Medieval Manuscript Studies

Aesthetics
In the first seminar I mentioned that one of the issues that this module would attempt to address is medieval aesthetics.   ‘Aesthetics’ can be understood as what a culture or society regards as beautiful, or appealing, or attractive; what a culture holds up as valuable in itself, without regard to its functionality (although an object that is considered beautiful may also have a practical function).  The investigation of what a culture or society regards as beautiful or appealing is not restricted to the visual arts, but may be written literature, oral use of language, or music, in fact any form of human expression that is appreciated for reasons other than its function.  And this does not take into account the natural world, which can be and is appreciated aesthetically.  When we study or investigate a culture that is not our own – an ancient culture such as Anglo-Saxon culture – we may be drawn to investigate its aesthetics, that is, what a specific culture regards as beautiful.  For this we may investigate a range of a culture’s written, musical, and visual arts for clues about the nature of what the culture considered beautiful, that is, its aesthetic.  What is regarded as beautiful, varies over time and place, and this is true of different eras within what we generally think of as the medieval period.  Therefore we cannot expect there to be a ‘medieval aesthetic’, but within the medieval period we can investigate changes in aesthetics, and this changes in turn can suggest something of how medieval culture and society changed.

Some of the questions that we can use to investigate or characterize the aesthetics of different regions and periods of the Middle Ages are those that I referred to in the first seminar:

Does the culture appear to favour representational art or abstract art?

Are the visual arts concerned with symbolism or naturalism?  Related to this question is whether the visual arts depend heavily on language, that is, present a message or tell a story.  Is the viewer prompted to translate the visual into written language?  Are the visual arts predominantly textual or figurative?

How do the visual arts treat landscape and setting?  In some examples, as we have already noted, there is no landscape or setting for a visual representation.

How is the human form treated? 

In all of the questions referred to above, we need to think in terms of proportion.  For example, even in highly abstract Hiberno-Saxon visual art, there are instances of representational art, and these two elements appear in different proportions or in different relations to each other in different times and places.  In other words, the aesthetic is in a constant state of flux and redefinition.  We can compare the representation of the ‘man’ in the Book of Durrow, and the representation of the same subject in the Lindisfarne Gospels.  
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