprise” (BWT, s.v. wundorlīc, adj.), though a 

great part of the attestations of the noun can translate into Present-Day English adjectival 

equivalents, as most of the examples in this chapter will show. The verb OE wundrian equally 

means “I. to wonder at, to regard with surprise or admiration” (BWT, s.v. wundrian, vb., I.), 

and it simply renders a different perspective in aesthetic contemplation than that present in the 

adjective or the noun.  

 Outside OE wundor and its derivates, certain authors like Shippey (2017: xli) point out 

OE tācn as a term that, in certain occasions, makes allusion to the visual component of a more 

abstract miracle or wonderful process. Even though I will refer back to this idea in particular 

fragments, the complexity of this concept deserves individual inspection, and, because of this, 

it was not included in the concordance in the end. Other terms that were included in my analysis 

of the Anglo-Saxon poetic experience of wonder were: the verb OE wafian ‘to look with 

wonder, to be amazed’, with a very similar meaning to OE wundrian, and OE wræclīc which, 

in a first sense, renders what is “strange, wonderful” (BWT, s.v. wræclīc, adj., I.). Apart from 

this last term, which includes the idea of strangeness and, in that, it is certainly an interesting 

one to look into in terms of appraisals, the rest of the terms refer in a very direct and almost 

identical manner to the idea of wonder. What follows is the discussion of the usage of these 

terms in the concordance, arranged by themes and similar treatment of the above ideas.  

 

7.1 WONDER and beauty 

Many of the instances found in chapter 5 featured the usage of terms for wonder in fragments 

that triggered and rendered positive aesthetic emotion. Examples of this are fragments (1), (20), 

(83), (94), (120), (120), (125) or (144). In these fragments, appearance, brightness, clothes, 

ornaments, colours and engravings are expressed as beautiful by means of the terminology 

described and analysed in chapter 5, while the terms for wonder take a second place in the 

aesthetic evaluation. They flavour the experience of beauty and render amazement as a result 

of the aesthetic emotion episode and, furthermore, they serve as an introduction to the 

connection between beauty and wonder, which is the focus of this section. In some of the 

fragments in this category, however, terms for wonder are the main terms in the aesthetic 

evaluation, while the existing terms for beauty render secondary evaluations.  

 When they are used in this way, terms for wonder evaluate the excellent material 

qualities of aesthetic objects, without necessarily referring to beauty explicitly:  
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(1c) þær se beorhta beag, brogden wundrum eorcnanstanum, eadigra gehwam hlifað ofer 
heafde (Phoen 602)  

‘there the bright crown is cast with wonderful precious stones; it stands out prominently over 
its head’ 

 

In this fragment, the excellence and appearance of the Phoenix’s crown (a metaphor for its halo, 

referencing the haloes of the blessed souls) causes wonder, and it is experienced with vastness 

(OE hlifian ‘to tower up, be prominent’). The jewels are indicative and reflective of brightness 

and this image adds to the positive perception of the halo, which is appreciated in exclusively 

positive terms as indicative of divinity. Additionally, and as it has been seen in chapter 5, the 

adjective OE beorht can also refer to beauty. A similar fragment is found in the Old English 

poem Judith:  

  

(2c) Gefrægen ic ða Holofernus winhatan wyrcean georne ond eallum wundrum þrymlic 
girwan up swæsendo (Jud 7)  

‘I’ve heard it said that Holofernes made an earnest invitation to wine and many wonders, serving 
glorious meals’ 

 

The food that Holofernes serves is a wonder in itself, because of its taste and quality. This is 

further emphasised by the adjective OE þrymlīc ‘glorious, magnificent’. Both these evaluations 

take place at sensory levels, the visual and the gustatory, indexing the amazement that results 

from excellence, but without lexically indicating pleasantness or beauty.  

 However, in most of the cases, though wonder is the main emotion in a given fragment, 

there are also mentions to beauty. In the cases pointed out in chapter 5, and enumerated above, 

wonder was chiefly rendered by OE wundorlīc, the adjective. Therefore, it made reference to 

additional qualities that modulated the experience of beauty. Conversely, in the fragments in 

this category, the process is the inverse: the experience of wonder is the core emotional 

phenomenon, while lexis for beauty contribute to the fragment’s explanation of what is 

additionally appealing about this marvel or excellent object. Take this fragment:  

 

(3c) þonne of þam ade æples gelicnes on þære ascan bið eft gemeted, of þam weaxeð wyrm, 
wundrum fæger, swylce he of ægerum ut alæde, scir of scylle (Phoen 230)  

‘then something similar to an apple is found on the ashes; from it, a worm grows, a beautiful 
wonder, as it exits the egg, shining from the shell’ 

 

The noun OE wundor is applied to the worm and to its process of rebirth, which takes a new 

shape from the embers of its funeral pyre. From inside the egg, the worm breaks the shell and 

this action in itself is said to be a wonder, a beautiful wonder. This evaluation operates in two 
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levels: in the supernatural causality of the event, which is the cause for wonder and in the 

aesthetic appeal of the Phoenix. The following two fragments depict this relation between 

beauty and wonder more directly:  

 

(4c) ðonne wundriað weras ofer eorþan wlite ond wæstma (Phoen 331)  

‘then people on the Earth marvel at the beauty and shape [of the Phoenix]’  

 

(5c) þeoda wlitað, wundrum wafiað, hu seo wilgedryht wildne weorþiað (Phoen 341) 

‘people look at them, marvelling at the wonder, how the wild, glad band honour him’  

 

In the first fragment, the object of the evaluation is the shape of the bird, which, due to its 

beauty, causes amazement. In the second fragment, however, the wonder is not the shape and 

beauty of the Phoenix, but the multitude that honours and worships it. Both excerpts showcase 

lexis related to visual perception (OE wlītan) or an emphasis on visual qualities (OE wlite and 

wæstm). Similar remarks to those made in (4c) can be found in Juliana:  

 

 (6c) Duguð wafade on þære fæmnan wlite (Jul 162)  

‘the multitude looked with wonder at the woman’s beauty’ 

 

The verb OE wafian is applied to the wonder that Juliana’s beauty represents. Because her 

beauty is a moral one, and it is perceived throughout the poem as a luminous sort of beauty, 

those who look upon her marvel at it. Beauty, once again, causes wonder in a strictly positive 

sense. Nevertheless, in this fragment, the emphasis is placed on wonder, by means of the verb, 

while beauty is the object that it refers to.  

 Brightness and the usual characteristics that are applied to objects of beauty are similarly 

applied to objects that cause both wonder and beauty in the two usual pathways of evaluation. 

Take these two examples:  

 

(7c) Geher nu an spell be ðæm ofermodum unrihtwisum eorðan cyningum, ða her nu manegum 
and mislicum wædum wlitebeorhtum wundrum scinað on heahsetlum, hrofe getenge, golde 
gegerede and gimcynnum, utan ymbestandne mid unrime ðegna and eorla (Met 25.1)  

‘hear now a story about proud and unrighteous earthly kings, them who in beauty-bright and 
variegated clothing shine wondrously on their high throne, near the roof, adorned in gold and 
precious stones, surrounded by their standing thanes and earls’ 
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(8c) þis leohte beorht cymeð morgna gehwam ofer misthleoþu wadan ofer wægas wundrum 
gegierwed, ond mid ærdæge eastan snoweð wlitig ond wynsum wera cneorissum (OrW 57)  

‘this bright light comes up every morning over the mist-covered hills, going over its way 
wonderfully dressed, and in the early day it proceeds from the east, beautiful and pleasant for 
men’ 

 

Just as terms for beauty are found in fragments where the outer, exceedingly pleasant 

appearance of a given person conceals an unjust and morally deplorable way of acting, so are 

terms for wonder, as example (7c) attests, where OE wundor is used in a positive aesthetic 

judgment despite making reference to somebody who is not beautiful in a moral sense. In 

fragment (8c), the figurative usage of terms for wonder is also appreciable, in which the sun is 

referred to as being dressed wonderfully, OE wundor being used in a personification of the sun, 

drawing on the usage of wonder-related terms for the description of excellent clothing. This 

allusion is exclusively sensory, and it further stresses the inclusion of wonder-related terms as 

part of the paradigm of positive aesthetic emotion in Old English poetry.  

 All in all, while there are two perspectives to the relation between beauty and wonder, 

whenever terms for beauty are present alongside terms for wonder, the hierarchy that they 

establish in semantic terms is based on the predominance of terms for beauty over those for 

wonder most of the times, and the examples mentioned above are but the exception that further 

proves the rule. When they co-occur, more often than not, wonder words are relegated to 

rendering the amazement with which the beautiful object being depicted is met, particularly 

when OE wundor is used adjectivally, or when OE wundorlīc describes this aesthetic object.  

Notably less frequently, and when OE wundor is used nominally and there are adjectives 

rendering ‘beautiful’, these adjectives comment on the beauty of a given situation or object that 

causes wonder, not as a result of its beauty, but as a result of other characteristics that include 

virtue, supernatural causality, and, above all, ability, which is the focus of the next subsection. 

Some of these characteristics or appraisals will be developed in different sections in this 

chapter, mostly detached from the idea of beauty or shape. However, there is a group of 

attestations that evaluate objects as wonders resulting from an evaluation of their beauty or the 

skill involved in their manufacture, without explicitly alluding to beauty. They are grouped 

together in the following subsection.  

 

7.1.1 WONDER and craft  

In chapter 5, the section in which I assessed the term OE wrǣtlīc (5.5.) focused on the 

connection between this term and the notions of engraving, intricacy and ornamentation, 

particularly in stonework, jewels and battle gear. Terms for wonder similarly evaluate these 
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objects and other manually wrought items referring to them as a wonder or wonderful thing as 

a result of the skill that is involved in their creation.  

 As regards stonework, three instances in the concordance describe aesthetic objects that 

are the result of skilled masonry using OE wundor:  

 

 (9c) Stondeð nu on laste leofre duguþe weal wundrum heah, wyrmlicum fah (Wan 97)  

‘[what’s left of the tribe] is a standing wall of wondrous height, carved with reptilian figures’ 

 

(10c) Is ðeos burch breome geond Breotenrice, steppa gestaðolad, stanas ymbutan wundrum 
gewæxen (Dur 1)  

‘this is a famous city in Britain, founded in a steep place, the stones around it wondrously 
produced’ 

 

(11c) hygerof gebond weallwalan wirum wundrum togædre (Ruin 12)  

‘the strong-minded bound the wall’s foundation together wonderfully with ornamental wires’ 

 

In the first fragment, in the world of desolation that is found in The Wanderer, this wall stands 

out as a cultural reflection of the extinct tribe that left it behind. It is experienced as vast (OE 

heāh ‘high’), which causes wonder. This is a typical feature of the experience of awe, but in 

this case the subject does not need to accommodate their mental structures in order to fully 

comprehend the object standing before them. Instead, the pattern in it, wyrmlicu fah, is pointed 

out as contributing to the wonder that the height and artistry of the wall causes. In the second 

fragment, the city of Durham’s placement is discussed. It was once built on steep slopes (OE 

steāp), hinting at sublimity, and enclosed wonderfully with stones. In this case, OE wundor 

refers to the way in which these stones are carved and placed around the city, the excellent 

quality of which causes people to look at it with wonder. The last fragment discusses the 

creative act as a wonder.  

 In the Old English poem Exodus, there is mention of the wonders that God gives Moses 

as a result of his appreciation for him:  

 

(12c) [God] mid his sylfes miht gewyrðode, and him wundra fela in æht forgeaf (Ex 8)  

‘God, with his might, valued Moses, and gave him many wonders in his possession’ 

 

Initially, there is no further comment on what these wonders are and, as it is the case of most 

of the instances in the complete corpus, when there is no specific detail as to what these wonders 
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as gifts from God are, they usually refer to fruits of the earth and water. However, several lines 

ahead, they are explained:  

 

(13c) heah wæs þæt handlean and him hold frea, gesealde wæpna geweald wið wraðra gryre 
(Ex 19)  

‘lofty was the recompense given by the hand of the gracious Lord, he gave [Moses] weapons to 
wield against the terrors of evil’ 

 

These wonders are weapons, which according to my analysis of OE wrǣltīc, are often referred 

to as objects of beauty and wonder and are evaluated taking into account the craft behind their 

manufacture as well as their physically observable qualities. More detailed depictions of battle 

gear are found in Beowulf:  

 

(14c) se hwita helm hafelan werede, […] since geweorðad, befongen freawrasnum, swa hine 
fyrndagum worhte wæpna smið, wundrum teode, besette swinlicum, þæt hine syðþan no brond 
ne beadomecas bitan ne meahton (Beo 1448)  

‘the bright helmet guarded his head […] made worthy with treasure, encircled with noble chains, 
just like the weapon-smith made it in the olden days, formed wonderfully, set with images of 
boars, so that no fire-brand or battle-sword would ever bite it’ 

 

(15c) ða wæs gylden hilt gamelum rince, harum hildfruman, on hand gyfen, enta ærgeweorc. 
Hit on æht gehwearf æfter deofla hryre Denigea frean, wundorsmiþa geweorc (Beo 1677) 

‘then the golden hilt, ancient treasure of giants, was hand-given to the old warrior, hoary battle-
leader. The wonderful smith-work was now the possession of the lord of the Danes’ 

 

The helmet that Beowulf wears is described with all the recurrent Anglo-Saxon ornamental 

elements, OE sinc ‘treasure, gold, silver or jewels’ and OE freāwrāsen ‘noble chains’, and it is 

decorated with images of boars (besette swinlicum). In the second fragment, the hilt of the 

sword is described quite similarly, indexing the idea of wonder in the compound OE 

wundorsmiþ ‘smith who creates wonderful things’. Ultimately, this beauty and appealing visual 

qualities are all a reflection of the skill with which the weapon-smiths work the helmet and the 

weapon and turns them into wonderful works of art despite the fact that they are utilitarian 

objects. In other words, skill is sometimes a necessary trait to create material objects that trigger 

wonder.  

 Indeed, Beowulf is filled with such pieces of jewels, ornaments and woven banners, it 

being the only poem that takes poetic pleasure in the description of these elements as unlinked 

from religious or supernatural connotations or without using them in order to reflect on the 

transience of earthly goods. For example:  
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(16c) byrelas sealdon win of wunderfatum (Beo 1160)  

‘cup-bearers poured wine from wonderful vessels’ 

 

Continuing with different compounds containing OE wundor, this fragment draws from this 

term to accomplish two things: maintaining the alliteration in the clause and aesthetically 

describing the excellence of the wine container. Carrying on the alliterative pattern that 

describes an object aesthetically, the following two fragments also use OE wundor thus:  

 

(17c) Geseah ða sigehreðig, þa he bi sesse geong, magoþegn modig maððumsigla fealo, gold 
glitinian grunde getenge, wundur on wealle, ond þæs wyrmes denn, ealdes uhtflogan, orcas 
stondan (Beo 2756)  

‘then, when Wiglaf, proud retainer, went triumphant around the seat, he saw many precious 
treasures, glinting gold near the ground, wonders on the wall, and a pitcher standing on the den 
of the dragon, the old dawn flier’ 

 

(18c) Uton nu efstan oðre siðe, seon ond secean searogimma geþræc, wundur under wealle 
(Beo 3101)  

‘let us haste another time, to see and seek the pile of gems, wonders under the walls’ 

 

When Wiglaf goes back to inspect the dragon’s den, he is amazed by the amount of treasure 

and precious things that it holds, including these wonders on the wall. They are appreciated 

exclusively because of their beauty, manufacture and worth. In fragment (18c), when Wiglaf is 

making his speech ordering the men to go into the dragon’s den to retrieve jewels for Beowulf’s 

funeral pyre, there is a clear emphasis on the skill that is necessary to shape these jewels, 

rendered by the first part in the compound searugim, OE searu ‘design, craft, skill’. This idea 

is more explicitly rendered in the following fragment, describing a banner that is also found in 

the dragon’s den: 

 

(19c) Swylce he siomian geseah segn eallgylden heah ofer horde, hondwundra mæst, gelocen 
leoðocræftum; of ðam leoma stod, þæt he þone grundwong ongitan meahte, wræte giondwlitan 
(Beo 2767)  

‘he saw an all-golden banner, high over the hoard, a great hand-made wonder, woven with skill; 
from it, light extended so he could perceive the floor, look upon the jewels’ 

 

This banner’s beauty is implicit in the references to gold (OE ealgylden) and on the fact that it 

casts light (OE leōma), but the central idea in its relationship with wonder is the fact that this 

beauty is a result of manual skill (OE handwundor). Skilled creation (implicit in the resulting 
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beautiful object) is the ultimate cause of wonder in those contexts where there is not a religious 

assessment of reality.   

Such is the case of the usage of terms for wonder in the different Old English riddles. 

The role of wonder in the riddles is explained in more detail by Dailey (2012), who explores 

the pedagogical purpose of describing the objects in the riddles with words of wonder beyond 

simply creating a veil and an aura of mystery around the objects that prevents the subject from 

initially identifying them. In the case of some riddles, this experience of wonder is indeed 

genuine, as Nelson (1978: 613) explains. However, in other cases, the wonder evoked is merely 

a stylistic recourse, just as the usage of OE wrǣtlīc is: “The riddles […] [invoke] wonder to 

affect a salutary ordering of the relation of a person (and this person’s mind) to the surrounding 

world […]. In the riddles, wonder coupled with curiosity becomes a lure for knowing 

something” (Dailey, 2012: 468). In chapter 5 and section 5.5, I discussed the usage of OE 

wrǣtlīc in the riddles, which was frequently included in the alliterative pair wrǣtlīc wiht 

‘wondrous creature’ to distort the subject’s perception of the object with these words that evoke 

an aura of mystery and strangeness that eventually disappears when the solution (or a possible 

solution) to the riddle is deciphered. OE wundorlīc is similarly applied to OE wiht ‘creature’ 

with similar aims to progressively describe the object, for instance in example (56), in which 

one of these wonderful creatures is a sword, or in the following:  

 

(20c) Ic eom wunderlicu wiht; ne mæg word sprecan, mældan for monnum, þeah ic muþ hæbbe, 
wide wombe (Rid 18 1)  

‘I am a wonderful creature, I cannot speak, converse with men, though I have mouth and a wide 
womb’ 

 

(21c) Ic seah wundorlice wiht; wombe hæfde micle þryþum geþrungne (Rid 87 1)  

‘I saw a wondrous creature; its great womb was powerfully swollen’ 

 

These creatures and objects of wonder are, in truth, extremely mundane objects, and there is 

nothing in the process of their creation that could make them equal in any way to the jewels and 

precious objects described in the preceding pages. Solution to (20c) is unclear, as is that of 

example (21c), but Williamson (2017: 1154 and 1169) proposes an amphora or a similar wine 

container and bellows, respectively. Whatever the case, though wine containers are aesthetically 

appraised, bellows are not a part of the aesthetic paradigm of Anglo-Saxon poetry and, possibly, 

not even part of the everyday aesthetically appealing objects that, incidentally, were not 

described as beautiful in poetry. In the riddles, the alliterative pair OE wundorlīc wiht should 
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be taken as a poetic recourse that draws from the emotional and evocative force in the OE root 

wund- to create mystery at the very beginning of the riddle.  

 However, in the riddles, other objects that are described as OE wundorlīc or by means 

of OE wundor are consistent with the preceding descriptions of hand-wrought items. For 

example:  

 

 (22c) Ic wiht geseah on wege feran, seo wæs wrætlice wundrum gegierwed (Rid 36 1)  

‘I saw a creature traveling on the way; it was beautifully and wondrously adorned’  

 

(23c) Mec se wæta wong, wundrum freorig, of his innaþe ærist cende (Rid 35 1)  

‘the wet field, a frozen wonder, from its inside first brought me forth’  

 

(24c) Eom ic gumcynnes anga ofer eorþan; is min agen bæc wonn ond wundorlic (Rid 88 17)  

‘I am unique among mankind through the earth; my own back is dark and wonderful’ 

 

These three instances describe, respectively, a ship, a coat of mail and an inkpot. Coat of mail 

and ships are indeed present in other descriptions that feature aesthetic emotion lexis. In the 

three cases, the possibility that these usages of OE wundor or wundorlīc indicate superb 

qualities (among which, the necessary skill that creating them entails) that cause amazement is 

perfectly plausible.  

 All in all, after an analysis of the attestations that feature Old English terms for wonder 

as applied to manual skill and hand-wrought items, it becomes clear that there is a tendency to 

describe them and the ability to create them with great poetic attention. While terms for beauty 

focus on the beauty that results from this ability, terms for wonder render the final emotion felt 

by the subject after beholding it: amazement, not only at its sensory qualities, but, on a cognitive 

level, there is some degree of awe and respect implicit in these evaluations. Even if some 

fragments showcase features that are typical of aesthetic emotions that are more oriented 

towards the negative spectrum, like vastness in the experience of awe, the usage of the Old 

English terms for wonder as connected with beauty and craft does not contain any negative 

stimuli that could orient these emotion episodes towards mixed emotional phenomena.  

 

7.2 WONDER in the natural world 

Nature is filled with such beautiful, enigmatic and perplexing objects and circumstances so that 

it is not uncommon to find terms for wonder evaluating natural phenomena. There are two main 

perspectives in the aesthetic contemplation of the natural world: one, from a non-religious 
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perspective, where the subject reflects on the nature of the event that they are beholding without 

linking it to God, and another that connects a given natural wonder with the larger role of God 

as the ultimate artist and creator. In this section, I will focus on the former. These are more 

notably limited in attestations than the latter, to which I will turn my attention in the next 

section.  

 Most of the fragments that feature this usage are found in texts that are not Christian in 

origin, chiefly the Old English Meters of Boethius and the riddles. Starting with the Meters of 

Boethius, the narrator makes reference to several natural processes, but the emphasis is more 

prominently placed on the contemplation of the firmament:  

 

(25c) Hwa is moncynnes þæt ne wundrie ymb þas wlitegan tungl, hu hy sume habbað swiðe 
micle scyrtran ymbehwerft, sume scriðað leng utan ymb eall ðis? (Met 28.5)  

‘who among mankind does not wonder at the beautiful stars, how some of them have a shorter 
orbit and some of them have a longer revolution around the earth?’  

 

The stars are deemed beautiful (OE wlitig), but this characteristic is not what makes them a 

wonderful phenomenon, but rather the fact that some of them have shorter orbit (OE ymbhwyrft 

‘circular course’) than others. This fragment does feature some degree of need for 

accommodation, since the reader needs to alter their mental structures to perceive the vastness 

and to try to understand the way in which the firmament operates. In this case, the experience 

of wonder and the implicit flavouring feature of beauty come closer to the experience of awe, 

though it is not lexically rendered. The fact that the stars do not shine during the day is also a 

matter of wonder:  

 

(26c) Hwa þegna ne mæge eac wafian ælces stiorran, hwy hi ne scinen scirum wederum beforan 
ðære sunnan, swa hi symle doð middelnihtum wið þone monan foran, hadrum heofone? (Met 
28.44)  

‘what men do not wonder at every star and why they do not shine in clear weather before the 
sun, like they always do in the middle of the night against the moon, the light of the skies?’ 

 

This natural event causes the narrator in Boethius to be perplexed and they express it by means 

of the verb OE wafian, which refers to aesthetic contemplation, which, in this case, is oriented 

towards the wonders in the natural world. Similar remarks are made as regards the length of the 

day:  
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(27c) Hwæt, ðu, fæder, wercest sumurlange dagas swiðe hate, þæm winterdagum wundrum 
sceorta tida getiohhast (Met 4.18)  

‘so, father, you work summer-long days, so hot, into such wonderfully short winter-days’ 

 

In this fragment, even though there is an explicit reference to God (OE fæder), the emphasis is 

on how the course of nature is to move from long and hot summer days (an idea that is 

recurrently alluded to in the corpus by means of the adjective OE sumerlang ‘long as summer 

days’) to the days in winter the duration of which is so short compared to that of summer days 

that it becomes a matter of astonishment. These instances remarkably stress the role of wonder 

in the subject’s acquisition of knowledge, an idea that is emphasised by Brewer (2016: 28), who 

points out that the phenomena that trigger wonder cause a desire to understand. In these cases, 

the firmament offers more questions than answers, and the narrator can only wonder and wish 

to understand the dynamics behind these processes.  

 Some of the fragments in Meters of Boethius also ponder about human nature and its 

relation to wonder. These two fragments are the most explicit:  

 

(28c) Hwæt, nu hæleða fela swelces and swelces swiðe wundrað, and ne wundriað þætte wuhta 
gehwilc, men and netenu, micelne habbað and unnetne andan betweoh him, swiðe singalne (Met 
28.49)  

‘there are many men that, much in the same way, wonder and do not wonder at every creature, 
man and beast, and how they have useless envy for each other, without ceasing’ 

 

(29c) Ne þincð þæt wundor micel monna ænegum þæt he mægge gesion dogora gehwilce, ac 
ðæt dysie folc þæs hit seldnor gesihð swiðor wundrað, þeah hit wisra gehwæm wundor ðince 
on his modsefan micle læsse (Met 28.64)  

‘men do not deem a great wonder that which they can see every day, but these stupid people 
wonder more at what they seldom see; even if it is a great wonder, their minds think it is much 
less’ 

 

Human contemplation of earthly life and human and animal interaction are areas in which the 

experience of wonder is often found, as example (28c) attests. Moreover, fragment (29c) also 

exemplifies how the appraisal of novelty is, in certain cases, fundamental to aesthetic 

experience. It develops the idea that what is novel is more likely to be experienced more 

intensely than what is familiar, even if the familiar, in given cases, is more of a wonder than the 

novel.  

 However, the marvels of the natural world (as detached from the religious) are more 

explicitly developed and expressed with wonder in the riddle format, an idea that is partially 

developed by Dailey (2012), whose paper focuses on wonder as a response to the riddles but 



 
 365 

not necessarily or very extensively on the experience of wonder that these wonder-related terms 

aim at triggering or rendering. For instance, fragment (40) referred to moths that damaged 

manuscripts as a wonder and a beautiful event at the same time, but, by far, water, in all its 

forms, is one of the most recurrent wonders described in the riddles:  

 

(30c) An wiht is on eorþan wundrum acenned, hreoh ond reþe, hafað ryne strongne, grimme 
grymetað ond be grunde fareð (Rid 84 1) 

‘this lonely creature is born in wonder, rough and fierce; it has a strong course, roars grimly and 
travels around the ground’  

 

(31c) Biþ sio moddor mægene eacen, wundrum bewreþed, wistum gehladen, hordum gehroden, 
hæleþum dyre (Rid 84 21)  

‘our mother’s might is eternal, supported with wonder, laden with food, adorned with hoard, 
dear to men’  

 

(32c) Hrusan bið heardra, hæleþum frodra, geofum bið gearora, gimmum deorra; worulde 
wlitigað, wæstmum tydreð, firene dwæsceð, oft utan beweorpeð anre þecene, wundrum 
gewlitegad, geond werþeode, þæt wafiað weras ofer eorþan (Rid 84 36)  

‘it is harder than the earth, more prudent than men, older than mankind, dearer than gems; it 
beautifies the world, nourishes the fruits, puts out wicked deeds, and often out of one roof it is 
thrown down, wondrously beautified across tribes, so that men marvel over the earth’ 

 

Water, for all its transformative properties, is referred to in many different ways in this riddle: 

it is a creature (OE wiht) and a mother (OE mōdor), it is hard (OE heard), rough (OE hreōh) 

and fierce (OE rēðe), and it roars (OE grymetan); it produces food (OE wist and wæstm) and it 

plays an important role in baptism, washing away sins (OE firen). All this causes men to be 

perplexed by these powers and abilities that they try to apprehend, an idea that is rendered by 

many different attestations of OE wundor and wafian, but also as connected to beauty as the 

collocation of OE wlitegian alongside wundor attests. Yet, not only are the nourishing and 

powerful qualities of water what makes it a wonder, but also the fact that it can change states:  

 

 (33c) Wundor wearð on wege; wæter wearð to bane (Rid 69 1)  

‘the wonder was the wave, water turned into bone’ 

 

The fact that water (OE wǣg ‘wave’ but also ‘water’) can change states from liquid to solid 

(metaphorically represented by OE bān ‘bone’), as Williamson (2017: 1165) explains, is not 

easily fathomable for the Anglo-Saxon mind. Other poems also talk about water’s semi-

miraculous properties, like the Meters of Boethius:  
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(34c) Eorðe sio cealde brengð wæstma fela wundorlicra, forðæm hio mid þæm wætere weorðað 
geþawened (Met 20.100)  

‘the cool earth produces many wonderful fruits because it is moistened with water’ 

 

In the chapter on positive aesthetic experience, the beauty of this liquid in large bodies of water 

is emphasised once again. To this depiction of its beauty, the aesthetic emotion markers that 

render wonder add a more cognitive layer of evaluation that, as is the case of most of the 

preceding 34 fragments analysed, is exclusively positive.  

 Three more riddles evaluate four additional natural objects as inducing wonder. Riddle 

29 focuses on two celestial bodies that, much like water, are essential to human life, the sun and 

moon:  

 

(35c) Ic wiht geseah wundorlice hornum bitweonum huþe lædan, lyftfæt leohtlic (Rid 29 1)  

‘I saw a wonderful creature, with its treasure between the horns, illuminated aerial vessel’  

 

(36c) ða cwom wundorlicu wiht ofer wealles hrof (Rid 29 7)  

‘then came another amazing creature over the roof of the cave’ 

 

The usage of OE wiht is reminiscent of the initial collocation that opens most riddles, combining 

it with either wrǣtlīc or wundorlīc, and, in this sense, it seems to have, above all, an alliterative 

and metric function, rather than render lexically a given experience of wonder or aim at 

triggering one. Nevertheless, their usage further emphasises the natural as an avenue for the 

experience of wonder, which is not limited only to water and heavenly bodies, but also to fire:  

 

(37c) Wiga is on eorþan wundrum acenned dryhtum to nytte, of dumbum twam torht atyhted 
(Rid 50 1)  

‘a warrior is wondrously born on the earth, useful for many, from the mute pair brightly allured’ 

 

Fire, like water, is wundrum acenned ‘wondrously conceived’, as the Anglo-Saxon mind cannot 

fully comprehend how it is that they came to be, or how, for example, fire is made out of two 

stones. The experience of wonder, therefore, always includes some degree of unknowability 

that puzzles the subject. This is further reinforced by the Meters of Boethius, in which things 

that are common knowledge or logical for everybody are said not to be a wonder, for example 

the fact that new-borns come from man and woman in Met 17.7 or that a ‘wonder’ that is cold 

cannot be hot at the same time in Met 20.79. 
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 All things considered, the experience of wonder in the natural world without religious 

implications is a notably limited theme in the Old English poetic corpus, and it stems from a 

very precise textual context: the translation of Boethius’ De consolatione Philosophiae into Old 

English verse and the playful Anglo-Saxon Riddles, which are essentially figurative. These 

natural wonders are limited to heavenly bodies, water, fire, the sun and the moon and, in some 

cases, they exhibit appraisals like need for accommodation that efface the line between awe and 

wonder, but, since the appraisal of vastness is not present, nor is there an appreciation of threat 

or supernatural causality, the experience remains closer to the latter. This group of attestations 

also shows, in early Medieval writings, how aesthetic objects that were novel were more often 

met with positive aesthetic emotions and these were more intensely experienced. Wonder in the 

natural world as well as the wonder in craftmanship are exclusively positive phenomena that 

can turn into a mixed aesthetic experience when the supernatural, the focus of the next two 

sections, is present in the stimuli that trigger the emotion.  

 

7.3 WONDER and the miracle  

As I have pointed out before, OE wundor has a sense in which it is synonymous with ‘miracle’: 

“3. of works of Divine power, a wonder, a miracle,” (BWT, s.v. wundor, n., I.3.). The emotion 

that this group of attestations represents is slightly different from those in the preceding groups 

because the stimuli and appraisals involved in them differ. Changes in stimuli and appraisals 

have been proved to be sufficient cause for the emotion to change in nature or intensity, as the 

theoretical framework in chapter 1 detailed. In this usage of OE wundor and related terms, there 

is an evaluation of divine power that adds a layer that is not usually present in other attestations 

that focus on natural beauty, exquisite craft or the acquisition of knowledge: the supernatural.  

 The experience of awe as described by Keltner and Haidt (2003) includes certain 

flavouring features that are also applicable to the experience of wonder, as I have mentioned 

above, like supernatural causality and threat, but they will become more evident after an 

analysis of both the relationship between wonder and the Christian miracle, and wonder and the 

unknown. In this section, I will focus on the first, trying to determine whether there are any 

additional traits in miraculous exercises of divine power that contribute to and flavour the 

experience of wonder in the Old English poetic corpus, and whether the wonder is indeed 

synonymous with miracle, or if the miracle triggers wonder and, as a result, it becomes 

synonymous with it via metonymic association.  

 Some of the instances in this group are notably repetitive in that they simply consist in 

exaggerated and exalting passages recounting the many miracles and wonders that God 

performs and creates without specifying what these are. For instance:  
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(38c) Nu sculon herigean heofonrices weard, meotodes meahte and his modgeþanc, weorc 
wuldorfæder, swa he wundra gehwæs, ece drihten, or onstealde (CædW-S 1) 

‘now we must praise the warden of the kingdom of Heaven, the lord’s might and his thoughts, 
the work of the glorious father, and all the wonders that he, eternal Lord, set forth’  

 

(39c) Secgeað his wuldor geond sigeþeode, and on eallum folcum his fægere wundor (PPs 95.3) 

‘proclaim his glory yonder over the victorious people and to all of them his beautiful wonders’  

 

(40c) ða wæs forma sið þæt hine weroda god wordum nægde, þær he him gesægde soðwundra 
fela (Ex 22)  

‘that was the first time that the Lord spoke to him, telling him many true wonders’ 

 

All of these fragments contain, in some or other form, the idea of praising God by exalting his 

wonders: OE herian ‘to praise’ and OE (ge)secgan ‘to say’ but also ‘to announce’ or “to express 

in words feelings of gratitude, admiration, etc.” (BWT, s.v. secgan, vb., II.3.). However, the 

fragments themselves do not address these objects of wonder or marvels of the Earth that cause 

the experience of wonder, other than a reference to their perceived beauty in (39c) by means of 

OE fæger. There is, nevertheless, mention of an idea that is going to be recurrent in these 

passages that exalt God’s ability of creation: fragment (38c) introduces the notion of OE meaht 

‘power, might, ability’ or ‘an exercise of this power’. This ability is emphasised even over the 

precise characteristics of these wonders. 

 Yet, the most evident and, perhaps deliberately, general unspecified usages of the Old 

English terms for wonder rendering ‘miracle’ are found in the Paris Psalter. For instance:  

 

(41c) þu wræclice wundrum onlyhtest fram þam eceum hider æðelum beorgum (PPs 75.4)  

‘your wonderful* wonders illuminate from the eternal and noble mountain’   

 

This fragment shows, once more, the recurrent usage of OE æðele as metric filler providing 

very limited semantic content, but it also, quite redundantly, pairs OE wræclīc alongside 

wundor. To translate OE wræclīc as ‘strange’ in the context of a miracle would not be fitting, 

as miracles are almost always referred to in positive terms, and to read wræclīc as ‘wonderful’ 

would be equivalent to saying wonderful wonder in Present-Day English. Nevertheless, it is not 

uncommon to find such expressions in Old English, as the co-occurrence of wlitegian and 

fægrian, two terms with almost identical semantic value, attests, or the collocation pointed out 

by the DOE containing two terms derived from the same root, fægere gefægrian (DOE, s.v. 

fægere, adv., 1.a.ii.). It is also interesting to note the usage of the verb OE onlīhtan, drawing on 
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the idea that God’s actions give metaphorical light: “to clear the mental vision, to enlighten” 

(BWT, s.v. onlīhtan, vb., II.b.). This concept of light being connected to understanding, sight 

and the access to the deity has already been pointed out in preceding chapters. One more 

fragment in the Paris Psalter draws upon it:  

 

(42c) Onwreoh þu mine eagan, þæt ic wel mæge on þinre æ eall sceawian wundur wræclicu, 
þa þu worhtyst ær (PPs 118.18)  

‘uncover my eyes so that I may see well in your laws the wonderful wonders that you first 
created’ 

 

Two different terms refer to visual perception: OE eāge ‘eye’ and sceāwian ‘to look’. However, 

the verb OE onwreōn ‘to uncover, remove something that is covering’ is also interesting 

because it indicates the existence of something that is preventing the subject from beholding 

these wonders. Because it is not directly pointed out, there is only room for speculation: in usual 

Anglo-Saxon poetry fashion, this covering could be two things, either sin as a stain, or darkness 

as evilness. In any of these scenarios, these elements would acquire an additional figurative 

layer, being represented as a covering. Another fragment from this collection of psalms 

indicates that the latter is most likely the case:  

 

(43c) Ne on ðeostrum ne mæg þances gehygdum ænig wislicu wundur oncnawan (PPs 87.11)  

‘none of those in darkness can be thankful or thoughtful, nor understand your wise wonders’ 

 

In this fragment, darkness refers to a lack of light that represents understanding, divinity and 

beauty, but it also draws on the metaphor EVILNESS IS DARKNESS. Moreover, this fragment 

also reinforces the idea that, in order to fully understand God’s power in the creation of the 

world, minds should be enlightened, as in (41c), by the Christian doctrine and teachings. Those 

who do not possess this knowledge cannot truly do so.  

Additional examples that, despite not providing detail, do provide some information as 

to what constitutes a wonder as a miracle include:  

 

(44c) Nu ic sona ongann þas geunwendnes wenan ærest þara hean handa haligan drihtnes, 
weorca wræclicra worda gemyndig, þæt he æt fruman wundor fæger geworhte (PPs 76.9)  

‘now I have begun to imagine the idea of the immutability of the holy power of the lord, mindful 
of his wonderful works, wonders he beautifully wrought at the beginning’ 

 

This power of God that has already been mentioned in (38c) is not subject to change, as the 

term OE geunwendnes implies. The term itself is not present in the available lexical tools, but 
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it is a derivative of the verb OE gewendan ‘to turn, change’, thus yielding the noun 

‘immutability’ by adding two different affixes. These miracles are expressed with beauty, 

wonder and perhaps a hint of strangeness, but, above all, they are subject to God’s holy power.   

 The Paris Psalter also provides more detailed information as to the nature of these 

wonders or miracles. The idea of sin and the inability to see these wonders or miracles has 

already been pointed out in example (43c), but the following fragment connects it with a 

different concept:  

 

(45c) In eallum hi þissum ihtan synne, and noldan his wundrum wel gelyfan (PPs 77.31)  

‘all of them increased in sin, and they would not believe in his wonders’ 

 

Some of the fragments in this group explain how wonders are made evident or revealed to men, 

as is the case of And 561, where these wonders are deemed sweotulura ond gesynra ‘evident 

and manifest’, the verb describing the action being OE gecȳðan ‘to make known, reveal’. 

However, excerpt (45c) points out a different concept that ties in with this one: that despite the 

fact that these wonders may be evident or explicitly revealed, those who are sinners will not 

believe (in) them. Moving on to other fragments that further describe the idea of wonder as 

exercise of divine power, some of them point out who can and cannot perform wonders:  

 

 (47c) Forðan ðu eart se mycla mihtiga drihten, þe wundor miht wyrcean ana (PPs 85.9) 

‘because you are the great mighty lord and only you can create wonders’  

 

(48) Ne huru wundur wyrceað deade (PPs 87.10)  

‘the dead can’t at any rate work wonders’ 

 

According to these excerpts, neither the dead nor any other people save God can perform 

miracles. However, other fragments in the concordance contradict this assertion:  

 

(49c) Hæfdon [Petrus and Paulus] mænige ær wundra geworhte geond wærþeod (Men 126)  

‘[prior to their martyrdom] [Peter and Paul] had done many miracles among men’ 

 

The terms that both these fragments use to refer to the idea of miracle are the same, OE wundor 

and OE wyrcan, in the infinitive in the first case and in the past tense in the second. However, 

despite identical phrasing, these ideas are different in the theological nature of the statement. 

Fragment (47c) refers to God’s ability and power in creating the universe, while fragment (49c) 
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alludes to these acts of divine power that are known to have been performed all through 

Christian history by different figures like Jesus, the apostles or the saints.  

The concept of ability as connected to the experience of wonder has been already 

analysed in section 7.1.1 and it shows a recurrent trend through different genres in the Old 

English poetic corpus. For Ramey (2017: 480), the beauty in nature draws from Biblical images, 

to the point the natural world is understood as “an intricately fashioned artwork.” Many 

passages that have been pointed out already in this study stress this understanding of God as an 

artist that establishes a further parallel between the artwork and creation. This is also the case 

of the experience of wonder, which stresses God’s ability and virtue in creating the world. For 

example:  

 

(50c) Edre him Andreas agef ondsware: Nu ic on þe sylfum soð oncnawe, wisdomes gewit, 
wundorcræfte sigesped geseald, snyttrum bloweð, beorhtre blisse, breost innanweard (And 
643) 

‘immediately Andrew answered: Now I can perceive truth in you, the understanding of wisdom 
and a wondrous ability given with triumphant skill; it blows bright bliss inside your chest’  

 

In this fragment, Andrew is unknowingly speaking to Jesus and two angels who are disguised 

as people from Andrew’s ship crew in their journey to the country of the Mermedonians. 

Unaware of his true identity, he refers to his wisdom and truthfulness (OE sōð) as something 

given with both OE wundorcræft ‘wonderful ability’ and sigespēd ‘triumphant skill’; the 

attributes that these two terms evaluate are, therefore, given (OE gesellan) with a wonderful 

ability and skill. On a more general note, the term OE wundorcræft refers to a) divine skill, 

“miraculous power” (BWT, s.v. wundorcræft, n., II.), and b) an astounding human skill, 

“wondrous skill, great cunning” (BWT, s.v. wundorcræft, n., I.), as it does in this same poem, 

when Matthew is said to have written the Gospel with wundorcræft. Indeed, this idea recurs in 

a different compound including OE cræft and the idea of wonder: in El 1236 the scribe who is 

narrating the story of Saint Helena considers the action of recollecting and telling the tale a 

wundor and an act of wordcræft.  

 As far as power is concerned, other fragments in the concordance treat this idea in less 

explicit terms, for instance:  

 

(51c) Wræclice syndon wægea gangas, þonne sæstreamas swiðust flowað; swa is wundorlic 
wealdend usser halig drihten on heanessum (PPs 92.6)  

‘the waves of the sea are wondrous when the sea-stream flows quickly; so wonderful is our lord 
in his supremacy’ 
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This fragment points out the similarity between the power of the waves when there is heavy sea 

and God’s attributes and his position of superiority, which translates to ‘supremacy’, but also 

‘majesty’ or ‘dignity’ (see DOE, s.v. heāhnes, n., 5.c: “loftiness, magnificence, excellence; 

exalted degree, exalted manifestation (of virtue, sanctity, wisdom glory, etc. gen.) [emphasis 

mine]). Furthermore, this passage is interesting in that it portrays an identical use (implicit in 

the comparison by means of OE swā) of OE wræclīc, an ambivalent term that can mean 

‘strange’, ‘wonderful’ or both, and OE wundorlīc, which, in theory, only indexes the latter. Yet, 

notions of power and ability as connected to the experience of wonder are not limited to God’s 

power, but, for instance, to Satan. In the verse Genesis, when he is trying to convince other 

angels into rebelling against God with him, he states:  

 

 (52c) Ic mæg mid handum swa fela wundra gewyrcean (GenA,B 279)  

‘I can work so many great wonders with my own hands’ 

 

It is not entirely clear from this excerpt what these wonders are, but there are two different 

lexical items that emphasise the idea of manual skill: OE hand and gewyrcan. Nevertheless, 

these two terms should not be taken literally, since OE hand is an extremely polysemic term 

and can mean ‘hand’, but also ‘power’ or ‘skill’, among many other characteristics. The same 

applies to OE gewyrcan, which in a prototypical sense means ‘to work something with the 

hands’, but it can also be found in many contexts like the cognitive and the behavioural, 

expressing execution of plans or dexterity. In terms of the relationship between the body and 

the soul, as well as regarding power and might, there is one additional instance containing OE 

wundorlīc:  

 

(53c) Is þæt wundorlic mægencræft micel moda gehwilces ofer lichoman lænne and sænne (Met 
26.104)  

‘that is a great and wonderful mighty power of the spirits over the bodies, which are temporary 
and slow’ 

 

This fragment refers to Circe’s transformation of the soldiers into animals. However, OE 

mægencræft does not refer to Circe’s power, but to the command that the spirits of these men 

have over their animal forms (OE lǣne ‘temporary’ and sǣne ‘slow, dull, inactive’), how the 

spirit prevails over the body. Ultimately, the fragment conveys that the spirit is the ultimate 

wonder, as it is able to impose itself over the body. While this fragment does not necessarily fit 

into the category of wonder and the miracle as understood from the Christian framework, this 

event does feature a supernatural occurrence, which is, in any case, the basis of every miracle, 
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and, in this case, it showcases the additional connection to might and power as associated with 

the Christian concept of the soul and its dominion over the body.  

 Divine power, nonetheless, manifests itself in different elements in the corpus that are 

specifically pointed out. For example, in the case of creation, the power of God is most 

explicitly seen in the beauty of everything that can be observed on the face of the Earth:  

 

(54c) Seolfa he gesette sunnan and monan, stanas and eorðan, stream ut on sæ, wæter and 
wolcn, ðurh his wundra miht (Sat 4)  

‘[God] himself through his wonderful power set the sun and the moon, the stones and the Earth, 
and the stream out on the sea, water and cloud’  

 

All that man can behold in the Earth, water and Heaven is a result of God’s immense power 

(OE meaht), which is a wonder. The human eye regards the created universe with wonder 

because its creation is an unfathomable circumstance that only has a feasible explanation in the 

existence of such wonderful power and skill. In this sense, the contemplation of the Earth does 

hold a certain degree of vastness, but it is an apprehensible enormity that has a perfectly rational 

doctrinal explanation, and so the believer does not need to readjust their mental structures to 

understand it. They merely perceive it with wonder, which is flavoured, at times, with beauty, 

skill and, above all, with supernatural occurrence. Similar remarks are made as regards the 

creation of Adam and Eve:  

 

(55c) Habbaþ we geascad þæt se ælmihtiga worhte wer ond wif þurh his wundra sped, ond hi 
þa gesette on þone selestan foldan sceata (Phoen 393)  

‘we have reasoned that the almighty wrought man and woman through his wonderful power, 
and then set them in the most excellent corner of the earth’ 

 

Man and woman (OE wer ond wif) were created through God’s power, but in this case the noun 

rendering this idea is a different one: OE sped, which refers to many different concepts like 

‘speed’, ‘substance’, ‘success’ or ‘power, faculty’, the latter being the suitable reading for this 

excerpt.  

 Other than creation and its connection to divine power as a miracle, the Biblical miracles 

that are supernatural actions in themselves are described by means of OE wundor as well. 

Beginning with the different miracles that take place in delivering the Israelites to the promised 

land, there are several fragments that describe these episodes in the Old English Exodus:  
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 (56c) Fyrd eall geseah hu þær hlifedon halige seglas, lyftwundor leoht (Ex 88)  

‘all the army saw how the holy pillars stood out prominently, an illuminated aerial wonder’ 

 

(57c) Heofonbeacen astah æfena gehwam, oðer wundor, syllic æfter sunnan setlrade beheold, 
ofer leodwerum lige scinan, byrnende beam (Ex 107)  

‘a heavenly beacon ascended every evening, another very excellent wonder, when the sun set, 
shining over these people, a burning beam’ 

 

The pillar of light that guides Moses and the Israelites across the desert and the Red Sea is 

labelled a ‘wonder of the air’, as the term OE lyftwundor attests. The second pillar in (57c) is 

not only categorised as a wonder/miracle, but it is described in terms of excellence (OE sellīc) 

denoting positive aesthetic experience. In this context, the supernatural causality implicit in the 

floating pillar of light does not cause any negative feelings, or at least the narrator of the Old 

English Exodus does not want the audience to experience such feelings, even if, in a real-life 

situation, a similar event would, indeed, cause certain apprehension or reverence. These 

fragments do showcase a need for adaptation, since these events are out of the ordinary, and 

these pillars that are described are similarly vast, but the experience that this episode aims at 

triggering is reliant on terms that index wonder not awe. Moreover, other poems also make 

reference to the episodes narrated in Exodus:  

 

(58c) Godes hi forgeaton, þe hi of gramra ær feonda folmum frecne generede, þe on Egyptum 
æðele wundur and on Chananea cymu worhte and recene wundur on þam readan sæ (PPs 
105.18)  

‘they neglected the Lord, he who first released them from the horrible and angry hands of their 
enemy, he who in Egypt and Canaan wrought noble, beautiful and swift wonders on the Red 
Sea’ 

 

This Psalm is particularly interesting to compare to its Latin counterpart, especially as regards 

the experience of wonder as a potential mixed emotion:  

 

(58c-bis) Obliti sunt Deum, qui liberavit eos, qui fecit magnalia in Ægypto, mirabilia in terra 
Chanaan; terribilia in Mari Rubro (Thorpe, 1835: 301)  

‘they forgot their God, who freed them, who made great things in Egypt, miracles in Canaan, 
and frightening things in the Red Sea’  

 

The Latin original enumerates three different qualities that are perfectly translatable into Old 

English: excellence, from the Latin magnalia “great things, mighty works” (Lewis and Short, 

1897, s.v. magnalia, n., I), wonder/miracle from the Latin mirabilis, indexing both wonder and 

miracle, but also glory (Lewis and Short, 1897, s.v. mirabilis, adj., I. and II.), and fear/awe from 
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the Latin terribilis ‘frightful’ but also ‘demanding reverence’ (Lewis and Short, 1897, s.v. 

terribilis, adj., I. and II.). Nevertheless, the only adjective (which to a certain extent is the 

expression of the appraisal involved in the aesthetic emotion episode) that finds a close match 

in the Old English translated psalm is mirabilis, rendered by OE wundor. Terms like OE sellīc 

for excellence and OE egefull for reverential fear would have been more exact translations, 

rather than the repetition of OE wundor, which does not seem, thus far, to have an implicit 

negative side. Whether this is a mark of poor poetic composition and defective translational 

practice or a deliberate omission is not for this study to determine. However, there is a clearly 

observable tendency in the religious usage of wonder-related terms: they are always oriented 

towards the positive side of the aesthetic emotion spectrum.  

The discovery of the True Cross by Saint Helena also features some of these usages of 

OE wundor as referring to the Biblical miracle:  

 

(59c) Leode gesawon hira willgifan wundor cyðan, ða ðær of heolstre, swylce heofonsteorran 
oððe goldgimmas, grunde getenge, næglas of nearwe neoðan scinende leohte lixton (El 1110) 

‘the people saw how the Lord revealed this miracle, when out of the darkness, like stars or gold 
gems, close to the ground, the nails from beneath lit up and started to shine’  

 

(60c) Ic þæs wuldres treowes oft, nales æne, hæfde ingemynd ær ic þæt wundor onwrigen hæfde 
ymb þone beorhtan beam, swa ic on bocum fand, wyrda gangum, on gewritum cyðan be ðam 
sigebeacne (El 1251)  

‘I often think about the Tree of Glory after I discovered the miracle of the bright tree, just as I 
found it in the books, made known in writing, the course of fate of the Tree of Victory’  

 

In the first fragment, just after Saint Helena has finished her prayer asking God to reveal the 

exact position of the nails with which Jesus was crucified, this miracle takes place and the nails 

that are deep in the ground spontaneously start to shine with a golden hue. In the second 

example, the complete event of the discovery of the cross is furthermore pictured as a miracle 

in itself. This episode was analysed in example (214), in chapter 5, and it was generally 

examined attending to the terms for pleasantness that it contained, despite its supernatural tone. 

The same applies for both these fragments: though they are fundamentally supernatural events, 

they are experienced with positive wonder.  

 Other miracles that are described through OE wundor and related terms include those 

that are envisioned to take place at Doomsday:  
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(61c) Hwæt, eac scyldge men gesegon to soðe, þy sylfan dæge þe on þrowade, þeodwundor 
micel, þætte eorðe ageaf þa hyre on lægun. Eft lifgende up astodan þa þe heo ær fæste bifen 
hæfde, deade bibyrgde, þe dryhtnes bibod heoldon on hreþre (ChristA,B,C 1152)  

‘so, each guilty man has seen what is true, the same day that Christ suffered, a great and mighty 
miracle will take place: the Earth will give back those who rested in it; once again living, they 
will stand up, those that had been firmly swallowed, the dead who were buried and had held the 
Lord’s commandments in their breast’  

 

Resurrection is expressed as a þeodwundor micel ‘great and mighty wonder’, and it is only 

accessible to those that before death abode God’s commands. The fact that the earth will 

actively release (OE agēfan ‘give back what has been taken’) the bodies of the dead, now alive, 

is a miracle, a cause for wonder, in theory met with or intended to trigger a positive emotional 

reaction for lack of lexis rendering fear, awe or other such negative responses. Other miracles 

include divine apparitions like the angel in Daniel:  

 

 (62c) þæt is wundra sum þæt we ðær eagum on lociað (Dan 416)  

‘that is a miracle that we can see with our eyes’ 

 

Again, in this fragment, the emphasis is on the fact that this miracle is one that can be seen 

through human sight and that is easily perceivable (OE lōcian, eāge), as is the case of fragment 

(42c). The angelic apparition in this case is not met with fear, as for instance the sight of the 

cross in The Dream of the Rood is (fragment 32); the core difference is the background as a 

sinner of the narrator in The Dream of the Rood as compared to the Three Youths, who are 

described as beautiful elsewhere in the poem and, as such, morally incorrupt. Because 

emotional input (guilt or shame in the case of The Dream of the Rood) plays an important role 

in the aesthetic emotion episode, it can suffice to trigger one or other emotion. Similar in the 

lack of negative terms are the descriptions of the apocalypse that contain OE wundor:  

 

(63c) þær bið wundra ma þonne hit ænig on mode mæge aþencan, hu þæt gestun ond se storm 
ond seo stronge lyft brecað brade gesceaft (ChristA,B,C 988)  

‘there will be more miracles than any man may imagine, how tempest, storm and strong wind 
will break the broad creation’ 

 

The destruction of the Earth on Doomsday is also an exercise of divine power, a wonder, as is 

its creation. Though the fragment contains terms like OE gestun ‘tempest, hurricane’, storm 

‘storm’ and stronge lyft ‘strong wind’, representing weather conditions that are elsewhere 

experienced in negative (aesthetic) terms, the idea of wonder, like in the preceding fragment, is 
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at its core linked to salvation and everlasting life, thereby cancelling out any negative judgments 

that may be intrinsically associated with these images.   

  Ultimately, these attestations of wonder as a synonym for ‘miracle’ revolve around the 

concept represented by the term OE tācn. BWT defines this term as “a sign, significant form,” 

“an ensign,” and “a token, a credential” (BWT, s.v. tācn, n., I., I.a., and I.b.). However, in a 

religious context the token is much more than a simple sign. Some attestations in the 

concordance develop on the relation between the wonder and the token:  

 

 (64c) Is þara anra [wundra] gehwam orgeate tacen (OrW 8)  

‘each miracle is a manifest token’  

 

(65c) Noldan hi þa torhtan tacen oncnawan þe him beforan fremede freobearn godes, monig 
mislicu, geond middangeard (ChristA,B,C 642)  

‘[the Jews] did not want to acknowledge the splendid tokens that Jesus performed before them, 
numerous through the Earth’  

 

The token goes beyond the sign, as it is the physical representation of the covenant between 

God and humankind, and it is often an aesthetically pleasant one, like the pillar of light in 

Exodus. Generally speaking, nature as a wonder and the different miracles that have taken place 

throughout the ages (sometimes demonstrated in particular tokens) are seen as a manifestation 

of God’s love for humanity. In the introduction to The Complete Old English Poems, Shippey 

(2017) develops on this idea:  
 

The “then” of the promise is inevitably connected with the “now” of its redemption. But there is 

another moment which is connected, and that is the retrospective moment when all has been made 

clear, when the promise emerges from its ambiguous state, and even onlookers can see the result. 

One might call this the moment of soð or “sooth.” And the sign of that moment, one could say, is 

the tacen or “token” (Shippey, 2017: xlii). 

 

These remarks apply for much of the Anglo-Saxon vernacular verse production, from Judith or 

the Christ poems to Beowulf, but in a religious context it is much more interesting because it is 

the material realisation of an idea that has already been discussed in this study: the need for the 

Anglo-Saxon mind (and at large the human mind) to have some sort of sensory basis, an 

observable reality that can be physically experienced and serve as a medium to also experience 

the divine, imagined pasts, and all the abstract ideas associated with religion by means of a 

token (which can simultaneously be a miracle) and that becomes an aesthetic object. When this 

object or situation is placed in the middle of a passage that is aimed at triggering aesthetic 
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emotion, the religious ideas that are behind it are experienced very intensely and, as has been 

shown through this study, that seems to be the purpose of most Old English verse.  

 Summing up, after a complete analysis of all the terms in the concordance that treat the 

relationship between wonder and miracle, it becomes clear that wonder is, indeed, synonymous 

with miracle. The fragments discussed in this section suggest that this association results from 

metonymic extension, whereby the effect is used to designate the cause, but the lack of 

etymological evidence on the lexemes that index wonder makes it impossible to determine this 

with any certainty. In this sense, attestations in this group present two main perspectives: those 

that treat the Biblical miracles and those that concern the wonders of the world stemming from 

the miracle of creation. Nevertheless, the separate analysis of both these groups indicates that, 

in the Anglo-Saxon mind, there is no difference in their treatment or conceptualisation, because 

the marvels of the Earth are the original miracle. This is further emphasised by the identical 

verbal treatment of these two types of miracles. There is an emphasis on perception and mental 

processing, as the usages of OE sceāwian and oncnāwan attest, as well as the occasional verbs 

referring to speech, where these wonders are praised, like OE secgan. Nevertheless, by far, the 

most recurrent verb that accompanies these fragments is OE (ge)wyrcan, which stresses further 

the manual activity (skill, power and ability) and performativity behind these miracles.  

 A contrastive analysis of this group of attestations as rendering the experience of wonder 

with the features of the experience of awe as proposed by Keltner and Haidt (2003) also 

provides extremely thought-provoking insights as to the role of wonder as a Christian emotion 

and the similarity between these two emotions. Vastness, a central feature of awe, is not 

necessarily present in these attestations; while some objects are described as being big or wide, 

like creation, their size is fathomable (or presented as such in the poetry) for the Anglo-Saxon 

mind and, in the event that it were not, the religious explanation behind them does 

counterbalance this vastness through the emotion-regulation scripts that this genre employs. 

There is, nevertheless, a need for adaptation in most of the fragments in this section, since they 

present the subject with situations or objects that challenge their mental structures because they 

are out of the ordinary. Awe is, therefore, not fully triggered due to a lack or counterbalancing 

action of the appraisal of vastness and because the complete emotional experience is 

deliberately oriented towards the positive. Nevertheless, most of the appraisals that are 

considered flavouring features in Keltner and Haidt’s (2003) model are also present in the 

experience of wonder. The appraisal of threat is the only one that is not lexically rendered and 

this is explained in the valence of the stimuli that trigger this emotion, which are different to 

other cases where wonder is found outside the religious: because the mind evaluates these 

circumstances with some sort of reasonable or explainable coherence, whatever strangeness or 
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threat that the subject may experience is ultimately oriented towards eternal life and the 

redemption of the soul and so, just like artworks that present negative emotions and are not 

experienced negatively by the subject because they ultimately know that they are not real or if 

they are, they do not pose an immediate threat to the individual, these stimuli are not appraised 

negatively. Other flavouring features like beauty, ability, virtue and supernatural causality are 

present in most excerpts. This further highlights the close relation between wonder and awe, 

and it highlights wonder as an emotion that is not clearly positioned alongside the 

positive/negative spectrum. While the attestations in this group that feature the supernatural are 

experienced positively this is only due to the poet’s approach and intention to maintain and 

trigger positive aesthetic experience. In fact, this intentionality is what constitutes the Old 

English wonder-related terms as fundamentally positive religious terms. However, it is not 

totally transparent whether this is the case in attestations of wonder terms in texts that do not 

have as clear a Christian purpose of moralising as some of these writings do. This being so, the 

next section aims at determining whether wonder is a similarly positive emotion outside 

religious frameworks.  

 

7.4 WONDER and the unknown  

Very few poems treat the experience of wonderful or miraculous events outside a religious 

framework or target it towards the contemplation of non-religious figures. The only poem that 

does so is Beowulf, and even some of the attestations that concern wonder in it still contain 

mentions to religious ideas. Nevertheless, Beowulf is possibly the only text in the Old English 

poetic corpus that can provide information about an aboriginal Anglo-Saxon idea of wonder as 

an emotion that is not necessarily positive, other than the riddles which have been mentioned 

in previous sections and that render an altogether different idea of wonder as related to the 

acquisition of knowledge or beauty and manual skill. Because this poem features encounters 

with the unknown and the menacing, the wonder that these entities cause is some sort of fearful 

fascination that does not prevent the subject from appreciating the beauty or excellence in these 

creatures.  

 Many fragments that have been pointed out in preceding chapters exemplify these ideas. 

They have represented how beauty and ugliness in Beowulf and in rare fragments from other 

texts were not mutually exclusive and that the experience of some of the characters or situations 

in these poems were characterised by a beauty that was flavoured with fear and an ugliness that 

triggered an odd fascination. For instance, fragments (132), (134) and (136) in chapter 5 depict 

this fearful approach to beauty; in these cases, the sublimity and wonder that rough weather 

inspires on the subject are negatively experienced because these atmospheric conditions 
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threaten the character’s well-being. Indeed, they further exemplify how the line between what 

is experienced negatively and positively as far as the emotion of wonder is concerned seems to 

be in the appraisal of threat. In this section, I will analyse selected sections from Beowulf that 

seem to feature aesthetic emotion episodes containing terms for wonder as mixed aesthetic 

emotion markers in order to determine whether there is an additional side to the experience of 

wonder in Old English poetry that is not featured in texts of a religious nature, and whether this 

emotion can, indeed, be triggered by stimuli of different valences, making it a mixed emotion.   

 In more neutral terms, there is an instance in the concordance that evaluates wonder in 

similar terms to those described in the preceding section in the sense that it portrays a 

supernatural event that is not easily explainable. It concerns the sword with which Beowulf 

beheads Grendel’s corpse after killing Grendel’s mother:  

 

(66c) þa þæt sweord ongan æfter heaþoswate hildegicelum, wigbil wanian. Þæt wæs wundra 
sum, þæt hit eal gemealt ise gelicost (Beo 1605) 

‘then the sword, the battle-icicle, began to decay as a result of the battle-blood. It was some 
wonder that it melted like ice’  

 

The blood in Grendel’s corpse causes the sword to diminish, decay (OE wanian) and to melt 

(OE gemeltan) like ice. This event does not necessarily entail the appraisal of threat, because at 

this point in the story both Grendel and its mother are dead, but it does involve supernatural 

causality. It is an altogether different type of wonder insofar as, here, it is not experienced 

positively as in the case of supernatural events that take place in Biblical contexts. Because the 

potential audience of this poem is aware of the distance between themselves and the events in 

this story, they do not experience this episode negatively, but somewhere in the middle of the 

positive/negative emotion spectrum. A similar contemplation involves the sighting of Grendel’s 

footprints:  

 

(67c) ferdon folctogan feorran ond nean geond widwegas wundor sceawian, laþes lastas (Beo 
837)  

‘[next morning] the leaders came from far and near, yonder from the wide ways, to behold the 
wonder, the footprints of the loathsome one’  

 

(68c) ða wæs morgenleoht scofen ond scynded. Eode scealc monig swiðhicgende to sele þam 
hean searowundor seon (Beo 917)  

‘[when the thanes of the king and Beowulf were marching] the light of the morning came 
shining. Many strong-purposed soldiers went to the hall to see the artful wonder’ 
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In the previous chapter, discussing fragment (83b), I pointed out how the tracks left by Grendel, 

when it is still alive and there is real threat to the soldiers, are described with disgust, without 

any appreciation whatsoever to the wonder that the monster constitutes. Because in the narrative 

it is still dark and the corpses and destruction left behind by Grendel are evident, it triggers 

negative emotions on the soldiers that behold it. Nevertheless, fragment (67c) presents a 

different perspective. When these footprints are seen, Beowulf has already killed Grendel, and 

the characters in the story do not know of the existence of Grendel’s mother. Morning light and 

the sense of security (or lack of threat) make it possible for these characters to behold Grendel’s 

tracks with wonder, which apparently are very different from those left behind by any other 

animal or human being. Furthermore, in excerpt (68c), a similar situation can be observed, 

referring to Grendel’s arm. Because it no longer poses a threat, the amazement that it causes 

can be fully appreciated. The soldiers and other people in the land of the Danes never actually 

see Grendel during daylight, only the footprints it leaves and, eventually, its arm and head when 

they are severed.  

 Yet, it is in the light of a very particular group of instances where the potential usage of 

terms for wonder as mixed aesthetic emotion markers can be discussed. When Beowulf travels 

to the moor where Grendel and its mother live, there are certain elements that, though 

wonderful, are perceived negatively. Before this, there is a description of this place:  

 

 (69c) þær mæg nihta gehwæm niðwundor seon, fyr on flode (Beo 1365) 

 ‘there, every night, one may see an evil wonder: water on fire’  

 

The tone of the poem at this stage clearly reflects the impending threat in the encounter with 

the monster, and this is emphasised by many different elements that contribute to an atmosphere 

of fear, hostility and danger. In the case of this fragment, OE wundor is complemented by the 

term OE nīþ, thus rendering “a wonder that bodes evil” (BWT, s.v. niþwundor). What is 

particularly evil about this body of water that catches fire, other than its location near Grendel’s 

mere, is that it is an unnatural phenomenon, and, as such, it is perceived negatively due to its 

strangeness and the fact that it defies the laws of nature. In essence, the fact that OE wundor 

has to be complemented by the prefix OE nīþ implies that this term for wonder does not have a 

negative meaning in itself that could be deduced from a given context.  

 Similar to the evil wonder that is the burning body of water are the creatures that swim 

in said stream. These three fragments contain descriptions of these animals, involving different 

aesthetic emotion markers: 
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(70c) Gesawon ða æfter wætere wyrmcynnes fela, sellice sædracan, sund cunnian, swylce on 
næshleoðum nicras licgean, ða on undernmæl oft bewitigað sorhfulne sið on seglrade, wyrmas 
ond wildeor; hie on weg hruron, bitere ond gebolgne, bearhtm ongeaton, guðhorn galan (Beo 
1425) 

‘then he they many reptiles in the water, wonderful sea-dragons trying their power of swimming; 
similarly, some water-monsters were lying on the slope of the headland, often these wild and 
worm-like beasts departed at morning-time on a sorrowful journey through the sail-road; they 
rushed on their course, bitter and angry, hearing the soldiers above’ 

 

This first fragment does not contain any terms for wonder, but it does include OE sellīc, which 

has already been described and analysed in chapter 5. However, this term also indexes wonder: 

“I. strange, extraordinary, wonderful” (BWT, s.v. seld-, adj., I), and in this case it clearly 

portrays a negatively oriented experience of wonder. These creatures that swim in the water are 

described as reptiles (OE wyrmcyn, drawing from OE wyrm which describes both reptiles and 

creeping insects) and, more specifically, as sea-dragons. The creatures are portrayed as dragons 

in miniature that populate the waters that Beowulf has to cross to access Grendel’s hiding place. 

OE sellīc, in this case, renders both the intricacy and complexity of these creatures and their 

visual characteristics, as well as the strangeness and, to a certain extent, repulsion that they 

cause in the characters in Beowulf, and, similarly, aim at triggering in a potential audience.  

Further in the story, there is one more depiction of these creatures that contains a term 

for wonder:  

 

(71c) Bær þa seo brimwylf, þa heo to botme com, hringa þengel to hofe sinum, swa he ne mihte, 
no he þæs modig wæs, wæpna gewealdan, ac hine wundra þæs fela swencte on sunde, sædeor 
monig hildetuxum heresyrcan bræc, ehton aglæcan (Beo 1506)  

‘then the sea she-wolf bore the ringed ruler to her house on the bottom in such a way that, despite 
being brave enough, he couldn’t wield a weapon; many wonderful sea-animals afflicted 
torments on the water, gnawing at his mail-coat with their war-teeth, harassing fierce fighters’ 

 

The animals, despite aiming at hurting Beowulf, and being described negatively (for instance, 

OE aglǣc ‘miserable being, monster’), are, nevertheless, referred to as wundra sædeor 

‘wonderful sea-animals’. In more detail, some lines before this passage, one of the warriors that 

accompanies Beowulf had pierced one of these sea-dragons and had retrieved it from the water:  

 

 (72c) wundorlic wægbora; weras sceawedon gryrelicne gist (Beo 1437)   

 ‘wonderful creature, the men saw the horrible guest’  

 

Now the creature is described as wonderful in one clause and with negative terms in the next 

one, by means of OE gryrelīc ‘horrible, terrible’. Wonder, in this case, does not cancel negative 
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experience; both the experience of ugliness (rendered with a term that could either refer to fear 

or to ugliness) and the experience of wonder are paired together. This does not necessarily mean 

that the Old English poetic experience of wonder is a mixed aesthetic emotion, but that it can 

be found in mixed emotional contexts. These are the only instances in the poetic corpus that 

contain a similar collocation of wonder-related terms.  

  Just like positive aesthetic emotion terms were used in contexts rendering what is 

favourable, Old English terms for wonder that include negative appraisals evaluate what is not 

favourable, and this type of attestations is only found in Beowulf:  

 

(72c) Weorod eall aras; eodon unbliðe under Earnanæs, wollenteare wundur sceawian (Beo 
3030)  

‘all the men arose and in distress they went under the Eagle Headland, welling with tears to look 
upon the wonder’  

 

(73c) þa wæs endedæg godum gegongen, þæt se guðcyning, Wedra þeoden, wundordeaðe 
swealt (Beo 3033)  

‘that was the end-day, the passing-away of the good one, when the war-king, the leader of the 
Weders, died a wondrous death’ 

 

The first fragment is found in the scene where Beowulf’s soldiers find his corpse next to that 

of the dragon. Beowulf’s death is considered a wonderful event, as it is further reinforced by 

example (73c), both generally in the last fragment and in more concrete and observable terms 

as in the first fragment. The reason behind the inclusion of unfavourable events in the 

experience of wonder lies once again behind the symbolic meaning of said event. There is 

dignity and courage behind Beowulf’s death. Continuing the comparison between the 

experience of awe and the experience of wonder as potentially similar aesthetic emotions, 

virtue, a flavouring feature in awe, also plays an important role in experiencing wonder. There 

is nothing intrinsically pleasing at an aesthetic level about death, just as there was nothing 

beautiful about the corpses depicted in chapter 5, fragments (24) and (25), but goodness and 

other positive qualities, which are evaluated at a cognitive level and that lie behind these deaths, 

are what turn these events into aesthetically pleasing phenomena, that, although rare, are 

expressed with different aesthetic emotion markers.  

 All things considered, and after an analysis of the Old English attestations of wonder-

related terms that treat the unknown in non-religious circumstances, it becomes clear that, per 

se, the Anglo-Saxon experience of WONDER is not a mixed emotion at its core. Old English 

terms for wonder are more often found in fragments that discuss beauty, manual skill and the 

experience of the miracle than in contexts that involve negative emotions. When this is the case, 
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the mixed emotion framework is rendered, not by the usage of Old English terms for wonder, 

but with the presence of terms rendering negative emotions or phenomena. Since the emotion 

of wonder seems to stand out as a positive one, the involvement of these negative stimuli in the 

emotion process does not blend with the emotion of WONDER but they cooccur with it (as 

Larsen et al., 2017: 72 suggest). At a second stage in the emotion process, the alteration in the 

original stimuli that trigger wonder change the emotion of wonder into a different sort of 

negative fascination that could be categorised as a mixed emotion. However, the data in this 

group of attestations is not sufficient to assert that a blend of emotions takes place (as González 

et al., 2017 and Heavey et al., 2017 suggest).  

 As far as the appraisals involved in this type of occurrences are concerned, they are 

consistent with the appraisals found in the rest of thematic groups. What this group evidences, 

however, is that the appraisal of ‘security’ (or ‘lack of threat’) is crucial to the experience of 

wonder in Old English poetry. These objects do present need for accommodation, which is often 

flavoured with beauty, virtue and supernatural causality. These seem to be the five appraisals 

of the emotion of WONDER in the context described here. In the concluding section to this 

chapter, I will assess the complete attestations of wonder in order to determine truly which of 

these features are central to this emotion and which ones are peripheral. Furthermore, and 

continuing on the discussion of the different evaluations that take place, these attestations of 

terms for wonder evidence further the two types of usage of terms for wonder (and any other 

aesthetic emotion lexis, for that matter) that are present in the Old English corpus: on the one 

hand, these terms are used in order to render a character’s given emotional reaction and, on the 

other hand, they aim at triggering a given emotional response on the part of the audience. Often, 

these two perspectives are complementary, and the former is used strategically in order to 

trigger the latter: in explaining how a character feels when they behold Grendel’s arm, the 

audience, as a result, can also experience a similar emotion from the safety that originates in 

acknowledging the distance between the narrative and the subject’s circumstances, and this is 

where all the potential of Old English verse to trigger positive, negative and mixed emotions 

lies. 

 

7.5 Data analysis and partial conclusions  

The preceding four sections in this chapter have provided a thematic analysis of the attestations 

of wonder in Old English verse texts, separated by the different usages that these terms 

showcase in different poetic subgenres. In this section, I will make an overview of the 

evaluation and categorisation of these attestations in the concordance as described in section 

four, analysing the frequency of attestations of the terms for wonder, the themes or evaluations 
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that they feature, and the adjectives, nouns and verbs that are most frequently found in 

collocation with these terms for wonder. Having done this, and considering all that has been 

thus far discussed in this chapter, I will move on to offer partial conclusions that aim at 

answering the questions originally posed in the introductory paragraphs to this chapter as well 

as the more general research questions of this study.  

 With a grand total of 202 attestations of the different terms for wonder in the poetic 

corpus, this emotion is chiefly represented by one of the most recurrent terms in the 

concordance, OE wundor (131 occ.). This presents a difference between the emotion of wonder 

and other emotions described in preceding chapters: in this case, the most recurrent term in the 

lexical domain of wonder is a noun, not an adjective. However, as it has been shown in most of 

the preceding fragments under analysis, this term, which in theory is a noun, has a descriptive 

function in many cases. One of the explanations for the frequent usage of OE wundor as 

compared to other terms like OE wundorlīc (fairly frequent, with 27 attestations, but nowhere 

as common as the previous one) is that metrically OE wundor could be more convenient 

because it has one less syllable. Furthermore, the prevalence of OE wundor could also be 

explained by its metonymic usage rendering ‘miracle’, which is extremely common in most of 

the poems.  

 

Term  Translation Occurrences   
wundor wonder(ful)  131 
wundorlīc(e) wonderful(ly)  27 
wundrian to wonder at 8 
wundor-compounds52 wonderful + term* 12 
wafian  to look with wonder 5 
wræclīc strange, wonderful 19 
GRAND TOTAL 

 
 202 

Table 9. Frequency of attestations of terms for wonder 
 

There are no other nouns in the concordance that describe exercises of divine power or specific 

portents, nor other nouns that, in any way, index the experience of wonder, other than the 

different compounds that are made from OE wundor. Adjectives are, likewise, only limited to 

OE wundorlīc, the prototypical Old English adjective that renders ‘wonderful’ and that can 

function similarly as an adverb, and the ambivalent usage of OE wræclīc, of which only the 

instances rendering ‘wonderful’ have been included here. There is, overall, a poor adjectival 

 
52 These include OE handwundor, liftwundor, niþwundor, searuwundor, wundorbeacen, wudorcræft, 
wundordeaþ, wundorfatum, wundorsmiþ, wundorwyrd, wundorseon and wundormaþþum.  
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representation and this is uncommon in the sense that most aesthetic emotion episodes in the 

poetic corpus (and in aesthetic experience in general) are rendered by means of adjectives. 

Regarding verbs, aesthetic contemplation involving wonder is described by means of two verbs 

that have an almost identical semantic content: OE wundrian and OE wafian, but, likewise, they 

are not that frequent. It becomes clear that the experience of wonder is mainly represented by 

nouns (denoting these specific miracles, wonderful objects or portents) or by adjectives that 

describe the objects and circumstances that are in any way miraculous or wonderful.  

The specific division of the attestations for wonder in the concordance in different 

themes yields interesting results as to the main domains of evaluation in which these terms are 

found. Despite the fact that certain authors like Walker (1997: 21) state that “singularity” is not 

reason enough to trigger wonder, it is surprising to see that a great number of the fragments in 

the concordance contain the appraisal of excellence (singularity, in a certain sense), which 

refers to extremely pleasant qualities of these objects. 90 different fragments employ terms for 

wonder in order to refer to objects that are so excellent (either as a result of the ability with 

which they were created or because they are so intrinsically) that they cause wonder on the 

subject.  

 

Term  Occurrences   
excellence  93 
miracle  30 
mystery 17 
contemplation 16 
ability 8 
natural wonder 7 
surprise 4 
awe-inspiring  3 
bad thing 3 
GRAND TOTAL  181 

Table 10. Themes in wonder occurrences 

 

Also striking is the relatively low number of fragments that use terms for wonder as 

synonymous for ‘miracle’, only a sixth of the total. Mystery or the ‘unknown’ in a positive 

sense is also present, but not as common as excellence or the miracle. The aesthetic 

contemplation that is chiefly rendered by the verbs OE wafian and wundrian, but not 

exclusively, follows in closely with a total of 16 attestations. Ability explicitly rendered by 

means of particular terms (not implicit in for instance descriptions of creation or beautiful 

objects) is not as common as excellence, in which sometimes craft is encoded. Other domains 
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like natural wonders (in which the role of wonder in the acquisition of knowledge is 

fundamental) or surprising objects are similarly present, but in a very limited number. These 

instances do not really provide enough information for an in-depth analysis of these themes. 

Finally, and as I have elicited in the previous section, awe-related phenomena and directly 

negative evaluations are extremely scarce in attestations, making it equally impossible to make 

further assumptions other than that it is possible to find wonder in mixed emotional contexts. 

Moreover, this proves that wonder, as it is represented and deliberately constructed in Old 

English poetry, is an aesthetic emotion, but a chiefly positive one. As it was mentioned in the 

closing paragraphs to the previous subsection, this categorisation evidences that wonder can be 

found in co-occurrence with other negative emotions, stimuli or phenomena, but these are not 

of an aesthetic nature, generally. All things considered, it is possible to affirm that ambivalent 

(or mixed) emotional states are indeed rare in the concordance and they are chiefly anecdotic 

as far as the aesthetic emotions analysed here are concerned.  

Regarding collocations, the different nouns that are most frequently found alongside the 

Old English terms for wonder indicate, to a certain extent, the different objects that are part of 

the poetic and aesthetic model for wonder. The most recurrent noun is OE wiht, which, as it has 

been pointed out in the preceding pages, is found in the different riddles in the alliterative pair 

wundorlīc wiht ‘wonderful creature’ in order to refer to the object that the riddle describes. In 

this case, the aimed wonder-reaction may or may not be fully triggered and, in any case, it is a 

clearly instrumental usage. 

 

Noun  Translation Occurrences   
wiht creature 9 
wæter water 7 
mægen ability, power 6 
weroc  work 4 
eorþ earth 3 
beām beam, tree 2 
folde earth, land 2 
fugel bird 2 
leōht light 2 
stān stone  2 
steorra star 2 
wæstm fruit, progeny, shape 2 
wolcen cloud 2  

Table 11. Nouns that collocate with terms for wonder 
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The recurrence of OE mægen emphasises the connection between wonder and power/ability, 

which has been discussed at length in this chapter. The rest of the nouns included in Table 11 

illustrate some of the ideas mentioned in the preceding section: the fact that water and its 

transformative abilities are often met with wonder, the contemplation of the Earth and the sky 

and the different elements that can be found in it (stars, clouds, stones, trees, animals, etc.). All 

in all, wonder, because it is mainly rendered by means of the noun OE wundor, is not 

complemented by a great number of other nouns, and, when it is, there is not a high recurrence 

of the same nouns, but rather variation or simply nominal omission.  

 A similar circumstance can be appreciated in the usage of adjectives alongside terms for 

wonder. Because the chief term that renders wonder is a noun, it would be expected that there 

would be a numerous assortment of different adjectives that would complement this noun. 

However, this is not the case. As Table 12 illustrates, the adjectives that are found in these 

fragments are notably limited. A possible explanation for this is the lack of detail in some of 

the fragments that can be found in, for instance, the usage of wonder terms in the Paris Psalter, 

or the fact that when wonder is used in describing the excellence of a given object, the terms 

for wonder are sufficient to convey intense visual ideas.   

 

Adjective  Translation Occurrences   
mǣre famous, illustrious, excellent 5 
scīr bright 3 
gylden golden 2 
heāh high 2 
hwīt white 2 
wīd wide 2 

Table 12. Adjectives that collocate with terms for wonder 

 

Among them, OE mǣre stands out, as this is an adjective that is often found in fragments that 

describe the deity and the miracles that it performs; in this context, OE heāh is similarly applied 

to both God and the works that he carries out, these two being the most common cognitively 

oriented adjectives. Other adjectives like OE scīr, gylden or hwīt are part and parcel of the Old 

English poetic paradigm of beauty, as the different examples and tables in chapter 5 also 

exemplify, and, since wonder has proven to be a fundamentally positive aesthetic emotion, it is 

expected that they would be frequently found in fragments rendering this emotion. OE wīd is 

likewise found in passages that describe the perceived vastness of the created world.  

 Verbal collocations are perhaps the most interesting in that they exemplify distinct 

approaches to words of wonder, even if in certain cases they overlap. There is a definite 

emphasis on manual creation, as the prevalence of OE (ge)wyrcan, gesceppan and astellan 
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attests. However, these verbs are not only used in contexts that describe manually wrought 

objects (understanding by this jewels, weaponry and similar objects, as well as the creation of 

universe on the part of God), but also in fragments that describe how a particular miracle is 

effected (for which OE gefremman is frequently used, too).  

 

Verb  Translation Occurrences   
(ge)wyrcan to work, make, effect 15 
(ge)seōn to see 11 
beōn to be  10 
gefremman to perform  5 
cȳðan to proclaim, make known 3 
sceāwian to look  3 
astellan to set, place, establish 2 
gesceppan  to create, form 2 
oncnāwan to know 2 
secgan to say, proclaim 2  

Table 13. Verbs that collocate with terms for wonder 

 

The verb beōn is found in passages in which given objects are described as being portents. 

There is an emphasis on perception verbs, OE geseōn and sceāwian, verbs that describe the 

perception of these manually created wonders or Biblical miracles as something that is 

physically observable (especially in those cases where the wonder is manifested by means of a 

token). Furthermore, there is also a tendency to use verbs that denote mental activity, like OE 

oncnāwan, or verbs that refer to the exaltation or revelation of these wonders, like OE secgan 

or cȳðan. It is not always easy to identify what type of ‘wonder’ takes place in each fragment 

by simply looking at the verbs, but there is a pattern that can easily be identified: objects of 

beauty are usually described via perception verbs, skilfully wrought items are emphasised by 

means of verbs for manual creation, miracles rendered through verbs for either manual creation, 

revelation, understanding or perception, and the unknown and the frightening is usually treated 

with perception verbs. While it would be tempting to assume that some of these verbs are used 

in figurative contexts, it is only the terms for wonder that assume figurative spaces (like the 

metonymy of OE wundor for miracle), and these verbs are, in all of the cases pointed out above, 

used literally.  

 As far as the research questions outlined in the introductory paragraphs to this chapter, 

some of them have already been answered in the course of the chapter and in the preceding 

paragraphs, but others deserve individual discussion. One of these questions was whether, in 

the experience of wonder, the appraisal of intrinsic pleasantness played as important a role as 
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it does in the experience of beauty or other positive aesthetic emotion and, indeed, it does. 

Wonder, in most of the cases, has proved to be a fundamentally positive emotion that is oriented 

further along the positive spectrum than the experience of beauty or the experience of aesthetic 

pleasure. There is not enough evidence as to what is more intrinsically pleasant, shape or 

content, or whether sometimes the excellence of shape can make up for a less excellent content 

and vice versa. What is, nevertheless, clear is that there are both cognitive and sensory 

evaluations of aesthetic objects that are deemed excellent or superb in their quality, emphasising 

that both shape and content are aesthetically appraised and, since the metaphor THE OUTER IS 

AN INDEX OF THE INNER is also operative in contexts of wonder, sensory evaluations often 

contain a cognitive judgment as well. In this regard, the appraisal of intrinsic pleasantness is 

closely linked to the appraisal of beauty. As such, in order to encompass both ideas, this 

appraisal is better referred to as the appraisal of excellence. 

In fact, this is one of the main domains of evaluation in which terms for wonder can be 

found: the material world, where excellence causes wonder and the stimuli that trigger this 

emotion are chiefly sensory (visual and, as it has been shown, also gustatory in one fragment) 

and also cognitive in the appreciation of the composition of a given object. This evaluation of 

aesthetic objects does not really offer any difference from that which takes place in the 

experience of beauty, other than the fact that the experience of wonder is more intense than the 

experience of beauty. When both terms for beauty and wonder are found in the same passage, 

the hierarchy that they establish is often determined by the grammatical category of the terms 

that render them: when OE wundorlīc or adjectival usages of OE wundor were found in 

combination with nouns rendering pleasant appearance, beauty is the main experience in this 

passage, while wonder is a result of it; however, when OE wundor was used nominally, and 

there were adjectives denoting beauty, wonder is the main experience, while terms for beauty 

describe what is additionally appealing about this given miracle or wonderful object. 

Nevertheless, the former is the most common collocation (and evaluation) between the terms 

for beauty and wonder.   

What wonder and beauty have in common in the corpus is that they are triggered by 

brightness, exquisite clothing, ornaments, shiny colours and intricate engravings, to the extent 

that these characteristics are enough to cause the subject to experience wonder. Beauty, in itself, 

is enough to trigger wonder, in given instances. Furthermore, there is a parallel in the strategies 

with which wonder and terms for beauty are employed: terms for wonder denoting excellence 

of shape are also used as a way of expressing moral qualities, but also to conceal evilness, 

thereby flouting the maxim ‘as it is inside so it shall be outside’ in specific cases the same 

manner in which terms for beauty were used in very particular contexts in order to describe the 
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deceiving appearance of creatures of evil. The fragments containing terms for wonder also 

showcase other ideas that are present in fragments that depict beauty, like the connections 

between beauty and light or understanding, sin as a stain, and darkness as evilness. Another 

area in which there are prominent similarities as regards the usage of terms for wonder as 

positive aesthetic emotion markers is in the description of the created universe: these passages 

are often extremely aesthetic and enumerative of the different objects that are part of God’s 

creation and that, incidentally, are part of the poetic paradigm of beauty as described and 

analysed in chapter 5.  

As it has been pointed out, this domain of evaluation in the Old English terms for wonder 

also features a connection between wonder, excellence and ability, in which the idea of beauty 

is likewise present. The universe is emphasised as a wonder/miracle or as triggering wonder, 

because it is seen as an intricate, excellent and bountiful creation. This stems from the literal 

usage of terms for wonder as describing the craft necessary in order to create and manufacture 

beautiful and excellent objects and the effects that they may cause in a potential beholder. 

Stonework, ornamentation or battle-gear that feature animal shapes like bears or serpents, 

jewels, tapestries or pottery are some of the examples found in the concordance that are 

evaluated by means of wonder terms. Furthermore, this evaluation is identical to that implicit 

in the adjective OE wrǣtlīc when applied to man-made objects. In fact, it is not difficult to find 

examples of objects of material culture than can further illustrate what exactly is meant by 

wundorlīc or wrǣtlīc, as the examples in Appendix 1 attest.  

This usage is particularly prominent in Beowulf or in the riddles, poems that take 

aesthetic pleasure in describing objects of excellence that are the result of a wonderful skill, in 

this case as unlinked from any sort of theological ideas and frequently found in contexts of 

strangeness. Similarly, and pertaining the category of the miracles, some of the unnatural 

events, like the pillars of light that guide the Israelites through the desert, though strange, are 

also aesthetically appreciated through lexis for wonder, as well as terms for excellence/beauty. 

It becomes clear that, in this domain of evaluation, the usage of terms for wonder is practically 

synonymous to terms for beauty in that they index the idea of beauty, but they furthermore 

describe the effects that this perceived beauty causes on the subject. In selected cases, this 

beauty can be interpreted as a sort of vastness and require need for accommodation on the part 

of the subject, which, in any case, does not trigger awe due to the positive valence of the 

complete episode that counterbalances it.  

The excellence or the inner workings of the natural world have several clear 

perspectives in the corpus: an isolated appreciation of its superb qualities, a cognitive evaluation 

of God’s skill in its creation, or a more secular approach that tries to grasp the way in which 
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nature and the universe operate. The average Medieval subject did not possess enough 

knowledge to fully understand phenomena like the course of the sun or the moon, star 

movements, eclipses, or even the ways in which water changes states or fire originates and this 

is, to a certain extent, what Walker (1997: 8) explains in her paper, how from the Medieval 

period onwards science progressively dissipates wonder in certain spaces. The theoretical 

framework stressed the extreme importance of the emotion of wonder and its role as an emotion 

that is related to the acquisition of knowledge, and one of the aims of this chapter was to 

determine to what extent this was the case of this emotion in the Old English poetic corpus. 

However, this domain of evaluation was very poor in occurrences. The religious nature of the 

texts in the corpus tints any process that is directed towards the acquisition of knowledge with 

theological explanations, thereby invalidating, in a certain sense, rational or scientific 

explanations. The inability to apprehend the mechanics of certain phenomena causes the Anglo-

Saxon writer to draw from the Bible and other religious writings to develop the metaphor GOD 

IS AN ARTIST, which by establishing artistic creation as a source domain facilitates an 

understanding, albeit religious, of the universe. This circumstance, as Brewer (2016: 6) 

explains, is heightened by the “rurality, provinciality and poverty” that surrounds the common 

Medieval subject. However, as it has been shown in this chapter, translations into Old English 

from foreign languages, chiefly Latin, do showcase the usage of terms for wonder in a 

contemplation of the universe that features a disposition and willingness to learn. In fact, part 

of the Old English Meters of Boethius could be categorised into Walker’s (1997: 6) first 

category, the philosophical and theological approach to wonder. In this case, it is not strictly 

necessary for the subject to directly behold an object or a natural phenomenon, but simply the 

thought of it (or memories of former emotion episodes, as emotion theorists put it) suffice to 

trigger wonder.  

As such, one of the most remarkable groups of texts in which to analyse wonder proves 

to be the riddles, because they inform of an instrumental and secular usage of terms for wonder 

as linked to an acquisition of knowledge that may or may not be related to the riddle in question. 

While the riddles do feature the usage of these terms as indicating excellence and beauty, in 

which cases the wonder is triggered by chiefly sensory cues, they also express wonder at certain 

phenomena that are not easily apprehensible for Anglo-Saxon subjects and that are also found 

in the Meters of Boethius. Several riddles have water as a very likely solution, and, in them, 

water is appreciated for its sensory properties but also in more cognitive terms, highlighting the 

ultimate unknowability behind the way in which it changes shapes and nourishes humankind. 

In this sense, what is essential to human life seems to be frequently met with wonder.  
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Nevertheless, what is remarkably unique about the riddles is that the object being 

described is continuously changing, requiring of the subject a continuous alteration of their train 

of thought and mental structures to keep up with the different characteristics of the objects that 

are slowly revealed. As Williamson (1997: 25) explains, the subject has to “restructure his own 

perceptual blocks in order to gain entry to a metaphorical truth.” In other words, part of the 

wonder that the riddle triggers and contains is built on a continuous need for accommodation. 

The feelings that the alliterative pair wundorlīc wiht and the usage of different wonder terms 

throughout the riddle evoke partly reflects the wonder that is experienced in the learning 

process, but, above all, it draws on the strangeness and mystery sometimes associated with 

wonder terms in more secular texts. Before the object’s characteristics are revealed, it is 

anticipated to be a wonderful thing, either because it is excellent or because the way in which 

it operates escapes straightforward comprehension. In a way, this presentation induces feelings 

of novelty in the subject, contributing to a more intense and positive experience of wonder 

throughout, even if the object is finally revealed to be an ordinary one.  

This usage in the riddles evidences and further highlights the deliberate usage of terms 

for wonder in the poetic corpus: words of wonder do create and render wonder, but in most of 

the cases analysed they are poetic devices that are used with particular purposes, and they vary 

depending on the type of text at hand. For the riddles, it is a poetic device to evoke a certain 

emotional response as connected to the object that they aim at describing. For texts of a religious 

nature, this purpose has proved to be an entirely different one that does not have any relation to 

the evolutionary role of wonder as an emotion focused on learning; instead, it connects with 

how Anglo-Saxon poetry tries to infuse a theological explanation to most of what takes place 

on the face of the Earth. These phenomena are deliberately deemed miracles, whether they are 

natural processes or events or narrated exercises of divine or saintly power. While the former 

can easily be replaced by a scientific explanation, the purpose of this intentional application is 

to target the experience of wonder towards the experience of the deity, evidencing its presence 

in every single living thing and causing it to be experienced with wonder. In doing so, the 

resulting emotion episode is different from an experience of wonder that is triggered as a result 

of a traditional learning process, because it entails the appraisals of supernatural causality and 

ability, which flavour and intensify the emotion.  

This wonder is, furthermore, deliberately taken to the extreme when exercises of divine 

power are narrated with a twofold purpose and they overlap with two of the categories 

mentioned by Walker (1997: 17): a) to amuse, much like the literature of entertainment has 

been proved to do, and b) to associate wonder with the material in experiencing divine power, 

which, by its very definition, is usually unapproachable and inapprehensible. This is finally 
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manifested in the token and, as it has been explained in detail, this idea exemplifies the recurrent 

trend in Old English poetry to assign a material anchor for otherwise abstract concepts. Yet, the 

intentionality behind the usage of words of wonder as applied to the deity’s power goes beyond 

directing earthly experience towards God, and it can also be appreciated in the intentionally 

positive stimuli that envelope and configure the emotion episode. These narrations are always 

surrounded by positive qualities like wisdom, beauty, glory, ability or power and despite the 

fact that certain scholars like Walker (1997: 17) point out that these usages of terms for wonder 

do not hold any relation with the experience of wonder in itself, this is not the case in the Anglo-

Saxon poetic corpus, where OE wundor becomes synonymous with ‘miracle’ via metonymic 

association, referring to the cause by describing the effect that it should trigger.  

Regarding the emotion that these wonder terms should trigger, The Dream of the Rood 

serves as a perfect example. While these terms for wonder in the context of the miracle are 

configured to produce a positive response, that ultimately depends on the emotional input with 

which the subject individually shapes the emotion. In The Dream of the Rood, the sinner was 

afraid of the beautiful sight of the cross because he knew he was a sinner and so this vision 

really did present a threat. The same applies for most of the religious poetry: composers 

presuppose (or aim at attaining) an audience that is free from moral stain. If a given subject is 

aware of the fact that they have sinned, these evaluations of shame, guilt or simply the 

acknowledgment of the fact serve as additional emotional or cognitive inputs in the emotion 

process and they can trigger a different sort wonder or an altogether different emotion. Thus, a 

beautiful or wonderful sight can perfectly trigger fear or awe. Therefore, the purpose of these 

poems is to trigger a wonder that is exempt from threat, which, as it has been shown, is what 

chiefly differentiates wonder from other emotions with mixed valences, like awe, or 

straightforward negative emotions like fear, at least in the context of Anglo-Saxon vernacular 

poetry. This is one of the reasons why events or circumstances that are not at all aesthetically 

pleasant like resurrection or Doomsday are experienced with an entirely positive type of 

wonder, because in the Christian framework these ideas are not necessarily negative, insofar as 

they are linked to the prospect of salvation, which is a positive outcome. 

However, for all the potential in the application of terms for wonder to the miracle, it is 

not possible to fully reconstruct a model for the religious experience of wonder. These 

attestations are often very undescriptive, and they employ terms for wonder in an abstract way, 

as is the case of terms for glory or nobility. They allude to ideas that are associated with divinity, 

but they do not specify what it is that make them so other than the fact that they are divine or 

saintly. Furthermore, the miracles that are mentioned in the existing poems cannot either be 

taken as representative of aesthetic preferences in any way as far as wonder is concerned, since 
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they are dependent on the existing texts. That the miracle of the parting of the Red Sea or the 

pillars of lights that guide the Israelites are represented in the poetic corpus does not indicate 

that, as far as wonder is concerned, these were the most effective or appealing miracles; it 

simply indicates that the Exodus and its imagery were written about in Old English and that 

these texts have survived. In short, this domain does not really offer the possibility of looking 

into a deeply rooted idea of wonder that is the result of a long literary tradition and emotional 

evolution, but it appears to have taken as a base the native Anglo-Saxon emotion of wonder and 

infused it with religious meanings through the deliberate construction of poetic passages that 

were oriented towards very concrete purposes.  

Consequently, the only possibility of retrieving or gaining an understanding of what this 

native concept of wonder relies on limited textual sources. It is in what Walker (1997: 6) labels 

the “literature of entertainment” where a more genuine sort of wonder can be appreciated and 

analysed. This type of wonder informs about the individual’s irrational fears and how they are 

portrayed in a literature whose purpose is to help this subject process and face their fears in an 

unthreatening context. As it has been pointed out in the preceding section, this wonder is best 

appreciated in Beowulf, which has been discussed at length.   

However, as it has also been shown, the attestations of terms for wonder and the 

passages depicting this emotion are not sufficient to reconstruct or understand the core Anglo-

Saxon experience of wonder. Other texts like the riddles and even some of the religious poetry 

showcase similar episodes of wonder to those found in Beowulf, but what this poem really 

evidences is that the appraisals of wonder are the following, and they can be found either 

individually or in combination: excellence (which may or may not encode beauty), skill, 

supernatural causality, need for accommodation and lack of threat, which is the key appraisal 

dividing experiences of wonder from other emotions. The conclusive explanation for this 

phenomenon is that the distance between the subject and the object allows the audience to 

experience the wondrous and awe-inspiring objects and creatures in Beowulf from a different 

perspective and from the safety of either acknowledging that these figures are fictional or being 

aware of the temporal and spatial relationship between them. Yet, this does not only function 

at metaliterary level, but also as regards the characters in the story, who deem a wonder 

something that poses no threat, while at the same time they experience it in negatively when it 

does.   

While Bible stories can also serve to entertain, it is in these more folk-oriented stories 

where wonder as an ambiguous emotion can develop. Considering the oral character of Old 

English poetry, similar stories can be presumed to have existed during the Anglo-Saxon period, 

stories that featured wonder as an emotion that is triggered by an altogether different set of 
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stimuli than those found in Biblical narrations or religious material in general, stories that focus 

on the dreadful and awe-inspiring but that nevertheless entertain and fascinate, just as Beowulf 

did and still does. Walker (1997: 12) explains that whether these stimuli trigger wonder or not 

entirely depends on if the audience believes the existence of these creatures or not, but as it has 

been seen in chapter 1, the specific sort of emotion that fictional artworks trigger is not reliant 

on whether the subject believes that they are real or not. The suspension of disbelief that takes 

place when experiencing a fictional work configures a different sort of emotion, not only as far 

as valence is concerned but also regarding intensity, which, according to Menninghaus et al. 

(2017: 8), is also influenced by the interplay of negative and positive stimuli that do not 

necessarily have to be aesthetic. The remaining postulates that Walker (1997: 12) points out are 

valid and observable in this text: the fact that the emotional response is a result of the singularity 

of the creatures or object depicted in the poem and that this emotion is relative to the individual 

experience. This last consideration has several implications: on the one hand, the perspectival 

nature of the experience of wonder implies that while a subject may feel wonder when 

imagining these creatures, others may not, and this is solely reliant on individual preferences 

and personal history; on the other hand, the fact that wonder is subject to particular perspectives 

is also responsible for the distortions in cultural, temporal, linguistic and spatial variations in 

this emotion. In other words, while Beowulf and the creatures, circumstances and objects 

depicted therein might have triggered wonder for an Anglo-Saxon subject, they may not do the 

same for a contemporary audience, or, if they do so, this wonder can potentially be of a different 

nature.  

As it is, the main difference between the expressions of wonder in Beowulf as compared 

to other texts in the concordance is the fact that their purpose is none other than to entertain. As 

Dailey (2012: 476) explains, in these texts “the wonder is an end in and of itself; it is not 

sustained in the ordinary, as it resides elsewhere.” This cannot be said of other texts in the 

corpus, where the triggering of wonder obeys a clear and deliberate social and religious purpose. 

In Beowulf, wonder is not triggered for any other purpose than to fascinate and entertain. Yet, 

this text also demands an active contribution on the part of the subject to imagine and envision 

these creatures. Even if they are rooted in particular folkloric or mythological figures, they are, 

nevertheless, re-imagined and re-envisioned in every textual incarnation and, later on, in every 

single individual experience of the text, and, in this sense, Walker’s (1997: 3) remarks that 

wonder can only be truly triggered when the subject is presented with something that is 

somehow different from them prove to be especially relevant. The supernatural occurrences 

and, more specifically, the monsters in the poem contrast so heavily with the subject’s 

perception of their own physique and surrounding reality that they cannot but be met with an 
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emotional reaction that oscillates between wonder and awe, or as Walker (1997: 17) puts it, a 

wonder that is “understood in its full range of awe and dread.” 

Considering all that has been discussed so far, it can finally be affirmed without a hint 

of a doubt that the Old English poetic experience of wonder is not a mixed emotion by nature. 

It is present in very specific mixed emotional contexts, but there is not a marked prevalence that 

could imply or sketch a recurrent trend. Nevertheless, this is partly influenced by the fictional 

and religious contexts in which this emotion is found, and it is highly likely that similar stimuli 

would trigger a more negatively oriented emotion in a real-life context. Indeed, as Walker 

(1997: 15) explains as regards the data in her study, the wonder reactions that are found in the 

Anglo-Saxon poetic corpus are, likewise, not “organic” but deliberately “evoked” and “staged” 

with specific purpose, namely “to avoid boredom” or, in other words, entertain, as Brewer 

(2016: 46) suggests, and to make audiences experience the negative or awe-inspiring 

phenomena that are associated with religion in positive terms. All in all, wonder in Old English 

poetry stands out as an emotion of a complex background, triggered by diverse and 

heterogeneous stimuli, with different layers and manifold purposes. Certainly, as Wierzbicka 

(1999) explains in her work, wonder proves to be an extremely interesting emotion to study in 

the context of Anglo-Saxon poetry, because, from a cognitive and historical linguistics 

perspective, it highlights how culturally different the poetic experience of wonder was in Anglo-

Saxon times as compared to wonder as a contemporary emotion. For the Anglo-Saxons, wonder 

was to be found in such simple things as the sun, the moon, the stars, fire, water, dragons, 

monsters, hybrid creatures that populate the waters of imagined dens, as well as on objects of 

superb beauty. While the sensory dimension in the appreciation of wonder does not really differ 

radically from a contemporary perspective, it is in the cognitive dimension of this emotion 

where the divide between cultures and historical periods is more evident, and where the 

strategies behind the usage of words of wonder are more explicitly revealed, strategies that draw 

from folk and religious elements in order to entertain and moralise. Anglo-Saxon poetic 

wonder, therefore, informs about an imagined world made rich by objects of exquisite beauty, 

created with impressive craft, wondrous phenomena, virtuous and divine entities and creatures 

that populate distant lands and that stimulate a desire to understand, experience, take part in, 

visit and revisit the complex patchwork that this world of wonders constitutes.  
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8. FINAL CONCLUSIONS  

The preceding three chapters have examined three very different aesthetic emotion families that 

are represented unevenly throughout the existing corpus of vernacular Anglo-Saxon poetry. In 

this final chapter, I will provide some concluding remarks as regards the complete Old English 

poetic corpus and its relevance as regards the fertile field that has become the study of aesthetic 

emotions. Some of the concluding sections to the last three chapters have already offered partial 

conclusions about the emotions that these chapters explore, contextualising, when possible, the 

findings of this research in the statistical treatment of the concordance that was deliberately 

designed for it and in the theoretical works that have been consulted for this study and discussed 

in the initial chapters. In this chapter, I will assess both the complete concordance and the 

remaining tables that have been drawn from my database, as well as the Anglo-Saxon poetic 

aesthetic experience as a whole. Similarly, I will contextualise the aesthetic emotions that have 

been analysed in Old English poetry in the larger framework of aesthetic emotion theories, 

research on cognitive linguistics and cultural models for these emotions in order to determine 

the particularities of the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic emotions.  

 One of the first conclusions that quickly becomes apparent after the present analysis of 

the existing Anglo-Saxon vernacular poetry is that it heavily draws upon the subject’s former 

aesthetic and emotional experiences. It is in this context that the application of Cupchik’s (2016) 

staircase metaphor proves to be particularly illustrative. The subject’s lived experiences of 

beauty and ugliness, aesthetic pleasure episodes, encounters with disgusting substances and 

wonderful objects are placed at the bottom of the stair, which are general and rooted in bodily 

sensations, and they provide the basis for the more specific and abstract emotions that Anglo-

Saxon poetry triggers, partly because the subject matter that it treats is usually nonconcrete and 

partly because the poetic genre lacks the possibility of conveying distinct images, smells or 

sounds, as other media or artistic manifestations can do. The vertical mobility between these 

two levels that Cupchik (2016) points out allows the subject to draw from these formerly lived 

experiences and understand better the experiences that the poet narrates, but it also enables a 

symbiosis through which the doctrinal ideas that are associated with these aesthetic emotion 

episodes become associated with embodied emotions and physically measurable changes. As 

such, the poems here analysed do not fully represent all the layers of aesthetic emotion, like the 

biological and the psychological, which are represented in very limited terms in a few aesthetic 

emotion episodes that involve expressions evidencing the hydraulic model. What they, 

however, do account for is the cultural and literary dimension of the Anglo-Saxon aesthetic 

emotions.  
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 Continuing to contrast the findings of this study with Cupchik’s (2016) research, and 

connecting it to the cultural dimension of aesthetic emotion, it is clear that it is not possible to 

differentiate between feeling and emotion in the expressions that are present in the concordance, 

precisely because their analysis depends on their status as the expression of a given emotion. 

However, there are two considerations that should be pointed out. First, it should be taken into 

account that, even if some of these texts that were clearly aimed at triggering aesthetic emotions 

did not manage to do so, in accordance with Cupchik’s (2016: 34) remarks, it is possible that 

they would have, nevertheless, managed to silently alter the subject emotional state. Second, 

the impossibility of finding expressions of feelings in poetic aesthetic emotion contexts 

evidences that, in truth, emotions are feelings filled with meaning, as it was suggested by 

Cupchik (2016: 34). In this case, this meaning functions at a personal level, as it has been 

explained above and as the presence of aesthetic emotion markers that focus on the bodily like 

OE wynsum or lāð attest, but it also operates at a cultural, social and contextual level. This 

information is filtered, as Ibarretxe-Antuñano (2013: 324) proposes in her culture sieve 

metaphor, by the filter of culture, among others, to the extent that these meanings are textually 

implicit and easily retrievable by means of analyses like the one that has been carried out in this 

study.  

 This study also sheds some light on some of the remarks mentioned in the opening 

chapters as to the role of the different appraisals in the aesthetic emotion episode. The appraisals 

that are found in this study can tentatively be categorised as intrinsic appraisals which, 

according to Scherer (2005: 698), “[evaluate] the features of an object or person independently 

of the current needs or goals of the appraisals.” This would imply that all the objects and 

circumstances in the poetic corpus stimulate an emotion that is unlinked from their larger 

symbolic value, and, while this might be the average response on the part of the audience, the 

way in which a great number of the poems in the corpus visibly aim at triggering certain 

responses suggests that they are intended to be appraised by means of “transactional appraisals,” 

as proposed by Lazarus (1968 and 1991). These appraisals are concerned with the evaluation 

of the aesthetic object with regards to the needs, desires and goals of the individual. 

Furthermore, this ultimately depends on the type of poem at hand. In other words, the aesthetic 

content in the religious poetry like the Biblical paraphrases would have been meant to cause a 

reaction on the subject that would have related to their faith and beliefs as well as to their 

behaviour; appraising the events in these poems as consistent with the subject’s needs, desires 

and goals, like being free from sin and, at a later point in their lives, ascending to Heaven would 

have been fundamental for these poems to trigger a full blown aesthetic emotion. Nevertheless, 

it is clear that poems like Beowulf or the riddles would have been evaluated through intrinsic 
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appraisals, judging the aesthetic objects in them without taking into account the subject’s 

desires, needs or goals. In fact, what Beowulf reveals about the role of appraisals in the aesthetic 

emotion episode is how changes in appraisals can have an effect on the emotion being depicted 

and, as a result, on the emotion that is triggered in the audience, which can potentially mimic 

the characters’ responses. This is manifested in how the emotion terms that describe a certain 

phenomenon change when the circumstances that surround it are altered as well. Yet, these are 

only estimate responses and judgments; the diachronic nature of this study impedes further 

research that could clarify this.  The emotions that these poems would have triggered (and still 

do, albeit in different form due to the linguistic, cultural and temporal differences) are bound to 

be different, as no two people experience the same emotion, partly thanks to the appraisal of 

novelty and the individual’s emotional and cognitive input in the emotion process.  

 The appraisal model proposed by Menninghaus et al. (2019: 180) is also interesting to 

contrast against the present analysis of the Anglo-Saxon poetic corpus. In the first chapter, I 

made an overview of the different appraisals that Menninghaus et al. (2019) propose for 

aesthetic emotions. Beginning with familiarity, the points made by Armstrong and Detweiler-

Bedell (2008: 307) as to the repetition of “aesthetically preferred objects” account for the 

prevalence of certain lexemes representing jewels, swords, shields, items of clothing and 

sensory appealing characteristics that are mentioned many times across the corpus, which 

constitute a partial canon of aesthetic preferences implicit in Anglo-Saxon vernacular poetry, 

but they also represent what is economically valued. However, the appraisal of familiarity 

proves to be more effective when combined with the appraisal of novelty. This combination is 

found in different levels. One of them is in the alliterative pattern that the poetry employs. By 

using the same sound (familiarity) with different variations (novelty), the resulting aesthetic 

experience is more intense.  

 Indeed, Old English poetry could have perfectly been pursued with the intention of 

“pleasure seeking, mood enhancement, avoiding boredom” as Menninghaus et al. (2019: 180) 

suggest for the appraisals of goal relevance and goal conduciveness, but it could have also 

resulted in “satiation-driven disgust” as Menninghaus et al. (2017: 3) explain in their 

Distancing-Embracing model of negative emotions. In fact, despite the fact that this theory 

cannot be tested out, this possibility should not be ruled out as it is possible that all the repetitive 

aesthetic emotion terminology would not have been effective, and it would have triggered the 

opposite effect. Notwithstanding, the area in which the appraisal of coping potential is most 

evident is in the thin line that separates the experiences of wonder, fear and awe. Menninghaus 

et al. (209: 180) explain the “top-down activation of a cognitive framing [that] extends the realm 

of pleasurability by structurally suspending any concern regarding a threat to ourselves and […] 
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our personal chances of coping with this threat.” In the preceding chapter, I have discussed how 

the appraisal of threat is, at times, the dividing line between experiences of wonder and 

awe/fear. When the subject appraises an event, object or situation to be unthreatening to their 

well-being, they cope more effectively with it and they experience it differently. When the 

subject appraises an artwork as pleasant, the suspension of disbelief can be a core part of this 

evaluation, and it is responsible for triggering one or other emotion. This is the case, mostly, of 

the Anglo-Saxon literature of entertainment and the monsters and creatures depicted in it.  

 Regarding the different models that have been proposed for the aesthetic emotion 

episode, some of them are not fully applicable to this study, as is the case of that proposed by 

Chatterjee (2013: 55), since it focuses on emotions triggered via sight. Models like those put 

forth by Leder et al. (2004: 492), Juslin (2013: 247) or Marković (2012: 6) do yield interesting 

remarks when contextualised in this study, helping understand the possible reactions of an 

Anglo-Saxon audience to the poetry here analysed. The first step in the emotion episode 

triggered by Old English poetry is its “pre-classification” as art, literature in this case. Juslin 

(2013: 247) additionally posits that this pre-classification puts the subject into an “aesthetic 

attitude” that is aimed at contemplation. Second, “the object of interest” causes the subject to 

enter into an “Emotional Affective State” in which they process the style and content of the 

poem and they evaluate its “complexity, contrasty, symmetry, order and grouping” and they 

evaluate the aesthetic content of the poem according to the different appraisals, but above all 

establishing whether it is intrinsically pleasant or not (according to Scherer’s, 2005 appraisal of 

intrinsic pleasantness and its extrapolation into negative aesthetic emotions).  

 If these characteristics in the poem prove to be interesting for the subject, the poem and 

its contents raise “arousal and attention,” and they elicit “excitement.” This evaluation, as it has 

been demonstrated in the previous chapters, is carried out at sensory, cognitive and emotional 

levels. An Anglo-Saxon subject with a deeper scriptural knowledge would have read different 

things in a poem than somebody who was not as familiar with the ideas of Christianity. 

Similarly, somebody who would have been familiar with the characters in the elegies like The 

Wife’s Lament or Deor would have experienced and appraised the poem differently. At this 

stage, the subject’s own emotional background also plays an important role, and it can be 

decisive in the judgment outcome. The perceived pleasantness in the wording of the poem or in 

the alliteration or meter also contribute to the images that it depicts, to the point that a lack of 

originality or excellence in the narrative would have been potentially compensated by the 

poem’s style. At this stage, it has become evident that the Anglo-Saxon poetic model is fairly 

different from classical models, despite the fact that, in certain cases, these poems are inspired 

by Latin writings. Ramey (2017: 458) suggests that Anglo-Saxon preferences are, indeed, more 
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oriented not towards “imitations but singularity and individual intricacy; not symmetry but 

strangeness,” and as certain poems like The Whale prove that, for the Anglo-Saxons, 

strangeness is not necessarily a trigger of positive aesthetic emotion but of a negative sort of 

fascination or wonder.  

 Previous literary and cultural encounters also fill with meaning this stage of the poetic 

aesthetic emotion episode and this is also where familiarity and novelty, and the possible 

combinations thereof, play a part. Poems that are not familiar to the subject or genres that a 

particular subject would not have been familiar with would have caused a more intense aesthetic 

emotion than poems that would have been more pervasive. In this sense and drawing on 

Marković’s (2012: 6) appraisal of meaning, understanding the hidden figurative meanings, the 

imagery and the subjacent narratives threads could have been crucial in some poems. In the 

case of The Phoenix, for example, not understanding the allegory between the Phoenix and 

Jesus would cause the poem to not trigger the same response.   

 Marković (2012: 6) also points out the classification that stems from this processing, 

and he divides it in two large blocks: sensory evaluations and cognitive evaluations, resulting 

from the evaluation of the poem and how the subject relates to it. This evaluation has three 

outcomes: if the contents in the poem, the feelings evoked by it and the aesthetic emotion 

terminology contained therein trigger an emotion that is salient and above the aesthetic 

threshold, an aesthetic emotion has been successfully triggered, either by the poem’s content or 

by its style, with the different layers of evaluation that are implicit in each. Alternatively, if the 

emotion had not been powerful enough to trigger an emotion, the poem would have still been 

able to positively or negatively affect the subject.  

 This eventually highlights the extremely perspectival nature of aesthetic emotions and 

that, despite the fact that most of them do not have a utilitarian origin (with the exception of 

disgust and, arguably, aesthetic pleasure and wonder), authors can aim to trigger them with 

specific purposes in mind. It also stresses the role of the subject in being the “makers” of beauty 

and ugliness themselves, because they are the ones who construct these beautiful and loathsome 

images and, in doing so, they tentatively trigger the aesthetic emotion. The poet is also a 

“maker” of beauty, but only in providing the building blocks of what can later on become an 

aesthetic emotion.    

 In this sense, what Menninghaus et al. (2017: 3-4) denominate as “emotion-regulation 

scripts” are seen throughout the complete poetic production of the Anglo-Saxons. Every genre 

has a different way in which it aims at triggering aesthetic emotions. Generally speaking, this 

poetry is not always aimed at avoiding boredom or entertaining the subject, but at conveying a 

particular emotion as associated with religious ideas that can act as conductive mass control 
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tools. While most current aesthetic emotion theorists dismiss the claims that the subject 

experiences the emotions that the author originally intended them to (as it was initially proposed 

by Collingwood, 1938; Kivy, 1980; and Behrend, 1988), this analysis evidences that, regardless 

of whether the poems did effectively trigger these emotions, there was a clear intentionality 

behind the usage of aesthetic emotion terminology in a great percentage of the texts in the poetic 

corpus. It should also be considered that the beautiful figures, the beauty of the saints or the 

loathsome appearance of the devil might have effectively triggered such emotions but the 

manner in which audiences would have imagined them is likely to be different and inconsistent, 

from subject to subject, as well as from author to subject.  

 Thus far, the conclusions that have been offered in this closing chapter are fairly vague, 

as they focus on the inscrutable part of the emotion episode, which is the subject’s irretrievable 

perspective. However, these previous remarks are, on the one hand, of interest in order to 

understand exactly how the aesthetic emotion episode triggered by the poems takes place and, 

on the other hand, to contextualise the statistic treatment of the complete concordance that will 

ensue shortly. In this chapter, and throughout the preceding pages, I have emphasised the 

marked duality in the nature of the stimuli and judgments that take part in the aesthetic emotion 

episode. Sensory stimuli and cognitive judgments are radically different in nature, but they are 

often combined in the evaluation of the aesthetic objects. I designed the database that would 

contain the attestations of the aesthetic emotion terms here analysed in such a way that I could 

categorise them according to the type of evaluation that they showcased: first, whether cognitive 

or sensory; second, if sensory, what sense was it targeted to; and third, whether the sensory or 

cognitive evaluations appeared individually or in combination; finally, if there was a combined 

sensory and cognitive evaluation, what sensory cue had been blended into the cognitive 

judgment.  

 In total, the concordance contains 1034 fragments that feature aesthetic emotion terms. 

As it has been explained in the methodology section, some of these fragments employ more 

than one term, hence the difference in number between these 1034 fragments and the total of 

1280 attestations of the analysed linguistic aesthetic emotion markers. Table 14 shows the 

number of individual and independent aesthetic judgments that are carried on a cognitive level 

and those that have a sensory basis, specifying which senses are involved in the evaluation.  
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Sensory evaluation Number 

Sight 216 

Taste 1 

Smell 6 

Touch 1 

Hearing 15 

Experiential* 46 

Temperature 3 

Total 288 

Cognitive evaluation 552 

 

Table 14. Types of individual aesthetic judgment 

 

In this case, “individual” implies that the fragments that are categorised with this tag exclusively 

evaluate the object attending to only one of the above characteristics that are appraised in the 

aesthetic object or, in this case, in the object or situation that is being described in the poem. 

The attestations that are categorised as such judge a person, object or situation according to 

cognitive factors (in which the behavioural is also included). This is frequently the case of 

passages that refer to God, the saints and morally pure people by means of aesthetic emotion 

terminology but without any sort of accompanying sensory cues, carrying out an exclusively 

moral evaluation. Similarly, these fragments also employ terms for ugliness, disgust and 

monstrosity in judgments that do not rely on sensory material in order to refer to the devil and 

equally evil people but that draw on the emotional response that these terms evoke.  

As for the sensory evaluations that are not associated with cognitive judgments, Table 

14 details the number of attestations in which aesthetic emotion terms are used in passages that 

describe an object’s visual qualities, smell, taste, sound, temperature, how it feels to the touch 

or the emotions or feelings that it triggers but as unlinked from symbolic meanings or additional 

cognitive evaluations. In other words, the fragments that are tagged in this category describe 

objects for the sheer pleasure of doing so and in order to recreate a circumstance that the subject 

can experience as pleasant to the senses or otherwise. Examples of this include the land that is 

described in The Phoenix or some of the artifacts that are described in the riddles or in Beowulf, 

or the creatures and situations that, in the same poem, evoke negative aesthetic responses. These 

objects of beauty, wonder, ugliness and disgust are not appraised based on what they symbolise, 

how they behave or on whether they are holy or evil. This proves that, despite the intense 
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religious influence on these poems, there is still room in the poetic corpus for passages that 

describe objects, situations and people drawing on an aesthetic canon that is unlinked from 

greater symbolism or moral evaluations.  

 Table 14 also illustrates the obvious prevalence of the visual over the rest of the senses. 

On the one hand, this is due to the marked ocularcentrism that characterises Western Medieval 

societies, but it is also because the visual, as the preceding chapters have proved, is the most 

effective domain in triggering aesthetic emotions. On the other hand, the prevalence of the 

visual is also justified in the fact that most of the lexemes in the concordance either refer 

prototypically to appearance or utilise visual ideas in a figurative manner to convey the ideas 

of beauty or ugliness. While certain lexemes for appearance do describe sounds and smells, this 

has also proved to be a figurative semantic extension. There are two lexical domains that 

prototypically mark aesthetic emotion triggered by other senses apart from sight, and they are 

found in positive and negative aesthetic emotion families: that of aesthetic pleasure for the 

former and that of disgust and the different terms that refer to what is offensive to the senses 

for the latter. However, comparatively, at least in the positive aesthetic emotion branch, these 

are less frequently attested than the attestations that concern sight.  

 The visual images that generally trigger positive emotions revolve, as chapter 5 has 

detailed, around clear, clean, shiny, noble, intricate and bright figures. When there are mentions 

of colour or specific shades, green plays an important role as a colour that represents the beauty 

of nature. White is also associated with the ideas that are encoded in the lexical domain of light, 

a domain whose terms have proved to successfully operate as aesthetic emotion markers, but it 

is also found in contexts where whiteness is aesthetically appealing without implicit moral 

connotations. Metal descriptors are traditionally associated with beautiful and wonderful jewels 

and ornaments. Other shades are present in certain poems, but they are not consistently 

described or present in objects of either beauty or ugliness. One final colour that has a dual 

significance depending on whether it is found in positive or negative contexts is red. It is present 

in descriptions of beautiful jewels, but when it is associated with blood it is traditionally 

complemented with lexis for negative aesthetic emotions. In this sense, there are certain images 

in the corpus that also showcase this duality. One of them is water. In positive aesthetic emotion 

contexts, its beauty and nourishing qualities are emphasised over and over, playing an important 

part in passages that, alongside other visual ideas like greenness, depict pleasant landscapes. 

Water is also contemplated from the perspective of wonder: many passages wonder at the fact 

that it can change shapes and be either nourishing or destructive, beautiful or fierce. This ties 

in with other passages in the concordance in which water is an entirely negative phenomenon 

that is depicted and evaluated through negative aesthetic emotion terms.  
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 Taste and touch are anecdotal in the concordance, at least in individual evaluations, and 

they are the result of the figurative extension meaning of terms for appearance, chiefly. 

However, sound and smell are more frequently attested in isolated instances. Because they are 

far less numerous, almost all of them have been pointed out and are analysed at length in the 

preceding chapters, emphasising how sounds are positively appreciated if they are clear, loud 

and musical, and how smells trigger positive aesthetic emotions if they are herbal, floral and/or 

sweet. Conversely, negative aesthetic appreciations of smells are unspecific as to what makes 

them so, and sounds that trigger negative aesthetic experience are either connected to war or to 

the experience of Hell. Temperature also exhibits a dual potential in the sense that coldness and 

heat are rendered by means of both positive and negative aesthetic emotion markers, and it 

ultimately depends on the context in which these evaluations are found. In the experience of 

Hell, heat is a negative stimulus; however, in earthly experience sometimes heat and warmth 

are described as pleasant feelings.  

Finally, the instances tagged under the label “Experiential*” deserve further 

explanation. Certain instances in the corpus, most notably belonging to the lexical domain of 

(aesthetic) pleasure, are clearly oriented towards the evaluation of sensory stimuli but cannot 

be categorised in the rest of the senses either because it is unclear what process the stimulus 

undergoes or because they refer to the experiential domain of aesthetic experience, describing 

the effects that an object, person or situation causes on the body of the subject. For example, 

many attestations describe instances of the natural world as ‘pleasant’, but it is not clear whether 

this evaluation is an olfactory or visual one. The same applies to people and animals that are 

categorised as pleasant but without any further detail. On the contrary, other characters in the 

poetry are described as loathsome, but without indexing a social or moral judgment. Despite 

the fact that the emotional and the sensory are two distinct domains they have been grouped 

together in this tag for two reasons: a) because in a lexical analysis it is, at times, difficult to 

differentiate between the two of them and b) because in the cases in which it is clear what 

evaluation takes place, the similarities in these judgments makes them more interesting to be 

analysed conjointly.  

The next table, Table 15, is extremely relevant in the detail that it provides as regards 

the frequency with which cognitive and sensory judgments are combined in aesthetic emotion 

episodes.  
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Type of judgment Number 

Individual 840 

Combination 194 

Total fragments 1034 

Total aesthetic emotion occ. 1280 

Total words in poetry 117,480 

 

Table 15. Combination of aesthetic judgments plus contextual figures 

 

More often than not, cognitive and sensory evaluations take place independently. Only in 194 

fragments out of 1034, that is, in a 18.7% of the cases, sensory and cognitive judgments overlap. 

In other words, in almost one out of five fragments, sensory cues are imbued with additional 

symbolic meanings that, in most of the cases, relate to either the moral virtues of the person 

being described (or lack thereof) or to their divine or saint-like qualities (or otherwise). In other 

cases, these combined evaluations are not necessarily grounded in religious ideas: there are 

fragments that, as well as evaluating the sensory properties of an object, also take into 

consideration cognitive factors that involve origin or composition skill, for example. It is also 

remarkable to contrast the total number of attestations of terms for aesthetic emotion in the 

poetic corpus (1280 in a total of 1034 fragments) with the grand total of words that are found 

in poetic texts as provided by the DOEC. It yields a relative frequency of attestation of terms 

for aesthetic emotion in poetic writings of 1.09%. In other words, in approximately every 100 

words in the poetic register there is an aesthetic emotion marker. These terms, nonetheless, are 

not distributed in a balanced manner across and within poems. Some poems feature far more 

aesthetic emotion markers than others (and in this regard a comparison between The Phoenix 

and The Wife’s Lament proves to be quite demonstrative) and, even within poems, authors tend 

to cluster together the aesthetic emotion markers in particular passages, going into an aesthetic 

and descriptive mood. What these figures definitely prove is the extreme recurrence of aesthetic 

terminology in the poetic genre, of which most attestations belong to the domain of positive 

aesthetic emotion, thereby proving that, indeed, poetry is one of the domains of beauty in Old 

English poetic texts.  

 Furthermore, the manner in which the database was designed also offers the opportunity 

of seeing exactly how these combined and sensory judgments come to be. It is possible to 

produce a list with the number of cases in which the cognitive stimuli are attached to the sensory 

stimuli. Quantity-wise, Table 16 is more or less proportional to Table 14 in the numbers that 
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are listed in them. The predominance of the visual, followed by the experiential and the 

anecdotal attestations of taste and touch can also be appreciated in it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 16. Combination of cognitive evaluations with the different senses 

 

The fact that sight is the sense that is most frequently found in combined evaluations stems 

from the prevalence of the metaphor THE OUTER IS AN INDEX OF THE INNER, as numerous 

fragments in this study have highlighted. However, what this cypher proves is that in the 

fragments in which this metaphor is present, often there is no sensory or combined judgment 

but a strictly cognitive one. As a consequence, the connection between the inner and the outer 

is, in effect, carried out by the metaphor in itself, not by additional sensory cues. This is, 

particularly, the case of negative aesthetic emotions in which the evaluation takes place without 

further details and, not so frequently, in attestations of positive aesthetic emotions, which more 

commonly feature additional lexis that reinforce the idea of beauty or include sensory cues. A 

similar circumstance occurs in the attestations of the experiential domain or unspecified sensory 

stimuli. These are regularly found in passages that either describe God and other religious 

figures, or the devil and morally impure people at a cognitive level but implementing an 

additional layer to the experience that relies on the bodily effects that these cognitive 

evaluations cause. As the pertinent chapters have explained, smell is at times used as a marker 

of sanctity and divinity. Thus, certain instances associate pleasant smells with positive spiritual 

qualities by means of aesthetic emotion lexis. Moreover, the opposite is also true, even if there 

was only one instance that described the smell of Hell through terms for negative aesthetic 

experience with an intentionally implicit additional cognitive layer. The presence of sound in 

combined evaluations, which is exclusively found in positive contexts, is also explained in the 

Sensory evaluation (combined) Number 

Sight 85 

Taste 2 

Smell 24 

Touch 2 

Hearing 7 

Experiential 61 

Temperature 13 

Total 194 
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fragments that portray the arrival into Heaven as accompanied by pleasing sounds and 

fragments that intrinsically associate particular pleasing sounds with the idea of victory. In 

combined contexts, the attestations of taste and touch are so limited that they are not enough to 

draw significant conclusions other than the observations previously stated in the relevant 

chapters. As such, they represent some of the rarities that can be observed in the poetic corpus.  

 Both the individual sensory attestations and the combined sensory and cognitive 

judgments shed some light on how Anglo-Saxon poets treated sensory material in order to 

trigger emotional responses. Through this study, and particularly in chapter 3, I highlighted 

some of the current research on the Anglo-Saxon senses, and, in this regard, the present study 

can offer some insights as to how different senses were involved in emotional phenomena in 

Anglo-Saxon England and in its vernacular poetry. 

Without a doubt, sight is the foremost sense in emotional processes. This makes sense 

insofar as sight is responsible for establishing the fundamental relationship between the subject 

and the world and for associating the inner with the outer. Through sensory cues and terms that 

prototypically appeal to sight, this sense situates itself at the core of the aesthetic emotion 

episode in a great percentage of the cases. It is worth noting that, even if sight does not 

biologically hold any connection whatsoever to morality, figurative language is responsible for 

some of the metaphors that have been pointed out in preceding chapters like BEAUTY IS LIGHT 

or EVIL IS UGLY. These figurative recourses point to what Carruthers (2013: 36) denominates 

a domestication of divinity by means of sight (and sound, as well). Through the sense of sight, 

the apparent unapproachability of the divine and its negative counterpart are put into more plain 

terms that common people can understand more easily. This is a process that has been pointed 

out over and over in this study, how the sensory provided a medium for the cognitive to be 

experienced, this being one of the most important characteristics of Anglo-Saxon poetry. In this 

regard, some of the other types of vision that Díaz-Vera (2016: 37) points out in the Anglo-

Saxon context are also present in the poetic corpus, like imagination, dreams and religious 

visions. They are not extremely recurrent, but their presence is well attested, and it emphasises 

that there is more than one way of looking at the world and experiencing the divine. Certain 

texts, like the verse Genesis, are central to some of the mappings that are implicit in expressions 

that evidence the connection between sight and light, beauty and knowledge, exhibiting the 

metaphors UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING and THOUGHT IS A VISION SYSTEM, proposed by 

Lakoff (2004: 1). Genesis A and B also prove how a semantic pathway from positive aesthetic 

emotion to being lifted up and weightlessness existed or was possible in Old English verse. 

Additionally, and following on the discussion between sight and cognitive processing, the 

metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS LIGHT is furthermore attested in different texts other than Genesis. 
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This text also links these expressions of positive aesthetic emotions to the hydraulic model of 

mental activity and the cardiocentric location of the mind in the chest, which becomes roomier 

when experiencing positive aesthetic emotions. The opposite is not attested and, while there are 

some mentions to narrowness in negative aesthetic contexts, these do not refer to the mind or 

the chest cavity. Nevertheless, the existence of these expressions cannot fully confirm that these 

emotions were recurrently conceptualised and expressed following this model. What becomes 

evident after an analysis of all the instances that concern sight and aesthetic emotions is that 

this sense evoked emotions that brought together the subject and the object in a manner no other 

sense did, quality-wise and quantity-wise.  

Some of the authors mentioned in chapter 3 (Kay, 2000; Hindley, 2016; Díaz-Vera, 

2016 and 2020) explain that the expressions of certain emotions featured transfers from sight 

to touch, but this is not as clear in the aesthetic emotions analysed here. Díaz-Vera (2016: 41) 

points out the metaphors SEEING IS TOUCHING, EYES ARE LIMBS and LOOKING AT 

SOMETHING IS TOUCHING IT WITH THE EYES OR GLANCE, and these are also anecdotally 

attested in two attestations of OE fæger as well as in the verse Genesis. The episode in which 

Satan tempts Eve, which has been analysed in this thesis from different perspectives, also 

contains a synaesthetic transfer from sight to touch, in Satan’s promise that he has brought light 

from Heaven for Eve to touch. This poetic rendition of the metaphor SEEING IS TOUCHING 

does not directly relate to aesthetic emotions by means of specific aesthetic emotion markers, 

but it proves that sometimes poetic language draws from metaphors that are attested in other 

domains or contexts. Even if the idea of touching light does not recur in the poetic corpus, the 

metaphor SEEING IS TOUCHING does, and this indicates that the nature of Anglo-Saxon 

vernacular poetry implies drawing on mappings that are rooted in larger psychological, 

emotional or cultural realities that influence diverse lexical domains.  

Another of the mappings that were pointed out in chapter 3, and which chapters 5 

through 7 aimed at identifying in aesthetic emotion contexts, was the metaphor SEEING IS 

HEARING, by means of which Díaz-Vera (2016: 42) explained vision as either touching 

something with the eyes or hearing about something to create a mental image. None of these 

mappings were explicitly rendered in aesthetic contexts, but, as the prevalence of the visual in 

poetry and the oral nature of these texts indicate, hearing, indeed, resulted in a very specific 

way of seeing. This is where the idea of “sensescapes,” proposed by Smith (2007) becomes 

fully realised. Through the sense of hearing, oral poetry becomes a multi-sensory experience 

that involves envisioned images, imagined smells and tactile impressions that are never felt. 

Even if the subject is not in contact with the sensory material that the poems describe, they are 

nevertheless processed as stimuli that recreate a situation in which smell and/or sound imply 
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texture and temperature, a “sensescape” entirely construed by the subject that, thereafter, affects 

them and triggers an emotional response that fits the numerous possibilities enumerated in the 

initial pages of this chapter. While that exact response cannot be determined with exactitude, 

what can be abstracted from these remarks is that Old English poetry is a genre characterised 

by extremely rich sensory cues that combine different senses and types of judgments with the 

intention of intensely affecting the subject with one or other purpose, entertaining or moralising.  

In chapter 4, I also made an overview of the division in poetic sub-genres (generally 

referred to as genres here) that is more or less unanimous for Old English poetry. Even though 

this division is an artificial one, it is useful to bear it in mind because the diverse genres do, 

indeed, treat aesthetic emotions and sensory material in different manners. I will now briefly 

comment on what these differences are, based on the thematic division that Greenfield and 

Calder (1986: 131) put forth: a) didactic poems, secular and Christian lore and wisdom, b) 

heroic poetry, c) Christian saint as a hero, d) Christ as a hero, e) Biblical paraphrases, f) the 

elegies and g) miscellaneous religious and secular poetry. Beginning with Christian and secular 

lore, there are a number of poems that, though rare, employ aesthetic emotion markers in 

exclusively social evaluations, directing mentions of beauty towards what is socially acceptable 

and terms for ugliness and disgust to what is not. This emphasises the social layer that can be 

implicit in aesthetic evaluations. Due to the nature of the material, the social is, mostly, replaced 

by the moral in the poetic corpus, but the existence of such evaluations proves that the social 

does affect the aesthetic. In this regard, there are other poems that belong to the genre of 

folklore, like the charms, that are similarly interesting because they employ the emotion of 

disgust and apply it to the object that is being “charmed away” depicting it as enemy and as the 

object of disgust at the same time. These poems also coincide in their references of earthly 

transience by means of terms for beauty that are opposed to images of the grave or of the greedy 

worms that devour the body, which are illustrated in their dimension of disgust by the Anglo-

Saxon terms for this aesthetic emotion.  

The riddles, another group that belongs to both the Anglo-Saxon literature of 

entertainment and secular lore, have proved to be particularly interesting to analyse from the 

theoretical perspective of aesthetic emotions. On the one hand, these texts are not entirely 

reliable in the aesthetic emotion terminology that they use, because the language they use is 

extremely figurative and misleading and, in certain cases, the object that they describe does not 

particularly strike as ugly or beautiful in the end. In this sense, it has been interesting to study 

and analyse the individual cases in which terms for beauty, wonder, ugliness and disgust 

described these objects in order to determine whether these terms were applied literally or 

figuratively. In some cases, the objects that were evaluated were not necessarily found in the 
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aesthetic and poetic paradigm, verifying that this figurative usage was a result of the stylistic 

needs of the poem, but in other cases these evaluations were consistent in that these objects 

were described similarly in other places of the poetic corpus.  On the other hand, this textual 

genre has also yielded some information as to how the Anglo-Saxon poetic experience was 

deliberately built: basing on established formulas and drawing on the subject’s former aesthetic 

experiences.  

Similarly challenging are the psalms of the Paris Psalter. Through the previous 

chapters, I have offered many different instances of the attestations of aesthetic emotion terms 

in these psalms and, at times, I have compared them with their Latin counterparts. This analysis 

has yielded two main results. First, that despite the fact that these psalms have been said to be 

the result of defective or unskilled translational practices, they, nevertheless, heavily draw on 

poetic formulas that are present throughout the corpus. While the translator might have not been 

very skilled in composing alliterative poetry, they showcased a knowledge of the poetic 

formulaic style. Second, that, interestingly enough, the Paris Psalter demonstrates that aesthetic 

emotion terminology could be used as metric fillers in texts other than these psalms and, 

precisely, this is seen in other texts in which terms for beauty or disgust are used freely without 

clear semantic value. In essence, these poems utilise the social, moral and religious ideas that 

are associated with aesthetic emotion terminology in poetic contexts to fill in metric and 

alliterative gaps while at the same time conveying concepts that have very limited semantic 

content.  

Within heroic poetry, poems like Widsith, Waldere or The Battle of Maldon are not as 

populated by aesthetic emotion terms as other poetic genres. When they feature terms for beauty 

or wonder, the focus is on objects of material culture, jewels, battle gear and ornaments, and 

they are described only attending to their perceived sensory qualities and, occasionally, on the 

skill that their creation demands. Terms for ugliness are not present in these texts, but they do 

contain terms for disgust and loathing. In these cases, they are employed in order to describe 

the main character’s enemies by detailing the effects that they cause on them. This being so, 

this usage cannot be fully categorised as an aesthetic response, but as a utilitarian one.  

In this subgenre, there is a text that is notably different in the manner in which its author 

uses aesthetic emotion terminology, and that is Beowulf. Certainly, as Greenfield and Calder 

(1986: 134) explain, this text is the best at reflecting the original Teutonic culture, while at the 

same time featuring a hybridity between Christian and Germanic (aesthetic) ideas. Beowulf is 

the most similar to some of the texts that have been discussed in chapter 3 and particularly 

relevant in contrast to Bitterli’s (2016) analysis of Wonders of the East. One of the remarks that 

the attestations from Beowulf have emphasised is that the lack of threat can cause people to 
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admire with fascination creatures that would have been frightening in real-life contexts. The 

monsters in it and their characteristics (without going any further, Grendel’s hideous fiery eyes), 

which by their very definition represent alterity, arouse an emotional response that oscillates 

between aesthetic pleasure and fearful fascination. Many different aesthetic objects belong to 

the world of Beowulf, some of them are appraised as they are in other heroic poems, by making 

reference to how valuable, exquisite or elegant they are, but others have a different significance. 

And these objects, entities and situations often merge Germanic elements with Christian 

symbols. For example, regarding disgust, Beowulf combines both the approach through which 

the enemy is ‘the loathsome one’ with the doctrinal tendency to refer to the devil in terms for 

disgust, ultimately resulting in a very complex aesthetic depiction of Grendel as a fascinating 

primeval monster but at the same time as a loathsome evil spirit straight out of Hell. Other 

examples include the apparent symbiosis between poems like Beowulf and other poems. For 

instance, the description of the waters near Grendel’s mere is echoed in the depictions of Hell 

as a place that is filled with menacing animals and similarly threatening waters. These images 

coexist in the Anglo-Saxon imaginary as objects and situations that are undesirable emotionally 

and aesthetically.  

However, the very definition of symbiosis implies bidirectionality, and it should also be 

mentioned how the heroic style and its approach to beauty, wonder and disgust is echoed and 

possibly adapted in poems that treat Christian subject matters. The Christian saint is similarly 

depicted as a hero in some poems like Andreas, Elene, Judith or Juliana, and, in them, aesthetic 

ideas are also adapted in order to suit the purposes of this genre. They are generally constructed 

through contrast and one of the most straightforward manners of portraying diametrically 

opposed figures in them is to employ terms for positive and negative aesthetic emotions. By 

using terms for beauty to describe a figure as appealing, divine and morally pure and terms for 

ugliness and disgust in order to highlight who is the opponent or antagonist, the poem is 

effective in its apparent simplicity. This allows the subject to recreate and experience the 

characters easily knowing who plays what role, while at the same time understanding that these 

aesthetic ideas contain moral evaluations. 

The poems that portray Christ as a hero are similar in this polarisation, but the enemy is 

invariable. Because most of them are narrative, as the Biblical paraphrases or the Christian saint 

poems are, their treatment of aesthetic emotion markers is similar. Christ’s beauty and 

pleasantness are emphasised and repeated constantly and with different variations with the sole 

purpose of emphasising his divinity and purity and, at the same time, providing sensory cues 

for the abstract experience of the imagined past in which these events are supposed to have 

occurred as well as for other more complex theological ideas that need the support of the senses 



 
 415 

to be fully experienced. Nevertheless, in this group, there is one poem that is as remarkable as 

Beowulf in its usage of terms for emotion, and it is The Dream of the Rood. This poem, despite 

its brevity as compared to other poems, shows many different emotional and aesthetic 

phenomena, from the experience of beauty to awe. It informs about the diverse stages of the 

emotion process and about how some emotions play a role in the aesthetic emotion episode as 

emotional inputs. Blends also abound in this poem; some of them are unaesthetic, for example 

the identification between Christ and the cross, but others are aesthetic like the blend between 

beauty and morality.  

The Biblical paraphrases, despite some similarities to the previous two groups, are, 

nevertheless, diverse in the treatment of aesthetic motifs. Because there is not a main character 

in them, the polarisation between beautiful/good and ugly/evil is more general. However, they 

are remarkable in their treatment of aesthetic emotion for several reasons. First, because they 

contain many of these terms and they provide information as to how they are used and in what 

domains they generally occur, like earthly and female beauty or the relation between ugliness 

and evilness. Second, because two of them (namely, Azarias and Daniel) contain parallel 

passages in which the usage of these terms can be contrasted. Finally, and more interestingly, 

because some of them, particularly Genesis A and B, feature a great range of emotional 

phenomena, like processes of perception and acquisition of knowledge, different ways of 

seeing, references to the hydraulic model, synaesthetic transfers and different figurative 

expressions for the senses, all of which, at the same time, have an aesthetic reading. 

Furthermore, some of the above groups are translations from foreign material into Old English 

and this has proved to be useful because it demonstrates how freely Anglo-Saxon poets used 

aesthetic emotion terminology, with more appositions and constant references to beauty and 

wonder, and how the personal style of the poets made them choose some translational 

equivalents over other, as well as emphasising how, comparatively, Old English style is far 

more verbose than Latin compositions.   

On the contrary, there are other genres like the elegies that barely contain any aesthetic 

emotion markers. When these appear in this genre, they never index a moral evaluation. Instead, 

they are used with the purpose of contrasting the former state of things, generally positive, to 

the world of decay and desolation in which the present of the poem is set. This stresses the 

transience of earthly life in similar manner to poems that represent the grave and the body after 

death, but they do so in an entirely secular manner, and that also applies for the connotations 

implicit in the aesthetic emotion markers that they showcase.  

The rest of what is called miscellaneous religious and secular poetry is not marked by 

any common aesthetic denominator, with the exception of three poems that are similar in this 
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regard. They are The Whale, The Panther and The Phoenix. These poems employ similar 

expressions for beauty and unusual mappings that involve other senses aside from sight. The 

sensory detail is extremely rich in these poems and they show elements that are not present in 

other poems, like specifics of colour or reference to particular smells. The Phoenix in particular 

indexes a large number of aesthetic emotion markers that are all positive and that describe with 

great detail the setting of the poem and the creature itself. These poems are also characterised 

by how the sensory and aesthetic cues, positive in the case of The Phoenix and The Panther or 

negative for The Whale, progressively acquire a symbolism that enriches the poem and 

intensifies the aesthetic experience that they aim at triggering.  

The rest of the poetry is difficult to assess, and it is even more challenging to find 

common aesthetic traits in them, because the Anglo-Saxon poetic corpus is a place of diversity 

and variety, despite the apparent shared characteristics and influences. This particularity is also 

evident in the apparent contradictions that can be found in comparative analyses of these poems, 

like depictions of Hell as hot or cold, or the reflections on who can and cannot perform wonders. 

The disconnect between these poems is also stressed in how certain poems use the same terms 

recurrently with different meanings and different senses, which demonstrates that, in essence, 

word choice was, to a certain extent, subject to personal style. The fact that the Anglo-Saxon 

vernacular poetic production is referred to as the Old English poetic corpus does not imply 

intrinsic consistency or unanimity in styles or ideas. However, what it is clear is that by the end 

of the Anglo-Saxon period, the poetic production is effectively charged with the ideas of 

Christianity, as the contrast between earlier writings like The Dream of the Rood and 

demonstrably later poems like The Death of Edgar attest.  

Precisely, the concepts of duality and blending are the some of the most represented 

ideas in this poetic production. I have discussed how there are two possible layers of evaluation 

in the aesthetic emotion terms that have been here analysed, but they exhibit two very distinct 

perspectives. I have already highlighted these two approaches to the usage of aesthetic emotion 

terms where pertinent, but it is worth mentioning them in the context of these concluding 

remarks, assessing the different emotion families discussed in this study. Terms for beauty, 

aesthetic pleasure, wonder, ugliness and disgust have in common that they are employed in two 

diverse manners, which are often complementary. First, these terms serve to render a person’s 

or character’s lived aesthetic experiences. More particularly, in narrative poems, the people, 

whether real or fictional, encounter and experience objects, entities and situations that trigger 

aesthetic responses on them. The narrator/poet interprets and filters these experiences and puts 

them in words using aesthetic emotion terminology. Sometimes, these descriptions, as for 

example in The Dream of the Rood, are central to the poem’s intensity and effectiveness as an 
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aesthetic object in itself. Other poems that are not as narratively oriented do not really showcase 

this type of evaluation as frequently. Instead, the aesthetic emotion terminology that appears in 

them is more aimed at evoking former aesthetic emotions on the part of the subject, and they 

employ diverse strategies to attain an aesthetic response. These two perspectives or manners in 

which aesthetic emotion terminology are used are complementary and, while an author might 

be describing how a character or person perceives and experiences an aesthetic object, their 

objective is to trigger a second-hand aesthetic emotion on the subject. Comparatively, terms for 

disgust and negative aesthetic emotions in general are more frequently aimed at triggering 

responses than at describing a character’s response, while terms for beauty and wonder are more 

frequently used in dual manner, describing objects, reactions and emotions at length with the 

intention of affecting the subject. Within families, it is also evident that certain terms are more 

likely to be found in one perspective than in another; this is the case of, for example, terms for 

aesthetic pleasure and disgust: these, frequently, describe and stimulate the expected response 

on the part of the subject, rather than objectively describing an aesthetic object’s qualities.  

The concept of duality is more explicitly discernible in the corpus after taking into 

consideration the Conceptual Blending Theory that was proposed by Turner (1991 and 1996). 

The blends do not only occur on the different perspectives on the usage of aesthetic emotion 

terms or on the combination between Germanic style and Christian subject matter, but on many 

different areas and levels. Some of these blends have already been pointed out in the 

corresponding chapters, like the blend that occurs between beauty and morality, and between 

light and morality, because of the associations that these domains share with beauty. All 

emotional phenomena are experienced holistically, as Thornton (1940: 204) suggested, and this 

also applies in relation to the ideas that are implicit in these aesthetic emotion markers. Some 

of these blends are implied in the different figurative resources that have been pointed out in 

this study: for example, the ever-recurrent metaphor THE OUTER IS AN INDEX OF THE INNER 

cannot be understood exclusively taking into account appearance or morality, whether positive 

or negative. Instead, the inner qualities that are discussed are blended by means of visual 

specifications onto the outer appearance of this person, object or entity.  

 These poems are loaded with cultural meanings that the subjects who experience them 

have to constantly implement, interpret and manage, meanings that are sometimes changing 

and that create different blends by means of figurative language and cultural associations, 

highlighting what Harbus (2012: 62) calls “the multivalent capacity of poetic discourse to 

understand the complexities of faith.” These blends include the usage of terms for appearance, 

cleanness (or dirt/stain) and light (while not so much darkness). The crucial blend that makes 

this poetry effective is what Stockwell (2002: 87) calls the mapping of “transcendental concepts 
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into the schema of the individual’s personal sense.” The images, ideas and the emotions that 

the poems evoke are adhered to the subject’s lived experienced by means of these aesthetic 

emotion terms so that they are projected onto the poem and they blend with it, using the personal 

to experience the divine and the monstrous. Undeniably, Old English poetry is built on the 

layering of cultural, social, literary, religious and aesthetic symbols and ideas that are 

interconnected and that interact in the emotion episodes that they trigger.  

Harbus (2012: 62) also argued that “[c]ognitive consistency across the ages permits texts 

such as The Dream of the Rood to engage the imagination and trigger complex blending 

operations of present-day audiences in much the same way in which it was consumed by 

contemporary ones.” The present analysis of the complete poetic corpus and some of the 

remarks initially stated in the first chapter prove that this is not totally the case. It is not possible 

for a contemporary subject to understand and experience Anglo-Saxon poetry in the same terms 

as a native audience would have. First, because it is clear that no two subjects can experience 

the same emotion. Second, because the context of this aesthetic experience is very different 

comparatively. Third, because contemporary subjects need to understand and adopt a very 

specific set of cultural, literary, biological and psychological ideas that have to be implemented 

and projected into the poem in a reading of it. Fourth, because the language barrier notably 

hinders the third process, and all attempts of translation similarly alter the experience of the 

poem. Indeed, as LeVine (2007: 398) points out it is mistaken “to assume that emotions are 

unproblematically translatable from one cultural period to another.” 

It is only after a thorough study of the contextual, cultural, literary, psychological, 

biological and aesthetic realities of the Anglo-Saxon period and its poetry that one can begin to 

grasp exactly how this poetry could have affected its Anglo-Saxon audience and, even then, the 

outcomes are subject to different alternatives. However, this is precisely what this study has, in 

my view, successfully achieved. The application of cognitive science, emotion theories, 

computational and lexical semantic methods and the theories proposed in different academic 

writings have shed light on how culture and cognition operate in these texts, demonstrating that 

these emotions are not fully translatable into contemporary terms, but also evidencing the 

precise poetic strategies that were implicit in the usage of these terms and the accompanying 

lexis and ideas.  

In conclusion, and despite the limitations of the extant Old English poetic production, 

this study has illustrated how intense, powerful, complex, multifactorial and varied the Anglo-

Saxon poetic and aesthetic experience is. The main and central conclusion that should be drawn 

from my analysis is that the lexical domain of aesthetic emotions contains embedded ideas, 

concepts and associations that come to be expected on the part of the audience. The poets’ 
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wordhoard is therefore imbued with theological and psychological meanings that belong to 

Anglo-Saxon culture and society. Thus, when these are deliberately used in describing a figure 

or a situation, the subject draws upon former experiences of the same emotion, either from their 

real life or from other similar poems, and they apply these experiences to the poem that is being 

recited or that they are reading. My argument is that these ideas, mappings and associations are 

deeply rooted in the Anglo-Saxon formulaic style and that the poets use these recourses 

intentionally in order to entertain and moralise whilst they create and recreate images and 

scenes, people and portents, which evoke feelings that allow an average Anglo-Saxon audience 

to be immersed in a world of wonders, represented by imagined pasts, exuberant lands and 

terrible hellscapes in which gods, monsters and everything in between roam free, wielding 

wondrous objects and experiencing the great variety of aesthetic emotions while at the same 

time embodying and triggering the emotion themselves.  
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APPENDICES 
 
1. Appendix 1: Figures  
 
· Figure 1: Fountain by Marcel Duchamp  
 
Source: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20070903221519/http://arthistory.about.com/od/dada/ig/Dadaat
MoMANewYork/dada_newyork_07.htm 
 

© Succession Marcel Duchamp, Villiers-sous-Grez, France. 
 

 
 
· Figure 2: Warhol with his 1964 artwork Brillo Boxes 
 
Source:  
http://hs.mediadelivery.fi/img/1920/1fbce8c6647b43199db405bd1c189117.jpg  
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· Figure 3: Men looking at Halley’s Comet in the Bayeux Tapestry  
 
Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bayeux_Tapestry_32-
33_comet_Halley_Harold.jpg 
 
 
· Figure 4: The Fuller Brooch  
 
Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fuller_brooch_Brit_Museum_jpg.jpg 
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· Figure 5: The Lindisfarne Gospels fol. 26v  
 
Source: https://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/ttp/lindisfarne/accessible/pages9and10.html 
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· Figure 6: Sutton Hoo gold belt buckle  
 
Source: https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sutton-hoo-belt-buckle  
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· Figure 7: Rothwell 1A Plate: 680. 
 
Source: http://www.ascorpus.ac.uk/catvol8.php?pageNum_urls=208 
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· Figure 8: Anglo-Saxon Silver disc brooch  
 
Source: https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/image/247064001  
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