
Beautiful on the Outside, Ugly on the Inside:

Medieval Concept of Sin, Healthy & Aesthetics

If you like word games or cracking puzzles, here’s one for you: what single word

can you think of that can be used to describe something, or someone, that is beautiful

or attractive on the outside, but ugly or corrupt on the inside?

We need a word that captures the concept of something that is deceptively

appealing to the senses, but upon contact or association, is discovered to be repulsive

or harmful.  Our candidate word must also cover the idea of “outer beauty, inner

ugliness” as it applies to both physical things and intangible concepts.  In other words, it

will be a word that can describe the apple that’s tantalizing to the eye but on first bite is

discovered to be rotten inside.  At the same time, it is a word that will be capable of

explaining how a law or piece of legislation might look like a good idea on paper, but

when put into practice, it proves to be the cause of inequality and injustice.

The internet is perennially abuz with grammar buffs trying to provide an answer

to this question.  It comes up on Google searches year in, year out.  No one seems to

have cracked the puzzle.  Is there such a word?  And why does it matter?  The quest for

the lost word brings with it a host of philosophical questions, too.   Several bloggers are

puzzled by both the question and the answers: “I can't help but think that the fact that

this question has 26 answers is indicative that it is kind of problematic” writes one

commentator.  “It is impossible to get a single right answer to this (although it is possible

to get many wrong answers)” opines another.
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None of the suggested solutions that are typically provided seem to do the job:

‘skin deep’ (which is two words--but we’ll allow it) doesn’t convey the horror of what lies

beneath a superficial surface.  ‘Grotesque’ tars both inside and outside with the same

brush, as does the idiom, ‘rotten to the core.’  ‘Addiction’ comes close, but--in the sense

we understand it today--it is a word that is relatively new, and one which represents a

departure from the meaning it had in antiquity.  Today, we think of ‘addiction’ in relation

to substance abuse or a psychological or chemical state of an individual.  Addiction also

implies repeated habit, whereas the word we are looking for does not necessitate

repetition.

Try as we might, there doesn’t seem to be a word in English--or even a suitable

idiom--to  describe the profound concept that everyone understands and appreciates.

We all know what it is like to be attracted to something appealing, only to be

disappointed or hurt in the final analysis.  We all know what it means to be attracted to a

deceptive beauty, and then suffer as a consequence. But the vast majority of us

struggle to identify such a word.

But there is a word for it, in plain sight.  Our medieval ancestors had this word to

hand, and not only a word, but a whole world-view to go with it: sin.

The word, ‘sin’, as the average 13th or 14th century man, woman, and child

knew, described something that everybody wanted but which everybody knew was

ultimately destructive.  ‘Sin’ described the everyday experiences of the ordinary person,

and yet, at the same time, pointed to something eternally wonderful in contrast.  The

word, “sin,” conveyed both true death through false beauty and true beauty through a
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false death.  It was a profoundly rich word, and one which permeated the

consciousness of every generation in the Jewish and Christian tradition until relatively

recently.  Not only was it a word that permeated religious belief: it was a word with

far-reaching influence on literature, entertainment, philosophy, law and politics.

Medieval artists found fitting allegories of the destructive power of sin in Homer

and ancient Greek mythology.   One such favourite allegory was the story of the

mesmerizing Sirens, the mythical creatures that lured sailors to their deaths by their

irresistible, enticing singing.  The Sirens were monsters in the guise of beautiful women

and the only way the hero Odysseus could listen to them without being lured to his

death was by being tied to a mast of his ship by his men.  Once the crew had tightly

restrained Odysseus, they had to plug their own ears with wax so that they would not

fall under the spell of the enchanting song while they guided their ship safely past the

Island of the Sirens.  Depictions of Sirens appear in numerous medieval

Bestiaries--illuminated books of nature that often included allegories with moral lessons

and warnings about the destructive power of sin.

We should recognize that retrieving the traditional concept of sin from our history

is not an easy task.  The word now is often dismissed as an outdated hangover from a

repressive age.  At the very least, we might concede that it has some merit to it, but it is

not a word which finds its way into public discourse. Sin is a religious term; but society

encompasses so much more than just religious belief.

The late and brilliant David Williams, professor of English at McGill University,

was fond of saying, “the medieval man committed the same kind of sins as the modern
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man.  The difference being, a medieval man knew he was sinning.”  There aren’t many

new sins under the sun, and the moral crimes and misdemeanours we commit today

have been part of the human experience since Adam and Eve.  But the medieval man

and woman understood that their moral deficiencies both offended God and the

community.  Repentance and restitution were sought in both the courts and the Church

simultaneously.
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