
Sin, Aesthetics & Medicine

Dear Students;

I hope you had a great long Easter weekend and had a good rest!

This week:

1. Continuation of essay consultations: if you have recently had a one-on-one consultation,
I may have to prioritise students having their first consultation this week, but I promise to
get round to everyone eventually during the week. The best way to book a consultation
is to use the chat feature in the forum.

2. Contextual studies: we are continuing this week to try and put all of the varied medieval
literature. The contextual theme for this week is sin, aesthetics and medicine.

We have spent a bit of time talking about the risk of reading cultural or historical texts through a
modern or postmodern lens.  You can see the risk of this tendency especially when talking
about the relationship between sin and medicine in medieval thinking and literature.  If you do a
keyword search in the Canterbury Tales, for example, you will find numerous references to sin
and medicine.  Chaucer also draws out the link between the study of astronomy, astrology and
medicine.

The risk today is to adopt the postmodern scientistic (not scientific) attitude that there is no
correlation between science or medicine and human virtue.

In the Middle Ages, recall, there was a strong belief in the correlation between matter and spirit;
the “cosmic” dimension of existence, and the belief that sin could manifest itself in physical
ways: hence the link between sin and medicine.

Be careful not to just assume that there is a univocal relationship between sin and medicine in
medieval thinking; often, the concept of sin is allegorical, sometimes analogical.  Because we no
longer have these sophisticated distinctions of language today (everything is either univocal or
false today) we are prone to missing the point of, say, a Chaucer when discussing the
relationship between sin, medicine, and beauty.

Sin is essentially the opposite of beauty; beauty is harmony and balance.  A very influential text
in the medieval period was (a) Boethius’ “Consolation of Philosophy” (there is an excerpt from
this in the readings this week); and (b) Pseudo-Dionysius’ Celestial Hierarchy.

Medicine is all about this harmony and balance; when something is wrong in our lives, it is often
manifest in the natural or physical worlds.  For example, a heavy smoker or drug user will suffer
the physical effects of this bad behaviour; in other words, the sin of drug abuse is manifest in the
physical realm, and distorts the beauty or harmony of the human person.



Readings this week:

1. Read the text, “Beauty & Aesthetics”.  In this text, there is a hyperlink to Boethius’
influential Consolation of Philosophy.  Read chapters XI and XII in the Consolation.

2. Read the text, “Sin, Salvation, and the Medieval Physician”. I recommend reading the
whole document, but at the very least read the section “Scriptural Influences on Medical
Thought: Christian beliefs” starting on page 31 (33 in the PDF menu) to the end of the
document;

3. Read the text, “Beautiful on the Outside, Ugly on the Inside” PDF.
4. I will be posting a video chat in the forum going over some of these themes.

Taken together, these three texts will give you a good holistic overview of the attitude in
medieval literature to the link between sin, beauty and medicine (or the natural world in general)
in medieval literature.

As I explained last week, I am looking for this depth of analysis in your final essays.

I look forward to ongoing chats in the forum, and chatting with you in consultations!

Steve


