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Introductory Remarks 

 

Although generated by neurobiological processes, emotions (pathe, affectus) 

also consist in a process of appraisal and individual judgement, which depends on 

social and cultural norms and individual proclivities. As they heavily influence social 

relations and the behaviour of individuals and groups, emotions are socially relevant 

and, consequently, subject to scrutiny, judgement, and normative intervention. They 

fulfil social functions and follow social rules. Hence, they are potentially subject to 

change and are shaped by the society in which they operate. Although it can be argued 

that emotions are a universal phenomenon, they do have a history and are a very 

important subject of historical research. This applies both to emotions closely 

connected with socio-cultural norms (e.g. friendship, pity, honour, shame, pride) and 

to ‘basic emotions’ (e.g. fear, hope, joy, grief, disgust, despair, love, lust, envy). 

Emotions are important both as subject and as background of textual sources. 

Most (if not all) textual and pictorial sources at our disposal are directly or indirectly 

generated by emotions, display emotions or aim to arouse emotions. Admittedly, the 

emotional background is more evident and significant in some sources than in others. 

The study of the emotions is an emergent interdisciplinary eld, which means that 

scholars from different disciplines (mainly literature, history, philosophy and cultural 

geography) are interested in the subject, and come together to work out how to 

discuss it. 
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And what is the relationship between the arts and the emotions? From the very 

earliest times, philosophers, psychologists and artists themselves have reflected upon 

this issue, without reaching a total consensus.  

According to Jenefer Robinson (Deeper than Reason. Emotion and its Role in 

Literature, Music, and Art, O.U.P., 2005), one of the main reasons for this was the very 

little knowledge of what exactly emotions are and how they operate (1). After 

analysing several different theories over the last thirty years (namely, cognitive and 

philosophical approaches), Robinson concludes that none is fully complete or accurate 

and she establishes a new theory of emotion, drawing on experimental psychology and 

neuroscience, where it “is treated essentially as a process, in which a special kind of 

automatic ‘affective appraisal’ induces characteristic physiological and behavioural 

changes and is succeeded by […] ‘cognitive monitoring’ of the situation.”(3) This 

process involves “constant feedback from each of its elements to the others” and 

cognitive monitoring “assesses such matters as how much control one has over the 

situation” and “is often marked by a conscious judgement cataloguing the emotion in 

recollection” (97). But Robinson insists that if we want to fully understand the nature 

and follow the progress of an emotion process, we should avoid “the generalizations of 

philosophers and psychologists, and turn instead to the detailed studies of emotion 

that we find in great literature.” (99) 

The arts represent, express, suggest, and provoke emotions. Novels, tragedies, 

comedies, poetry, as well as the visual arts, depict human actions, sentiments, and 

values. Paradoxically, for several decades literary and art critics have not been 

interested in the most obvious dimension of literature and the arts, that of affectivity. 

Since the early 1980's, several disciplines have studied the emotions and their role in 

life and in the arts and, at last, literary and art criticisms have also started to be 

interested in the emotions and tried to connect with the theoretical and experimental 

issues brought up by other fields of knowledge.  In discussing the link between art and 

affectivity, we might consider the artist’s aims and/or the emotional effects of artistic 

works on the readers or spectators. It was customary in the 18th century to consider 

that art can “instruct and amuse” at the same time. In the 19th century, for instance, 

emotional identification seemed most often the best and almost necessary type of 
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aesthetic experience. But, at the same time, artists rejected the Romantic 

identification and called for distance; and, at the end of the 19th century and in the first 

decades of the 20th century, several artists in various traditions looked for a non-

emotional art. What does the rejection of emotions mean in artistic terms? 

This project will explore the ways in which nineteenth-century authors, artists, 

sculptors and musicians imagined and represented emotion, and how writers and 

critics conceptualised the emotional aspects of aesthetic response. It aims to map the 

state of the field in this growing area of interest for nineteenth-century scholars by 

locating recent interdisciplinary work on sentimentality and art and writing and the 

senses within wider debates about the relationship between psychology and aesthetics 

in the long-nineteenth century. How did Victorian artists represent feeling and how 

were these feelings aestheticised? What rhetorical strategies did Victorian writers use 

to figure aesthetic response? What expressive codes and conventions were familiar to 

the Victorians? Which nineteenth-century scientific developments affected artistic 

production and what impact did these have on affective reactions? 
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Other Research Resources: 

The Histories of Emotion Blog 

Historical epistemology: emotional styles and communities in the 19th and 20th centuries 

Cultural History of Emotions in Premodernity Network (CHEP) 

The Centre for the History of Emotions at Queen Mary University of London  (Director Thomas Dixon)  

International Society for Research on Emotion (ISRE) 

Emotions Studies, Loyola University Chicago 

Society for Emotion and Attachment Studies (SEAS) 

 

Journals: 

Attachment and Human Development Journal (the journal of both IAN and SEAS) 

Emotion Review 

Emotion, Space, and Society 

Passions in Context: An International Journal for the History and Theory of Emotions 

 

Press Series: 

Palgrave Studies in the History of Emotions, Palgrave Macmillan, eds. David Lemmings and William 

Reddy 

 

History of Emotions, University of Illinois Press, eds. Peter N. Stearns and Susan Matt 

Emotions in History, Oxford University Press, eds. Thomas Dixon and Ute Frevert 

 

http://historiesofemotion.com/
http://historicalepistemology.wordpress.com/
http://http/chep.idesam.umu.se/
http://www.qmul.ac.uk/emotions/
http://www.history.qmul.ac.uk/staff/profile/4525-dr-thomas-dixon
http://isre.org/index.php
http://www.luc.edu/langmem/memory_studies.shtml
http://www.seasinternational.org/
http://www.seasinternational.org/attachment-human-development-journal.html
http://emr.sagepub.com/
http://www.journals.elsevier.com/emotion-space-and-society/
http://www.passionsincontext.de/index.php?id=483
http://www.palgrave.com/page/detail/Palgrave-Studies-in-the-History-of-Emotions/?K=9781137366344
http://www.adelaide.edu.au/directory/david.lemmings
http://people.duke.edu/~wmr/
http://people.duke.edu/~wmr/
http://www.press.uillinois.edu/books/find_books.php?type=series&search=HOE
http://historyarthistory.gmu.edu/people/pstearns
http://www.weber.edu/History/faculty/Matt.html
http://ukcatalogue.oup.com/category/academic/series/history/eih.do
http://www.history.qmul.ac.uk/staff/profile/4525-dr-thomas-dixon
https://www.mpib-berlin.mpg.de/en/staff/ute-frevert

