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Abstract of Dissertation 

 
 

Reading Medieval Literary Time, Emotion, and Intimacy: On Affective Temporality in 

an Era of Asynchronicity and Artificial Intelligence 

 

This dissertation performs sustained readings of five different medieval texts across four 

chapters by grounding its readings via three primary words: time, emotion, and intimacy. 

The study surveys much of the literature on the emerging field of affective temporality, 

which as a term of theoretical inquiry began appearing in the late ‘90s and continued 

being used sporadically but with increasing regularity up until 2016, when studies began 

using the term as a unifying principle across different disciplines. The first chapter, 

“Emotion, Truth, and Politics Across Centuries in On the Times: An Exploration through 

Affective Temporality,” analyzes the fourteenth-century Ricardian poem On the Times, 

thinking through how it resonates across time with contemporary issues such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic and advancements in technology such as generative artificial 

intelligence, while performing close readings of the text’s affective currents and 

emotional performativity and considering them in light of modern crises. The second 

chapter, “The Affects of Asynchronicity and Intimacy in A Treatise on the Astrolabe,” 

reconceptualizes Geoffrey Chaucer’s A Treatise on the Astrolabe, in particular by reading 

its affective dimensions in the context of pedagogical changes induced by the pandemic, 

an important component of which is affective pedagogy and the role of asynchronicity in 

contemporary education. This chapter also thinks through asynchronous engagement 

mediated via technology, imagining and anticipating emotional connection via the 

transmission of knowledge. The third chapter, “Polychronicity and Feeling in The 
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Ruin and St. Erkenwald,” examines affective temporalities in the Old English poem The 

Ruin and the Middle English poem St. Erkenwald, using polychronicity—multiple forms 

of time that may exist within a narrative—as an organizing concept, one that is 

augmented by a reworking of Edward T. Hall’s nine definitions of time, in order to read 

feelings across time and text. The nine definitions are revised into three main temporal 

lenses called perceived time, sociotemporality, and ecocosmic time, the definitions of 

which are composed for specific theoretical inquiry. The final chapter, “Feeling Time and 

Sound in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: An Archive of Aurality and Genre 

Experimentation,” investigates the first fitt of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. It 

specifically approaches the poem by unpacking its archive of soundscape elements, 

which are then parsed and read through affective temporality. The chapter also 

experiments with genre forms, integrating traditional commentary structures within the 

parameters of a dissertation chapter, and constructing a taxonomy for identifying aurality, 

which is then applied to select passages using OpenAI’s ChatGPT to demonstrate 

potential collaborative scholarly projects while simultaneously offering critiques and 

deeper author-composed close readings as a contrast. The chapter adds more to the 

discourse on medieval digital humanities in light of generative AI, looking back on some 

of the history of digital humanities and imagining potential future directions. 
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Introduction 

I. Time, Emotion, Intimacy 

Time, emotion, and intimacy are the three words that govern this study. These 

three words are all bound up with one another. They are core to the human experience 

while simultaneously resisting tight definition. Time, as a concept, is something that we 

are conditioned to measure with exacting precision. It is through time that we situate how 

to make meaning out of the phenomena of our lives, while our memories rest in the past 

and our imaginations sketch out the potentialities of the future, all creating a constant 

continuum between what has been and what is yet to come, always experienced in the 

ever-present now. Emotion is tied to and shaped by time, as specific moments in our lives 

and the emotions we associate with them are inextricable from each other. When we 

summon memories—or when they simply rise to the fore—the emotional responses we 

feel in the present as a result of how we felt in the former moment all exist on a temporal 

spectrum that also includes the anticipation that comes with imagining the future. 

Intimacy at its most basic expression is that feeling of closeness and connectedness we 

have with others in our lives or with society as a whole. It is a state of being intensified or 

lessened by time and proximity or indeed distance, nor are the affective states of intimacy 

always coded as positive. These three words can inform our understanding of a specific 

term I employ throughout this work: affective temporality. I define affective temporality 

as the emotional and experiential dimensions of time within a literary text, encompassing 

the myriad ways in which characters, objects, and events evoke or engage with emotions, 

memories, and experiences that span different temporal moments. Affective temporality 
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is relevant to literary analysis because it provides a lens through which to explore the 

complex relationships across time, as well as the emotional underpinnings of these 

temporal mechanics.  

The proliferation of labor that we deem synchronous and asynchronous, and 

specifically the pronounced invocation of those distinctions as a result of remote learning 

since 2020, are themselves provocative nodes inviting new ways of perception, feeling, 

and meaning, altering our subjective realities when in states of isolation or togetherness. 

And when we consider the practice of reading medieval literature in the time of the 

COVID-19 pandemic magnified by the additional global, societal, climatological, and 

political stresses since 2020, we might consider and contemplate the subjectivities we 

experience in our present as we sit with long-ago works that—despite the particularities 

of the historical contexts in which they arose—can still make us feel something that isn’t 

limited by those temporal bounds, and which could be shaped into making sense of our 

current realities. It has, for example, called to mind Giovanni Boccaccio’s Decameron 

and the Black Death forming part of the backdrop of that text (Angeletti). While 

lockdowns and quarantining have now been relegated to the daily realities of 2020 and 

parts of 2021, only being implemented in cases of wide outbreaks since then, we 

seemingly have spent more time isolated and alone, interfacing with our technology and 

using screens to mediate connection with others, all while riding relentless waves of 

urgent news stories. It may not be surprising if we may find ourselves looking to the past 

for a sense of connection and understanding. Medieval literature can provide a particular 

mode of intimacy and emotional connection that helps us reimagine—perhaps even 

cope—with our new reality, exemplified in the efforts behind such works as the New 
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Chaucer Society’s journal New Chaucer Studies: Pedagogy and Profession. The 

particular act of intentionality that entails seeking out medieval literature, focusing on it, 

appreciating its genre conventions, and the deliberate practice of working through texts 

from that period requires a specific act of agency when we consider the competitions for 

time we might have from more immediately immersive worlds offered to us by the 

profusion of contemporary diversions. I mean, of course, ubiquitous options such as 

social media, streaming television, video games, and movies on demand. I do not list 

those things in order to dismiss them; the interest here is not to insist on an archaic return 

to reading medieval literature for virtuous purposes. Rather, I’m thinking in terms of our 

relationship to time and intimacy—in the sense of why texts might exist in the ways they 

do in order to fulfill a desire (Bawarshi 79)—and how we might choose to engage our 

minds and the temporal modes we can enter via specifically sitting with old texts and 

genre conventions, and what that practice might allow us to think and feel while doing so 

that other modes do not so readily offer. Different genre formulations can help us 

understand how people in other times and situations may have worked out and negotiated 

forms of feeling and being in the world that we might not today consider. The act of 

bridging the long-ago temporalities of medieval texts with our present situation and the 

uncanny, nigh-ineffable experience of channeling one’s time, emotional state, empathetic 

capabilities, and willpower to shut out external stimuli and accept a centuries-old text on 

its own terms, and to allow that text over the span of when it first was written to move us 

in our present moment. 

Throughout this dissertation, the pronouns “we,” “I,” and “one” are employed to 

foster a sense of collective inquiry, individual reflection, and objective analysis. The use 
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of these pronouns is intentional and serves multiple purposes. By using “we,” the text 

invites the reader to participate in the analytical and interpretive processes I am laying 

out, one that seeks to create a collaborative atmosphere that suggests the insights and 

conclusions drawn are part of a joint exploration rather than a unilateral declaration, 

while also not insisting on collective agreement with the line of argumentation. The use 

of “I” occurs when presenting personal reflections, specific interpretations, or unique 

perspectives that stem from individual scholarly engagement. This pronoun is meant to 

underline my personal contribution to the discourse. Conversely, the pronoun “one” is 

utilized to present more generalized observations or introduce hypothetical scenarios or 

to gesture toward a sense for distancing, one that is meant to perform an objective tone 

that might allow for broader applicability of the arguments being made. In a number of 

situations, the use of “we” also reflects the commonality of human experiences discussed 

in the dissertation. Whether addressing historical contexts, emotional responses, or the act 

of reading, “we” acknowledges that these phenomena are clearly not unique to me but are 

shared by a broader audience, and one for which insisting on an impersonal “one” may 

feel unnecessary or forced. 

II. Affect and the History of Emotions 

Glenn D. Burger and Holly A. Crocker, in the introduction to their edited volume 

Medieval Affect, Feeling, and Emotion (2019), provide a particularly useful explanation 

of the differing definitions of “affect” and “emotion” as put forth by Brian Massumi, 

Patricia Clough, and Sianne Ngai. Massumi and Clough, according to Burger and 

Crocker, “have articulated most strongly the need to clearly distinguish between affect 

and emotion” (Burger and Crocker 4). In Massumi’s reckoning, emotions are “‘subject 
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content, the sociolinguistic fixing of the quality of an experience which is from that point 

onward defined as personal,’ while affect is feeling or ‘intensity’ disconnected from 

‘meaningful sequencing, from narration’” (Burger and Crocker 4). They also cite Clough, 

who offers that “affect cannot simply be thought of as ‘presocial’ and emotion as 

‘social,’” describing “the in-between-ness of affect” (Burger and Crocker 4) (italics in the 

original). I interpret Clough’s position as being that affect exists in a dynamic and 

transitional state that is influenced by social interactions but retains its fundamental 

immediacy and intensity. This definition means that affect is not entirely shaped by social 

constructs; it maintains a level of raw, pre-conscious experience even as it interacts with 

social and cultural factors. In Ngai’s explanation of what distinguishes affect from 

emotion, she emphasizes “intensity or degree,” stating, in her words, that the 

“[a]ssumption is that affects are less formed and structured than emotions, but not lacking 

form or structure altogether; less ‘sociolinguistically fixed,’ but by no means code-free or 

meaningless; less ‘organized in response to our interpretations of situations,’ but by no 

means entirely devoid of organization or diagnostic powers” (Burger and Crocker 4) 

(italics in the original). Understanding and thinking through these distinctions and 

definitions can help us create a capacious framework for approaching the act of 

interpreting medieval literature. The fluidity and ambiguity of affect, as opposed to 

anything more fixed in our approach to conceiving of emotions, enables us as scholars to 

investigate—or at least attempt to investigate—how medieval authors represented, 

performed, and shaped affect to evoke specific responses in their audiences (perhaps even 

regardless of intention). Clough’s notion of the “in-between-ness” of affect is also 
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generative in this context when contending with the porosity between the individual and 

the communal in medieval affective experiences.  

Historians of emotion have worked to construct useful terms to help facilitate this 

debate. William Reddy, in his The Navigation of Feeling: A Framework for the History of 

Emotions (2001), describes “emotives,” which are “emotional utterances that take the 

form of first-person, present tense emotion claims [that] warrant designating such 

utterances as constituting a form of speech act that is neither descriptive nor 

performative” (Reddy 104). His example here is “I am angry,” which stands in contrast to 

a performative such as “I accept.” “Accept” acts as the acceptance; “angry” is not the 

anger (105). Most especially, they “are themselves instruments for directly changing, 

building, hiding, intensifying emotions, instruments that may be more or less successful” 

(105). Reddy’s work, according to Barbara H. Rosenwein in her book Emotional 

Communities in the Early Middle Ages (2006), “proposes a theory of social 

transformation based on the nature of emotions,” one in which Reddy “points the way 

toward a new emotions history in which the Middle Ages may potentially be integrated” 

(Rosenwein, Emotional Communities 16). The Navigation of Feeling sets out to explain 

and identify “emotional regimes” and “emotional refuges,” concepts Rosenwein engages 

with and builds upon in her own work. She develops the concept of “emotional 

communities,” which she defines as “groups in which people adhere to the same norms of 

emotional expression and value—or devalue—the same or related emotions” 

(Rosenwein, Emotional Communities 2). Emotional regimes, emotional refuges, and 

emotional communities are useful frameworks for imagining how affects are shaped 

within certain parameters—whether they are historical, social, or individual—and for 
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imagining how they might intersect with the formation of genre spaces. While affects and 

emotions are personal experiences, they are also embedded in social structures and 

cultural practices, and by recognizing the existence of emotional regimes, how certain 

emotions are promoted or suppressed within specific historical contexts can be more 

readily observed and analyzed. Emotional refuges within this framework can then be seen 

as places that offer spaces within which individuals can express emotions that might be 

discouraged or forbidden by the dominant regime, which can then allow for deepening 

our frameworks for understanding how emotional communities, as articulated by 

Rosenwein in the context of the medieval period, allowed groups of people to collectively 

share and regulate emotional norms. Working out these concepts in studies of medieval 

literature allows us to explore how texts reflected and shaped the emotional lives of their 

audiences, while simultaneously opening up the possibility of extrapolating principles 

applicable across temporal frameworks—that is, understanding the historical milieu 

within which any text was composed is important, but as audiences removed temporally 

from those contexts, we may ask questions about the ways in which we may still be 

moved—be affected—by any given text, and what that may mean and do. That is the 

purpose, I would argue, for thinking through a framework for affective temporality. 

Reddy, in the process of defining emotives in The Navigation of Feeling, in fact 

makes a distinction similar to what Massumi, Clough, and Ngai parse in the distinction 

between affects and emotions. Reddy writes that “[e]motives are translations into words 

about, into “descriptions” of, the ongoing translation tasks that currently occupy attention 

as well as of the other such tasks that remain in the queue, overflowing its current 

capacities. Emotives are influenced directly by, and alter, what they ‘refer’ to” (Reddy 



8 
 

105). In other words, in the affect-emotion dichotomy, that which is being “translated” 

into the emotive would be the affective feeling. In simple terms, “affects” are our raw 

feelings, and “emotions” are the words we use to describe and understand those feelings, 

and by using these words we are also simultaneously shaping those feelings. For 

example, let’s take the sense of urgency. Urgency is an affective feeling that is inspired, 

incited, built, and shaped within the audience by rhetorical movements bound by genre 

conventions. A tale meant for entertainment may rely on emotives to captivate and move 

the audience through storytelling’s requirement for plot development. An epistle or a love 

letter such as one between Héloïse and Abelard may employ, for example, insistent 

rhetorical questioning and references to life after one’s beloved has passed away, the 

conjuring of hypothetical futures in which the lovers may no longer be with one another, 

one living on and having attended to the funerary rites and of the other only to face life 

alone; or textual moments that Sarah McNamer in Affective Meditation and the Invention 

of Medieval Compassion (2009) defines as “intimate scripts,” which are “scripts for the 

performance of feeling—scripts that often explicitly aspire to performative efficacy. 

Many are scripted as first-person, present-tense utterances, designed to be enacted by the 

reader. Others work through interpellation, hailing the reader as ‘you’ and directing 

affective response, even prescribing the gestures that will generate compassion (‘behold 

him,’ ‘embrace him’)” (McNamer, Affective Meditation 12). One of the potential tensions 

in describing the ways in which genre conventions, emotives, and affect mingle has to do 

with intention. 

Affect theory may be discussed in opposition to Cartesian philosophy, its roots 

being more in line with Baruch Spinoza’s philosophy—specifically, when he writes, “By 
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the very fact that we conceive a thing, which is like ourselves, and which we have not 

regarded with any emotion, to be affected with any emotion, we are ourselves affected 

with a like emotion (affectus)” (Spinoza 148). Writing according to genre conventions 

implies a certain degree of intentionality in the construction of any given text; conscious 

acts of composition that seek to move readers in certain ways. But any specific 

construction of an emotive takes place within the context of an emotional regime or an 

emotional community, one whose ideological parameters have the power to shape the 

ways in which an author, despite intention, may compose texts. In other words, to use 

Reddy’s term, the “translation” of what the body feels internally—the kinds of affective 

responses described by Silvan Tomkins in his four volumes of Affect Imagery 

Consciousness (1962, 1963, 1991, and 1992)—changes according to genre conventions 

and the historical, communal, and social circumstances under which those texts were 

written. My inquiry focuses on how words seek to build feelings within audiences, how 

audiences act on those feelings, and how those feelings traverse time. Massumi, in 

relation to Spinoza, writes that “Spinoza defined the body in terms of ‘relations of 

movement and rest,’” referring to a body’s capacity to enter into such relations rather 

than actual movements or stases. Massumi summarizes this with the concept of 

“transition,” explaining that “for Spinoza, the body was one with its transitions,” and that 

the degree to which these transitions are present as futurities—“a bodily intensity, and its 

present futurity a tendency”—is key to understanding affect (Massumi, Parables for the 

Virtual 15). 

Where “feeling” exists in my discussion of “affect” and “emotion” is somewhere 

in the middle, serving as a kind of bridge between the ideas. Reddy states at one point in 
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The Navigation of Feeling that he has “also in the past used this term ‘feeling’ as if it 

referred to a special entity, wholly independent of thought, without defining it further” 

(Reddy 51). Rhetorically—perhaps self-consciously—it allows for the study to step away 

from the more academically connoted “affect” and to speak in a way that might be 

viewed as less distanced (that is, I am here providing a brief interpretation of the affective 

response that the words “affect” and “feeling” may on their own elicit). It approaches 

“emotion” in non-academic parlance, but has less of the socially constructed notions 

assigned to it that an academic study takes as a given. Feelings are affects of a sort, but a 

potential expectation of socially constructed expressions may be assigned to them. 

“Feeling” can exist purely as a bodily sensation, but it can also exist as something 

interpreted by the mind in an active way that is then either performed outwardly or 

explained to oneself silently. Yet for all this parsing, sometimes we must also remember 

that literature—what Sarah McNamer explores as “the literariness of literature” and its 

“integrat[ion] into the history of emotion” (McNamer, “The Literariness of Literature” 

1436)—is not meant to be a static archive for detached, emotionless study (if such a thing 

were even possible)—“let[ting] the shell of literariness—as if it were mere shell—fall 

away” (1436). We must remember that “literary texts,” McNamer describes, “have 

always served—some kinds and genres more overtly than others, and in some cultures 

more overtly than in others—as affective scripts, capable of generating complex 

emotional effects in those who engage with them” (1436).  

Some earlier work on scripts in the broader framework of affect and emotion 

studies can be seen in Robert A. Kaster’s Emotion, Restraint, and Community in Ancient 

Rome (2005), in which he describes how it can be advantageous in two ways to think in 
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terms of scripts when approaching emotions. The first is that it allows for the discussion 

of emotions without relying on emotion-specific language, thus avoiding the need for 

recursive definitions. He refers to emotion-specific language as “emotion-talk.” While 

Kaster uses this term throughout the book to streamline the discussion, it’s worth noting 

that, in my interpretation, it might carry a vaguely pejorative connotation, as if implying a 

detachment from genuine emotional engagement—an implication I do not align with. The 

second advantage, he contends, is that this method works well with the contemporary 

interdisciplinary thought on the cognitive nature of emotions, which emphasizes the role 

of culture in shaping emotional experiences and language (Kaster 8-9). And before 

Kaster, Silvan Tomkins, in his “Script Theory: Differential Magnification of Affect” 

(1978), writes, “In my script theory, the scene, a happening with a perceived beginning 

and end, is the basic unit of analysis. The whole connected set of scenes lived in sequence 

is called the plot of a life. The script, in contrast, does not deal with all the scenes or the 

plot of a life, but rather with the individual’s rules for predicting, interpreting, responding 

to, and controlling a magnified set of scenes” (Tomkins, “Script Theory” 217) (italics in 

the original). Tomkins’s conceptualization emphasizes that script theory focuses on the 

individual’s unique patterns and rules for interpreting and responding to emotionally 

significant events, rather than on the entirety of their life experiences. Combined, 

understanding emotions and affect within literature using the lexicon of these fields can 

help us more readily ascertain and articulate the often unclear but implicitly understood 

interactions between cultural narratives and individual experiences, and how approaching 

literary texts as archives of these interactions can help us also see how they function as 
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active agents in shaping and reflecting the emotional lives of both their characters and 

readers. 

Drawing from McNamer’s insights, we must appreciate that “feeling,” 

particularly in the context of literature, is not a detached, clinical concept, but one 

intimately connected with the human experience of engaging with text. The words we 

read elicit both intellectual responses as well as visceral, felt reactions: a quickened 

heartbeat, a sense of wistful longing, or hearty laughter. In this sense, “feeling” embodies 

both the physical and the mental, the individual and the social—it can connect “affect” 

and “emotion” while adding depth to our understanding of the potential for affective 

temporalities. “Feeling,” therefore, becomes grounded in the body and influenced by the 

mind, but also shaped by the cultural and historical contexts in which it occurs. I offer 

that when we approach the study of medieval literature, we don’t have to limit ourselves 

to simply imagining the depiction of emotions in these texts as historical artifacts. 

Historicization is important, but I think a more robust framework for feeling and 

articulating the lived experiences that have shaped, and continue to shape, the very 

human experience of being with these texts could offer generative directions for scholarly 

inquiry.  

To sum up my definitions for affect, emotion, and feeling, I offer the following. 

“Affect” denotes the pre-conscious, physiological responses to stimuli, which 

encompasses the body’s capacity to experience sensations and react to them. It is, 

echoing Massumi, an intensity that is not connected to meaningful sequencing and 

narration. It is less formed and structured than emotion, being more raw, more 

unmediated, preceding cognitive interpretation. “Emotion” denotes the socially 
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constructed expressions of internal states, the shaping of which comes about via the 

specific contexts of history and culture. They are more structured and organized in 

response to our interpretations of situations, and can be named and recognized states such 

as joy, anger, or sadness, which are then further understood as situated within specific 

sociocultural frameworks, the expression of which is managed and performed in socially 

recognized ways. And, finally, “feeling” denotes the middle state between “affect” and 

“emotion,” being both a bodily sensation and a mental interpretation, existing somewhere 

between raw, pre-conscious affect and structured, socially recognized emotions. Clough’s 

“in-between-ness” of affect captures its dynamic state, influenced by social interactions 

but retaining its fundamental immediacy and intensity. I distinguish that definition from 

my “middle state” of “feeling,” which acting as another specialized term can bridge both 

immediate bodily sensations and their mental interpretations within a social context. As 

Reddy suggests, “feeling” can be understood as an entity independent of thought, 

allowing for a more immediate and less academically distanced discussion of internal 

experiences. When we approach literature, “feeling” can encompass visceral reactions 

elicited by engaging with any given text, as well as what we might think about that 

visceral reaction after the fact. In effect, as a defined term within the space of this study, 

“feeling” integrates the physical, mental, individual, and social dimensions; it emphasizes 

the interpretive process that bridges raw affective responses and structured emotions, 

incorporating both the visceral and cognitive aspects of experience within a social 

framework. 

In opening their introduction to the special issue on intimacy in postmedieval, 

Holly Dugan and Lara Farina cite the collaborative work of Adam Phillips and Leo 
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Bersani to foreground the issue’s exploration of new modes of interpreting intimacy, 

focusing on the possibilities of the future rather than squarely limiting oneself to the 

determinations of the past. Dugan and Farina set out their aim as understanding intimacy 

in the medieval and early modern periods through sensory experiences, especially when 

we consider challenging the dominance of visual culture as the primary means through 

which we observe and think through cultural productions—smell, touch, taste, and sound 

are often subordinated to the visual, in other words. The collection of essays in that issue 

of postmedieval focuses on the ways in which people, places, and things formed intimate 

connections between each other, moving beyond traditional sensory hierarchies and 

emphasizing the embodied nature of these experiences. As they assert, “Sensory 

experience, past and present, is for us anything but determined or detrimental to a future-

oriented optimism about relational embodiment” (Dugan and Farina 373). They argue for 

a more sensuous approach to scholarship, one which involves a re-creation of past 

sensory experiences that might in its way challenge the primacy of the performance of 

objectivity in favor of more intimate connections between scholars and their subjects. 

Intimacy is, of course, not always positively connoted, so the essays in the issue contend 

with the negative sides to it, and how sensory experiences can be both personally and 

socially constructed in ways that, through their complexity, might also sometimes involve 

volatile or even violent interactions. I cite the introduction to the special issue because the 

framework articulated by Dugan and Farina encourages a rethinking of historical sensory 

experiences and their relevance to contemporary studies—advocating for a departure 

from a strict five-sense model (one that often prizes the visual over the others) can open 

up a more fluid and inclusive understanding of sensory perception. The ephemerality of 
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sensuousness as depicted via text, combined with affects we experience as readers in the 

present—and situated via history of emotions frameworks—can help inform the 

construction of affective temporality as a theoretical framework. 

A book that captures and expresses the kind of thinking I engage in, and also with 

specific regard to questions of affect and intimacy, is Eve Kosfsky Sedgwick’s Touching 

Feeling (2003). In the introduction to her book, Sedgwick describes her decade-long 

exploration of nondualistic thought and pedagogy, seeking ways of resisting linear 

argumentative structures and in their stead promoting cognitive and affective practices 

that defy or resist prescriptive forms. Sedgwick’s essays collectively advocate for an 

approach that encourages readers to engage with thoughts in a nurturing and integrative 

manner, which is also at heart how I have aimed to teach in Georgetown University’s 

Writing and Culture seminars the past couple of years, as well as being part of the ethos 

of George Washington University’s Writing in the Disciplines (WID) program, to which 

I had belonged for several years. Conditioning ourselves to form cognitive and practical 

habits in learning and pedagogy that embrace complexity and interconnectedness is much 

of what this is about (Sedgwick 1). Central to Sedgwick’s ideas is the concept of 

performativity, which is rooted in J. L. Austin’s foundational work on performative 

utterances, upon which Sedgwick builds out and extends this concept through the works 

of Jacques Derrida and Judith Butler. In conversation with these writers, Sedgwick 

introduces the notion of explicit performative utterances and proposes a spatialized mode 

of thought—that is, performativity as something of a nuanced and subjective 

phenomenon rather than a strictly defined category (Sedgwick 3-5). Attending to the 

textures and effects of specific linguistic instances in this framework allows for the 
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epistemological demands typically associated with antiessentialist projects to be 

approached with more deftness (Sedgwick 5). One element of this reading is that she 

focuses on the preposition “beside” as a means of resisting dualistic thinking. In this 

telling, she is drawing on “a Deleuzian interest in planar relations,” which she advocates 

for a “spacious agnosticism” that challenges traditional linear logics—what this allows 

for us is an “ecological or systems approach” to understanding identity and performance, 

so that we may have a more integrative knowledge of human experience (Sedgwick 8). It 

calls to mind Henri Bergson’s explanation of simultaneity in Time and Free Will: An 

Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness (1889), in which he writes, 

But if time, as immediate consciousness perceives it, were, like space, a 

homogeneous medium, science would be able to deal with it, as it can with 

space. Now we have tried to prove that duration, as duration, and motion, 

as motion, elude the grasp of mathematics: of time everything slips 

through its fingers but simultaneity, and of movement everything but 

immobility. This is what the Kantians and even their opponents do not 

seem to have perceived: in this so-called phenomenal world, which, we 

are told, is a world cut out for scientific knowledge, all the relations which 

cannot be translated into simultaneity, i.e. into space, are scientifically 

unknowable. (Bergson 234) 

Bergson’s concept of simultaneity offers a counterpoint upon which many later works in 

affect theory seem based, that which puts pressure on rigid frameworks often applied in 

scientific inquiry, which Sedgwick’s advocacy for non-linear, affective approaches in 

pedagogy and thought accord with. There are inherent limitations in frameworks that 
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assume a purely scientific or mathematical understanding of time and movement, perhaps 

prizing an empirical, observable, and verifiable epistemology for phenomena over more 

intuitive and subjective experiences, the immediate experience of much of reality—which 

Sedgwick’s explanation of the significance of performativity and the “besides” in 

understanding human interactions and identities may draw upon, and which can invite 

educators and scholars to engage with materials and students in ways that privilege how 

we come to know the complexity and fluidity of human experience. Resisting 

reductionist tendencies of traditional academic disciplines can find a voice in these 

theoretical frameworks. 

Part of Sedgwick’s argumentation also involves Foucault’s critique of the 

repressive hypothesis—she seeks to understand desire outside the frameworks of 

prohibition and repression. What doing so entails is thinking about human desire in ways 

that avoid the “moralistic tautology” inherent in the repressive hypothesis, which in turn 

allows us to imagine a more embracing, nuanced way of conceiving of power and desire 

(Sedgwick 10-12), a critique that has applications and implications in how we think of 

affect theory, as it challenges traditional epistemological approaches and advocates for 

more integrative and relational conceptualizations. Related to this, the perception and 

narrative properties of texture are central to Sedgwick’s treatment of affect, for which she 

draws on Renu Bora’s insights and James J. Gibson’s concept of affordances. Sedgwick 

distinguishes between textures that reveal their history (“texxture” with those two x’s) 

and those that conceal it. Texture perception is fluid, which is inherently linked to 

affective responses (Sedgwick 13-14). Bora’s essay, as discussed by Sedgwick, is about 

how perceiving texture involves an “active narrative hypothesizing, testing, and re-
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understanding of how physical properties act and are acted upon over time” (Sedgwick 

13). All of this also builds on Silvan Tomkins’s approach to affect theory, where 

Sedgwick differentiates between drives and affects in order to discuss and contend that 

there’s greater freedom that affects possess concerning time, aim, and object, the 

distinction of which dovetails with the “autotelic” nature of affects—that is, they can be 

“self-rewarding” and are not strictly instrumental (Sedgwick 18-19). Tomkins’s theories, 

as Sedgwick explains, advance the idea that affects, unlike drives, have the capacity to 

generate complexity and “degrees of freedom,” making them core to aspects of human 

motivation and behavior (Sedgwick 18-20). Sedgwick, remarking on her essays, reflects 

on a noticeable shift from discussions on sexuality to an emphasis on pedagogy and 

positive affects, the progression of which mirrors her own evolving interests and 

simultaneously shows and performs the increasing importance of affective dimensions in 

both personal and academic contexts (Sedgwick 21). Affect theory’s integration into 

pedagogical practices, as discussed in Touching Feeling, can help us as educators and 

scholars think through and perform the potential for more textured and emotionally 

resonant approaches to how we carry out our research, design our classes, and simply be 

with our students in a way that allows us to be more “beside” them in their learning. 

III. Affective Temporality 

Foregrounding the Framework 

The next stage of this study, building on the work of the aforementioned affect 

theorists, historians of emotions, and medievalists, contends with the question of how 

time merges with affect. As a term of theoretical inquiry, “affective temporality” can be 
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found in some, but not much, scholarship to date, from a variety of fields. At least one 

study using the term as a theoretical framing has emerged in the past couple of years in 

the field of medieval French literature (Young). For background and for the purposes of 

transparency in the context of composing a literature review on this specific topic, I 

began using the term independently as a way of brainstorming potential ideas; it arose 

naturally from my longstanding interest in time in general and the emotions it produces, 

coupled with my interest in affect theory and the history of emotions. In other words, I 

thought about the term, began thinking and doing some work with my initial ideas, and 

then discovered later via Google Scholar searches that others had been using the term in 

other modes, and that since then, while I have been working on this project, there have 

been several more publications relying on the term in ways that are independent but 

related to how I work with the term. It makes sense that taking stock of how this term has 

been proliferating would be a worthwhile endeavor, not just for this dissertation but also 

to begin laying the groundwork for future scholars of affective temporality.  

Discussing time and emotion in relation to one another isn’t a novel concept in 

and of itself. As Paul Ricœur explains in his three-volume Time and Narrative (1983, 

1984, 1985), “The world unfolded by every narrative work is always a temporal world” 

and that “time becomes human time to the extent that it is organized after the manner of a 

narrative; narrative, in turn, is meaningful to the extent that it portrays the features of 

temporal experience” (Ricœur 3). But “affective temporality” is itself a term that has 

been emerging over the past decade in order to more effectively capture their 

interrelatedness. The entire discourse on the relationship between time and emotion, 

though, is vast, so I will cite a couple of generative examples from the early 2000s that 
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contend with these relationships without using the term “affective temporality.” One 

example is Philip Fisher’s The Vehement Passions (2001). In his chapter “Time,” Fisher 

focuses on the question of human emotions in relation to the immediate past and the 

imminent future, positing that passions such as anger, grief, and fear are intrinsically 

linked to nearby temporal events. He asserts, in considering the relationship between 

strong emotions and the past, “The sudden and the unexpected are two domains of the 

passions,” and that “[f]ear and anger notices and then reacts to a slight or insult that has 

just happened. We burst into grief and mourning for a death that we learn has just taken 

place. What has just happened makes up what we call the immediate past” (Fisher 71). 

And, likewise, in speaking of the future, he writes that “we feel fear in the face of what is 

just about to happen. Our strange use of this word ‘just’ in speaking of what has just 

happened or what is just about to happen marks the zone of citation of the passions” 

(Fisher 72).  

Dana Luciano engages directly with Fisher in Arranging Grief: Sacred Time and 

the Body in Nineteenth-Century America (2007), putting some pressure on Fisher’s 

framing of temporality and the passions. She writes, “This common-sense description of 

the subjective experience of time still retains an essentially linear construction which 

makes it difficult to comprehend slippages in feeling that defy this timeline; to say that 

one cannot fear the past would, seemingly, be to disregard the premises of most Gothic 

literature, to say nothing of psychoanalysis, both of which play on the instability of the 

boundary between immediacy and memory in ways that also question the separability of 

past, present, and future” (Luciano 13). Affective temporality can operate as a unifying 

framework for managing these ways of conceiving of time and emotion, allowing, for 
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example, for Fisher’s immediate, linear temporal responses and Luciano’s more fluid 

temporal experiences. The framework acknowledges that emotions are not isolated to 

distinct moments but are instead part of a continuous temporal flow, where past, present, 

and future intermingle. It’s not so much that I am interested in proving Fisher’s or 

Luciano’s cases as suggesting that it seems affective temporality has been rising as a 

means of managing these discourse threads, such as Fisher’s insights on how passions are 

triggered by immediate temporal events with Luciano’s argument about the persistence 

and recurrence of past emotions, where a more comprehensive understanding of 

emotional experiences can coexist in such a manner that competing truths need not 

necessarily cancel one another out. Emotions can be anticipatory, rooted in the present, or 

reflective of past events, often simultaneously. A unified approach can help facilitate a 

more systematic and encompassing approach to studying and articulating how emotions 

shape and are shaped by our perception of time. 

A generative text for specifically considering time and feeling in the context of 

the medieval is Carolyn Dinshaw’s How Soon Is Now? Medieval Texts, Amateur 

Readers, and the Queerness of Time (2012). For her study of the emotional and 

experiential dimensions of time, she takes as her focus the concept of queer temporality 

and applies it to close reading medieval texts. She begins her book with an explanation of 

the title, which is drawn from the 1985 song “How Soon Is Now?” by The Smiths. The 

song models the affective valences she’s interested in exploring, which are those that 

derive from the temporal experiences that are inherently tied to emotions and desires. The 

song’s lyrics, filled with all the characteristic impatience and longing that Morrissey is 

known for, are approached by Dinshaw as an archive of temporalities that are 
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experienced emotionally rather than linearly. Dinshaw notes how Morrissey’s 

questioning of “when exactly do you mean?” drives home the emotional weight of 

waiting and the frustration of unfulfilled desire—the present moment is never purely 

there but always slipping away (Dinshaw, How Soon Is Now? 1-4). Part of all of this 

requires a study of asynchrony, “different time frames or temporal systems colliding in a 

single moment of now” (5) (italics in the original). Medieval texts reveal various 

temporal frames—“agrarian, genealogical, sacral or biblical, and historical”—coexisting 

and interacting in complex ways (5-6). The time frames aren’t operating in a singular 

continuum, but rather in a multiplicity, all within which characters, objects, and events 

mingle in narrative to evoke a range of emotions and experiences that span different 

temporal moments (5-6). Queer temporality provides an interpretive framework for 

grappling with these multiplicities of time—the temporal experiences that are subjective, 

personal, and emotionally charged. She argues that queerness has a temporal dimension, 

as non-normative desires often disrupt linear, heteronormative conceptions of time. As a 

result, alternative temporal experiences that are laden with affective potential can be 

ascertained and articulated—she asserts that “temporal experiences can render you queer” 

(4). Time within a literary text shouldn’t just be assumed to be a backdrop but an active 

element that shapes and is shaped by the emotional lives of characters, one which can 

extend to the audiences outside of the text through time as well. The amateurism and 

nonprofessional knowledge of communities who love certain texts—take, for example, 

all the various medievalisms (i.e., the later appropriation and adoption of medieval 

aesthetics in contemporary culture) in popular culture. Personal investment and emotional 

attachment to a subject can create unique temporal experiences. That sort of subjective 
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attachment to and experience of the amateur (one who loves a certain thing) inherently 

contrasts with the professional’s performance of cool detachment, which might rely on a 

linear approach to time in the context against the amateur’s passionate, non-linear 

engagement—“amateurism’s operation outside, or beside, the culture of professionalism 

provides an opening of potentials otherwise foreclosed” (24). Emotional and experiential 

dimensions of time cannot be separated from understanding how literary texts function. 

Initially, this project came out of a curiosity about the ways in which “urgency” as 

an affect exists in literary texts, something akin to exigency in narrative theory, but 

imbued with something less about general plot motivation and more so about the welter 

of feelings that accompany the necessity of accomplishing something in a finite amount 

of time, regardless of which genre within which it might occur. In large part, urgency as a 

guiding theoretical affect theory framework arose for me in the specific milieu of 2018 

and 2019 when both political and media discourse reached a fever pitch of anxiety 

regarding the presidency of Donald Trump, such as his first impeachment trial, and the 

ongoing climate crisis. The intensity of political polarization and partisan animosity—

already well before the COVID-19 pandemic began—is well documented in the study of 

Shanto Iyengar et al., “The Origins and Consequences of Affective Polarization in the 

United States” (2019), which traces and discusses the intensifying dislike and distrust 

between Americans and proposes potential solutions to reduce what the authors of the 

study term affective polarization. The initial proposal process of my project, which was 

still focusing on urgency, was completed in May 2020, when we were two months into 

the pandemic and when “urgency” as a mode of analysis and discussion seemed timelier 

than ever. As the project unfolded, affective temporality as a key term started to appeal to 



24 
 

me more as an all-encompassing framework for approaching literary analysis. As 

mentioned, “affective temporality” as a key term for theoretical inquiry seems to be 

emerging in parallel in other scholarship, and while my work does not engage with all 

variations of how it is used by others, reviewing how the term operates in some other 

scholarship is important. Unifying the disparate ways in which the term has been used so 

far can be useful both for this study and for other scholars interested in tracking how the 

field is currently developing. Below I will provide a literature review of almost all the 

instances in which I have seen the term used in peer-reviewed literature to date, although 

it should not be thought of as thoroughly comprehensive. 

Mapping Early Instances Across Varied Disciplines: 1997 to 2015 

Some of the earliest encounters with “affective temporality” as a term appear in 

the late 1990s and early 2000s, but they operate more as singular terms with generally 

assumed meanings rather than as a cohesive, governing framework of study. Here I will 

map out many instances of studies that use the term “affective temporality” (or its plural 

“affective temporalities”), occasionally quoting from them but largely for the purposes of 

surveying and making evident the rise of the term. This literature review of affective 

temporality spans a wide range of disciplines. The term has diverse applications and an 

interesting theoretical evolution. Starting in the late 1990s, the term emerged in 

linguistics with Marie Carcassonne Rouif’s dissertation on life narratives of individuals 

with behavioral disorders, emphasizing the coherence of events and the affective 

atmosphere in their stories. Phenomenology saw Dan Zahavi exploring self-awareness, 

while Dorothea Olkowski’s philosophical work examined the intersection of language, 

space, and affective experiences. Cultural and media studies, as seen in José Esteban 
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Muñoz’s work on ethnicity and affect, and Barbara M. Kennedy’s analyses of film, also 

incorporated the term. By the 2010s, affective temporality was significant in postcolonial 

studies, dance, music education, and particularly in media theory with Richard Grusin’s 

concept of premediation. While what I provide below is extensive, it should not be 

considered wholly comprehensive. 

The trail seems to begin in 1997 with a French-language dissertation, 

Enonciation, mouvements et temporalités dans trois récits de vie recueillis en interaction, 

written by Marie Carcassonne Rouif (now Marie Carcassone), in which she explores, as 

the title suggests, how enunciation, movements, and temporalities operate, specifically in 

three life narratives collected through interaction. She focuses on how narrators with 

behavioral disorders articulate their experiences and how these articulations are 

influenced by the discursive context, identifying key aspects of narrative construction, 

such as the coherence of events and the affective atmosphere conveyed through the 

narration, termed temporalité affective (or, of course, affective temporality) (Carcassonne 

Rouif).  

A couple years later, in Dan Zahavi’s “Michel Henry and the Phenomenology of 

the Invisible” (1999), he mentions the term once. He writes, “We are dealing with an 

affective temporality, and even though it seems to involve a perpetual movement and 

change, nothing is changed. In fact, it would be wrong to characterize absolute 

subjectivity as a stream of consciousness. There is no streaming and no change, but 

always one and the same Living Present without distance or difference. It is always the 

same self affecting itself” (Zahavi, “Michel Henry” 232). And in a revised form of that 

passage, that same year in his book Self-awareness and Alterity: A Phenomenological 
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Investigation, he writes, “We are dealing with an affective temporality, and even though 

it seems to involve a perpetual movement and change, nothing is changed. The living ego 

does not have a past, a future, or a present. It is always the same self affecting itself. Or, 

more precisely, the self is nothing but the unchanging movement of affective self-

manifestation” (Zahavi, Self-awareness 89). Also the same year as Zahavi, Dorothea E. 

Olkowski, in Gilles Deleuze and the Ruin of Representation, writes that the “view of 

language as consisting chiefly of order-words is expressed in terms of spatiality in 

[Henri] Bergson’s account. . . . Words relate to one another without at all expressing the 

affective temporality of the self” (Olkowski, Gilles Deleuze 90). Additionally, she also, in 

“The End of Phenomenology: Bergson’s Interval in Irigaray” (2000), while discussing 

Henri Bergson, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Luce Irigaray, uses the term “affective 

temporality” four times (Olkowski, “Michel Henry” 83-84), and is, a few years later, 

directly cited in J. L. H. Johnston’s dissertation Angels of Desire: Subtle Subjects, 

Aesthetics and Ethics (2004) (Johnston 51-52). Olkowski’s “Immersed in an Illusion: 

Realism, Language and the Actions and Passions of the Body” (2003) also contends more 

with the term “affective temporality” (Olkowski, “Immersed”), as does her “Time Lost, 

Instantaneity and The Image,” which lays out her thoughts on the philosophical 

implications of privileging spatial concepts over temporal ones, the effects of 

technological advancements on human perception and action, and the necessity of 

reclaiming affective temporality to more authentically perform creative expression and 

sociopolitical engagement (Olkowski, “Time Lost” 2003). 

Another early appearance of the term can be found in José Esteban Muñoz’s 

“Feeling Brown: Ethnicity and Affect in Ricardo Bracho’s The Sweetest Hangover (and 
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Other STDs)” (2000). The October 2001 Deleuze Special Issue of the journal Film-

Philosophy contains an essay “Fugitive Spaces—Between the Critical and the Creative: 

A Reply to Amy Herzog” by Barbara M. Kennedy, in which she mentions the term twice 

(B. Kennedy, “Fugitive Spaces”). The following year, Kennedy's “Choreographies of the 

Screen” (2002) mentions the term several times (B. Kennedy, “Choreographies” 64, 67, 

69, 72). In one particularly striking passage, she writes, “We are choreographed through 

the cartographies of the screen in a haptic dance where movement is a processual and 

durational transition from one form to another: from poses to movements in an immanent 

liquidity of affective temporality” (B. Kennedy, “Choreographies” 67). Paul Sutton 

mentions “affective temporality” once in his “Afterwardsness in Film” (2004) in the 

following passage, which I would like to reproduce in full: 

Following the Laplanchian model, one might surmise that the cinematic 

spectator develops a cinematic unconscious on the basis of the 

“repression” of the messages received via the screen. This “repression” 

occurs as a result of the sheer volume and intensity (the process is one of 

seduction) of the visual and aural stimuli, which cannot be immediately 

ordered, understood, de- and retranslated. These enigmatic messages, 

structured by the temporality of afterwardsness, provoke the spectator into 

a process of reconstruction, re-translation. At the same time the visual and 

aural stimuli of the cinematic experience may also have an immediate 

effect on conscious perception or trigger the traumatic recollection of a 

previously unconscious trauma. The application of this spectatorial 

paradigm to a specific cinematic example will demonstrate its potency as a 
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means of conceptualising the affective temporality of this active and 

performative paradigm for spectatorship. (Sutton 399-400) 

In his book New Philosophy for New Media, Mark B. N. Hansen explains that the Dutch 

Electronic Art Festival’s 2000 exhibition “Machine Times” showcased new media 

artworks exploring the contrast between the human experience of affective temporality, 

which is centered around the “now” lasting about 0.3 seconds, and the intensive, sub-

experiential time of machine processing, which is exemplified by the instantaneous 

nature of digital information flow (Hansen 235). This concept is cited by and engaged 

with specifically by Veli-Matti Karhulahti in his 2013 essay “A Kinesthetic Theory of 

Videogames: Time-Critical Challenge and Aporetic Rhematic,” when he writes that 

“videogame real-time is an oxymoron” and that “[t]here is always lag even in the most 

hectic videogame play since delay between input and feedback is inherent for all digital 

objects” (Karhulahti). 

Effie Rassos’s dissertation Everyday Narratives: Reconsidering Filmic 

Temporality and Spectatorial Affect through the Quotidian (2005) deploys the term 

affective temporality in a more sustained fashion (Rassos 12, 28, 55, 71, 79, 80, 81, 86, 

89). Adrian Kear’s chapter “Desire Amongst the Dodgems: Alain Platel and the Scene of 

Seduction” in Contemporary Theatres in Europe (2006) uses the term once, the context 

of which I will reproduce: “The scene’s affective temporality operates according to the 

logic of ‘deferred action’—Freud’s nachträglichkeit, which translates as 

‘afterwardsness’—that ensures that the actual affective experience of the traumatic ‘other 

scene’ is felt only in the echo of its apparent reoccurrence or repetition in a later, 

metonymically linked, occasion”) (Kear 116) (italics in the original). Also in 2006, 
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Hermann Herlinghaus mentions the term once in his “Narcocorridos: An Ethical Reading 

of Musical Diegesis” (2006). Tavia Nyong’o’s “‘I’ve Got You Under My Skin’: Queer 

Assemblages, Lyrical Nostalgia and the African Diaspora” (2007) mentions the term 

once (“a queer affective temporality”) (Nyong’o 53). Stamatia Portanova’s “A Bit of 

Spring Everywhere: Subjectivity as an Effect of Time in Kim Ki-Duk's Films” (2007) 

uses the term once. She writes, “On the screen, the close-up can thus be rendered as a 

‘reincorporation’ of the face into an affective, bodily dimension. Intensive (im)mobility, 

the affective temporality of the body, is different from linear action and speaking, the 

stratified temporality of the face” (Portanova 165). 

Sue Zemka’s “‘Stop—Loss’: Extending Time in the Arts” (2008) uses the term to 

assert that “[Matthew Boyd] Goldie emphasizes the ways in which [Alain] Resnais uses 

sound, editing, and camera techniques in Hiroshima Mon Amour to evoke an affective 

temporality for trauma and grief that is unlike what we find in most mainstream narrative 

film” (Zemka 4). Rachel A. Naor employs the term “auto-affective temporality” in her 

dissertation Suzan-Lori Parks’s The America Play and Its Deconstructive Ontology in 

several instances (Naor 41-44, 57, 61, 68). Bojana Kunst mentions the term once in “The 

Economy of Proximity: Dramaturgical Work in Contemporary Dance” (2009), writing, 

“Inclusion, participation, relationality, engagement, emotional and intellectual 

involvement, affective temporality, expectation—all of these modes are embraced in 

contemporary dance dramaturgy” (Kunst 87). Bliss Cua Lim mentions the term three 

times in her book Translating Time: Cinema, the Fantastic, and Temporal Critique 

(2009) (Lim 38, 192, 245). The third chapter of Peter W. Milne’s dissertation Judgement 

and Procedure: Kant, Husserl, Lyotard, Derrida (2009) is entitled “Narrative, the 
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Sublime, and Affective Temporality,” and while the chapter does contend with 

phenomenology and temporality, the specific term “affective temporality” is relegated to 

the title (Milne). Marie Carcassonne and Laurence Servel’s “Dire le temps, dire le 

changement: Analyse socio-discursive de mises en mots de la temporalité dans une 

organisation en mouvement” (2009) (which one can translate as “Speaking of Time, 

Speaking of Change: Socio-discursive Analysis of Expressions of Temporality in a 

Changing Organization”) continues Carcassonne’s exploration of affective temporality in 

the context of organizational change (Carcassonne and Servel). Claire Coleman’s 

“Creative Evolution and the Creation of Man” (2010) mentions the term once (Coleman 

122). Sentienla Toy’s dissertation The Politics of Affect and Acoustemology in Nagaland 

(2010) deploys the term twice, and organizes a part of the dissertation with “[e]ach 

section [in that part] address[ing] a particular aspect of affective temporality in music as 

shared by the insightful people [Toy] met doing fieldwork” (Toy 71). Toy also writes, 

“The more we understand our multi-directional temporal locations the more we 

understand the parameters and boundaries of perception and in this case, the affective 

temporal dynamism of sound” (Toy 98). 

2011 saw a significant increase in the term’s appearance across works of 

scholarship. Ryan Hartigan’s “Embarrassing Time, Performing Disunity Rugby, the haka, 

and Aotearoa-New Zealand in the United Kingdom,” in which he discusses in one 

passage affective temporality in the context of shame and embarrassment (Hartigan 39); 

Paul Booth’s “Memories, Temporalities, Fictions: Temporal Displacement in 

Contemporary Television,” in which he has a section entitled “Interactive Audiences and 

Affective Temporality” (Booth 373); Katherine Nilson’s senior thesis Queer Time, 
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Affective Binds: An Erotohistoriography of Butch/Femme, in which it is posited that the 

“dynamic relationship between pride and shame in representations of butch/femme can 

help us rethink the politics of affective temporality—resisting positive as politically 

progressive and negative as politically backward” and that “the concepts of ‘temporal 

drag’ and ‘feeling backward’ [are offered] to explore the politics of cross-temporal 

affective ties” (Nilson 42); Jen Boyle’s chapter “Ghosting the Subjunctive: Perceptual 

Technics in Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year and Transversal (New) Media” 

in the edited volume The Return of Theory in Early Modern English Studies: Tarrying 

with the Subjunctive discusses affective temporality in the context of Daniel Defoe and 

mediated images in A Journal of the Plague Year (Boyle 88); Beth Tressler reaches for 

“affective temporality” in a close reading of a scene from George Eliot’s 1860 novel The 

Mill on the Floss, writing, “Moving her into an exalted semi-consciousness, Stephen’s 

quiet, entreating murmurs, coupled with their mutual erotic passion forms a powerful 

elixir capable of excluding Maggie’s emotional and familial ties to Tom, Lucy, and 

Philip. Here again Maggie exists only within the affective temporality of the boat and 

Stephen’s voice” (Tressler 493-494); in the conclusion of the edited volume Ecologies of 

Affect: Placing Nostalgia, Desire, and Hope, the editors Rob Shield, Ondine Park, and 

Tonya K. Davidson explain how the chapters of their volume all “converge on questions 

of space as place, scale, imagery and of time as historicity and affective temporality” 

(Shields et al. 317), also explaining that, “the affective dimensions, tones, or modalities 

that are nostalgia, hope, and desire can be said to operate like temporalities, ‘as if’” (321); 

and Ricardo L. Ortiz, in “Never Too Much: Queer Performance between Impossibility 

and Excess” in the edited volume Gay Latino Studies: A Critical Reader, comments on 



32 
 

and discusses José Esteban Muñoz’s 2000 essay “Feeling Brown: Ethnicity and Affect in 

Ricardo Bracho’s The Sweetest Hangover (and Other STDs),” and which is also 

reproduced in this volume, cites Muñoz’s characterization of Bracho's work, which is that 

it “calls on music to conjure a past affective temporality, . . . [a] sonic past [that] is 

important to the utopic reformulated and antiessentialist nationalism of the play” (Ortiz 

224).  

I will mention two works from 2012. First is John Rhym’s “Towards a 

Phenomenology of Cinematic Mood: Boredom and the Affect of Time in Antonioni’s 

L’eclisse,” in which he writes, “In further unpacking this connection between boredom 

and temporality, Heidegger distinguishes between three forms of boredom, each of which 

exhibits two structurally interwoven ways in which time temporalizes itself in its 

affective disclosure: ‘being held in limbo’ and ‘being left empty’” (Rhym 484). Toward 

the close of his essay, Rhym writes that “it has been my hope to show that Heidegger’s 

work provides important ways to think about affective temporality,” and that “further 

research is anticipated in the following two areas: how a phenomenological elucidation of 

the inextricability of mood from understanding, intersubjectivity, and language might 

contribute to a more holistic theory of affect; and how cinema can serve to enrich and 

complicate our sense of time—not only that time which we are bound to but also that 

time which we ourselves are” (Rhym 498). My understanding of this concluding remark 

is that it addresses not only the chronological time to which we are bound but also the 

experiential time that we ourselves embody. Second is Anna Reading’s chapter “Globital 

Time: Time in the Digital Globalised Age” in the edited volume Time, Media and 

Modernity, edited by Emily Keightley. Reading writes in her conclusion that “within 
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specific media, we can begin to see particular patterns that suggest epistemologically how 

time needs to be reconceptualised to account for multivalent temporalities arising from 

the intermediation of the analogue with the digital, de-territorialized through different 

affective temporal logics” (Reading 160). In other words, Reading argues that our 

understanding of time must evolve to reflect the complex and varied ways it is 

experienced and represented in the digital age, where traditional boundaries are blurred, 

and multiple temporalities coexist and interact through media. 

Steven Goldsmith, writing in the introduction to his book Blake’s Agitation: 

Criticism and the Emotions (2013), writes, “Eternity so regarded would not designate a 

final transcendence to be achieved when time runs out but an embodied, affective 

temporality always happening, manifesting secrets continually—Eternity without end, ‘in 

love with the productions of time’” (Goldsmith 27). Goldsmith relies on “affective 

temporality” as a term in close reading William Blake to describe eternity as an ongoing, 

embodied experience within time rather than a distant final transcendence. He 

emphasizes that eternity continuously reveals hidden truths and emotions—that it is 

entangled with the temporal world and perpetually generative. In Samantha Pinto’s 

“Intimate Migrations: Narrating ‘Third World Women’ in the Short Fiction of Bessie 

Head, Zoë Wicomb, and Pauline Melville” (which appears in her book Difficult 

Diasporas: The Transnational Feminist Aesthetic of the Black Atlantic) (2013), she uses 

the term “affective temporality” to describe the way emotions and time interact within the 

community depicted in Bessie Head’s story “Life.” Specifically, Pinto uses “affective 

temporality” to refer to how the emotional responses and the rhythm of daily life in the 

village are influenced by the presence and actions of the prostitute who disrupts social 
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conventions. When the character flouts these conventions, she awakens and heightens the 

community’s emotions—this fills what Pinto describes as an emotional void with 

excitement and liveliness. The disruption, though, is temporary, and once the hysteria and 

rowdiness are gone, the village’s emotional state reverts to its previous dullness, 

metaphorically described by Head as having fallen “into the yawn” (Pinto 155). In effect, 

what occurs is a cyclical pattern is established, one in which intense emotions temporarily 

disrupt the monotony of village life but are eventually subsumed back into the routine. 

There’s a kind of narrative technique to it that Pinto is using affective temporality to 

describe in that Head imbues the story with all the complexities of social norms and the 

transient nature of emotional disruptions within a seemingly static community (Pinto 

155-156). 

2014 saw a significant rise in scholarship using “affective temporality” as a term. 

Some examples include Selmin Kara and Alanna Thain, in their contribution to the edited 

volume Music and Sound in Documentary Film, “Sonic Ethnographies: Leviathan and 

New Materialisms in Documentary,” in which they discuss how the rhythmic qualities of 

aurality in documentary films creates a relational ecology that conveys affective 

temporality through visual and sonic elements (Kara and Thain 188). Petra Rethmann, in 

“The Withering of Left-Wing Nostalgia?” in the edited volume Anthropology and 

Nostalgia (edited by Olivia Angé and David Berliner), studies how one’s relationship to 

the present generates feelings of apathy and resignation, which can reflect a mode of 

being that disables progressive action (Rethmann 210). Debjani Ganguly’s analysis in the 

Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry describes how affective temporality 

is embodied through characters whose emotional responses to trauma prolong the impact 
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of past events, which can be harnessed in analyses where one might wish to challenge 

purely forensic approaches to understanding history (Ganguly 30). Anton Sutandio’s 

dissertation Historical Trauma and the Discourse of Indonesian-Ness in Contemporary 

Indonesian Horror Films draws directly on Bliss Cua Lim’s work when she writes about 

“the spectral time of haunting and the affective temporality of nostalgic allegory,” which 

provides another postcolonialist critique of how historical trauma is represented and 

emotionally experienced (Sutandio 31). Marina Ludwigs’s paper on Virginia Woolf’s To 

the Lighthouse in Anthropoetics focuses on the ways in which narrative devices create an 

affective temporality that shapes readers’ perceptions and emotional responses 

(Ludwigs). In the field of music education, Graham McPhail’s “Pathways to Powerful 

Knowledge: A Case for Music's ‘Voice,’” published in Knowledge and the Future of the 

Curriculum: International Studies in Social Realism (edited by Brian Barrett and 

Elizabeth Rata), puts forth “that it is knowledge of music’s inherent generative concepts 

and conventions that provides access to the potential for a wide and critical understanding 

of music,” which “can help explain the affective temporality that seems to give music 

much of its power and mystery and point to music’s potential beyond that of a purely 

contextualised affective experience” (McPhail 125). Christoph Neubert and Serjoscha 

Wiemer, in their work on biomedia, “Rewriting the Matrix of Life: Biomedia Between 

Ecological Crisis and Playful Actions,” describe how electronic technologies create new 

forms of affective temporality, thereby integrating human perception with digital rhythms 

(Neubert and Wiemer). And Brendan M. Sullivan, in his dissertation The Remembrance 

of Good Men and the Stories of the Deeds of Valiant Men Justly Inflames and Excites the 

Hearts of Young Knights: Representing History in the Fifteenth Century searchingly asks, 



36 
 

“What is felt in the experience of the object? How can I articulate the affective 

temporality of the object, the temporal manipulations and obstructions put into action 

uniquely by the object?” (Sullivan 178) 

2015 saw another profusion of works of scholarship employing the term. One 

particular essay in which “affective temporality” appears in the literature in that year is 

Richard Grusin’s chapter “Mediashock” from the edited volume Structures of Feeling: 

Affectivity and the Study of Culture, edited by Devika Sharma and Frederik Tygstrup, 

specifically in the section where he describes his concept of premediation. I am 

describing this essay in more detail to explore how it can be useful for seeing and 

articulating how affective temporality can be bound up with media discourse (especially, 

in his study, in the context of history-shifting events such as 9/11). First, regarding the 

term “mediashock,” Grusin says he uses it “as a way to make sense of the mood or 

atmosphere of shock or crisis that [U.S.] media in the twenty-first century work 

simultaneously to create and to contain” (Grusin 29). His analysis of premediation offers 

a language for discussing how the media isn’t just reflecting reality but it’s also priming 

us to anticipate future events, the process of which can affect our emotional responses in 

such a way that we participate in the creation of a continuous state of anticipation 

(whether individually or collectively as a society) (Grusin 31). As a perspective, it can be 

helpful for understanding the evolution of media practices and their impact on our 

perception of reality, particularly in a networked, socially mediated environment where 

the future is constantly being premediated. In the section, he investigates how mediation 

has shifted from the present and recent past to a forward-looking anticipation of the 

future (Grusin 31). In Grusin’s context, “mediation” refers to the processes and practices 



37 
 

through which media represent, interpret, and influence our perception of reality. It 

involves the way media shapes and structures our experiences and understanding of time, 

events, and affective states by presenting and re-presenting information, images, and 

narratives. Mediation, in his framework, also encompasses both the technical and cultural 

aspects of how media operates to frame and communicate various forms of content, 

which has ramifications for how we engage with the past, present, and future. He 

explains premediation, then, as a mechanism that creates feelings of anticipation by 

reinterpreting potential future events, regardless of whether they happen. Unlike 

remediation, which seeks immediate sensory experience, premediation deals with the 

potential and virtual aspects of future events, resulting in genuine emotional responses in 

the present (Grusin 31-33). As an anticipatory affective framework, it’s particularly 

relevant in the context of socially networked media, where the emphasis is on the 

continuous modulation of affective orientations toward the future. Grusin’s analysis is 

also useful for thinking through the heterogeneity of temporal and affective formations in 

contemporary media culture, so one could glean some insights into how affective 

temporality operates within the networked, anticipatory media landscape of the early 

twenty-first century. Simply put, Grusin’s concept of premediation examines how media 

anticipates and shapes our affective states toward potential futures, thereby influencing 

our present emotional experiences. Specifically, as it pertains to “affective temporality,” 

he writes, “The affective temporality of premediation is the temporality of anticipation, in 

which mobile, socially networked media work together to produce, satisfy, and maintain 

individual and collective affective states of anticipation towards a potential, virtual, and 

thereby already real futurity” (Grusin 33). 
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2015 was also the year in which Prudence Chamberlain completed her 

dissertation, Developing a Poetics of Flippancy to Document Fourth Wave Feminism, in 

which she discusses some of the work that she would later continue in 2016 and 2017, 

which I discuss in more detail in the next section. Some other, although certainly not all, 

works from 2015 that include affective temporality are Derek Hook’s “Indefinite Delay: 

On (Post)Apartheid Temporality,” which appears in Stephen Frosh’s edited volume 

Psychosocial Imaginaries: Perspectives on Temporality, Subjectivities and Activism 

(Hook 55); Sarah Cefai’s “Love’s Lesbian Refrain of Feeling: ‘Bette and Tina’ and the 

Subversion of Heterosexual Affect” (Cefai 11); Mihalis Santamas’s doctoral thesis The 

Space Between: Time, Memory and Transcendence in Audio-Photographic Art (Santamas 

7, 15); Olga Blázquez Sánchez’s master’s thesis Art Needs Time: Temporality of Laziness 

in the Performing Arts (Sánchez 21); and Lauren O’Laughlin’s master’s thesis Rethinking 

Temporalities of Endocrine Disruptor Panics: Anxious Time and Evolutionary Time as 

Multispecies Intimacy (O’Laughlin 21).  

More Sustained Works, 2016 to the present 

The Feminist Fourth Wave: Affective Temporality (2017), by Prudence 

Chamberlain, is perhaps the most prominent example in terms of citations. In her work, 

Chamberlain explores the latest resurgence of feminist activism in the United Kingdom, 

centering her analysis on how emotional connections and the notion of time intersect to 

energize feminist movements, which offers generative directions for scholars seeking to 

situate their analyses of affect, time, and the sociopolitical. Chamberlain’s book was 

preceded by “Affective Temporality: Towards a Fourth Wave” (2016), an article in 

Gender and Education. In her book, she argues for a reconceptualization of feminist 
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history and future goals as a continuum that influences current activism. Briefly put, this 

approach can be used as a means to seek to address and bridge the gaps across different 

feminist generations, identities, and divisions. How she focuses the analysis is by 

proposing a method of timekeeping, positing that by nurturing emotional bonds, these 

temporal intersections can intensify and propel collective feminist actions (Chamberlain, 

The Feminist Fourth Wave). It’s a valuable resource for those working in gender studies, 

feminism, and the dynamics of affect in both personal experiences and political 

movements. 

Where Chamberlain’s concept of affective temporality may differ from my own 

application is more a matter of foundation in that I focus on the emotional and 

experiential dimensions of time within a literary text—how characters, objects, and 

events evoke or engage with emotions, memories, and experiences across different 

temporal moments. Chamberlain applies the concept to social and political movements, 

particularly feminist activism. She emphasizes how emotional connections and 

experiences shape the progression and continuity of these movements over time, stating, 

“Affect might stick political subjects together, creating a specific form of public feeling 

that sustains itself for a limited period of time” (Chamberlain, The Feminist Fourth Wave 

73). Her definition is useful for exploring the collective emotional bonds that are created 

in specific moments of intensity and momentum within feminist movements, whereas my 

definition focuses on individual emotional experiences within the narrative structure of 

literary texts, along with the concomitant intimate scripts that may be enacted within a 

literary text regardless of genre. However, where we share some common ground is in 

applying the framework to issues of the sociopolitical. Her perspective addresses how 
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these affective bonds influence the rise, sustainability, and evolution of social 

movements, which as a framework can augment the analysis of feminist activism. My 

approach offers a lens to explore the emotional and temporal relationships within texts 

that can then be considered in light of wider currents in society and in culture. As 

Chamberlain notes, “The uncertainty of affect, as well as the inability to define it with 

complete clarity, lends itself to the way I am approaching the wave narrative” 

(Chamberlain, The Feminist Fourth Wave 74). Even though Chamberlain and I may be 

operating in somewhat different modes, my hope in beginning the process of articulating 

this affective temporality framework is to construct a comprehensive theoretical approach 

that can be adapted across various fields of study.  

My work aims to explore how affective temporality operates within literary texts, 

performing close readings of the ways in which time and emotion shape narrative 

structures and character development, but never quite losing sight of the nature of wider 

forces that shape our affective and emotional responses. The literary context allows for an 

exploration of the intimate and often subtle emotional currents that characters navigate 

(to use Reddy’s verb), which doesn’t just offer a method for gleaning clues and insights 

for the purposes of historicization, but it also can allow us to build out a field for talking 

and writing about how experiences of time contribute to the overall meaning and impact 

of texts for audiences of any given contemporary moment. Different scholarly disciplines 

are clearly beginning to use this term, which from the standpoint of interdisciplinary 

scholarly dialogue could present many fruitful collaborations. Recognizing the shared 

elements of time and emotion across various contexts—whether in literature, social 

movements, or historical events—we can develop a more holistic understanding of how 
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these dimensions influence human experience. Comprehending specific phenomena 

through this mode can, on a subjective and personal level greatly enrich our own 

individual reading experiences, while also opening up new avenues for research and 

theoretical innovation. Ultimately, the goal of this project is to establish a robust 

framework for analyzing affective temporality that can be utilized by scholars in diverse 

fields. The rest of this section will be dedicated to synthesizing existing research. What 

follows is less a thematic survey and more so another chronological survey of works in 

which affective temporality forms a core part of the study as marked by the inclusion of 

the term in the title of the work. 

Similar to Richard Grusin’s concept of “mediashock” in the “dozen or so years 

after 9/11” (Grusin 29), Harmony Bench’s study of affective temporality examines 

cultural outputs in the context of the War on Terror in her 2016 chapter “Affective 

Temporalities: Dance, Media, and the War on Terror,” published in Gay Morris and Jens 

Richard Giersdorf’s edited volume Choreographies of 21st Century Wars. In particular, 

Bench looks at how entertainment media (dance, television, and video games) interact 

with technology and the rhetoric of war to shape experiences of time and emotion. How 

she defines “affective temporalities” is that they are those in which “experiences of time 

are informed by and reflective of emotional and sensory states” and where “pace and 

rhythm register consequences in the affective (or emotional) domain” (Bench 158). She 

discusses how the temporal registers of wartime—marked by threat, precarity, 

anticipation, and security—are domesticated and commodified through media forms such 

as reality television dance competitions and dance video games. Her argument advances 

the interpretation that these media forms produce affective temporalities that echo and 
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align with the collective rhythms of post-9/11 society, and how in the era after the attacks 

the global reshaping of society how personal and cultural experiences of time, affect, and 

belonging also began taking on new dimensions. 

Maria Olive Alexopoulos’s dissertation The Affective Temporalities of Intimacy: 

Lesbian Feminism and Contemporary Literature (2017) takes as its subject the shifting 

and growing realities of queer and feminist politics. In particular, Alexopoulos focuses on 

the role of affect and intimacy in political transformation (Alexopoulos 5). Engaging with 

critiques of postfeminism and homonormativity by scholars like Angela McRobbie and 

Lisa Duggan, Alexopoulos “argues against the teleological political grammar of linear 

narratives that position queerness and queer politics and theory in the present tense and 

lesbian feminism in the past” (Alexopoulos 7). She situates her analysis within the 

framework of affective temporality, and specifically considers “intimacy as bound to 

spaces of proximity—to those physical, emotional, and imagined spaces between bodies 

that become densely laden with affect” (Alexopoulos 9). Intimacies are, as put by 

Alexopoulos, “constituted by affective encounters forged and sustained within particular 

spatial and temporal contexts,” which is important for understanding the relationship 

between time, space, and feeling within intimate relations (Alexopoulos 9). The singular 

experiences shared between individuals are, she suggests, meaningful due to the 

spatiotemporal context within which they occur, and the affects brought into these 

encounters shape their “possibilities, boundaries, and intensities” (Alexopoulos 9). She 

elaborates that intimacy involves not only a physical and temporal proximity but also an 

“alignment or sympathetic orientation of feeling” (Alexopoulos 9). This alignment, or 

“feeling with someone” (italics in the original) can forge and confirm intimacy, though it 
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is often fraught with instability and impermanence. Alexopoulos acknowledges that while 

intimacy can be “chaotic, ambivalent, incoherent, and painful,” it also holds the potential 

for personal and political transformation (Alexopoulos 10). Affective encounters within 

intimate spaces can shape individual and collective experiences in highly moving ways. 

In another vein, Tamara Dee Turner’s article “Affective Temporalities of 

Presence and Absence: Musical Haunting and Embodied Political Histories in an 

Algerian Religious Community” (2020). It is focused on music, affect, and political 

history through the lens of the Algerian dīwān ritual. Turner in her study focuses on the 

nature of the ritual’s deep bass melodies, which are culturally associated with spirits and 

historical figures from the trans-Saharan slave trade, and then how these melodies might 

enact a form of “musical haunting.” Musical haunting in this context is when the auditory 

dimensions of certain music can provoke intense emotional and physical responses along 

the lines of fear and dread, mixed with a variety of different kinds of bodily sensations, 

with the effect of these emotional and physical responses being that participants may 

move toward entering trance states. Turner writes, “All musical hauntings are affective 

phenomena. My use of ‘affect’ represents a broad notion of feeling (iḥsās) in this 

Arabophone context, including the senses, felt energies, atmospheres, and emotions. 

Affect as an umbrella category is useful here because affective dynamics subsume all 

other modes of feeling, including emotion” (T. D. Turner 170). (The italics are in the 

original.) Turner homes in on what these feelings might do, discussing how, unlike 

Western conceptions of healing and closure, dīwān does not seek to resolve these 

hauntings; instead, it embraces a continuous re-experiencing and embodying of turbulent 

historical narratives. She writes that “haunting deconstructs the seemingly oppositional 
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existential binaries of time/space, material/immaterial and past/present. It brings to the 

fore the inexplicable and bewildering ways that the past can impose on the ‘present’ and, 

in the world of politics, that events like historical ruptures, traumas, wars and other 

tragedies reverberate and resonate in ways that might escape language, writing, or linear 

time” (T. D. Turner 172). Temporally, musical haunting as a medium of art can be seen 

as helping create an experience of ongoing engagement with the past, one which is 

mediated through music and ritual—a non-Western understanding of time, affect, and 

political history as inhabiting a perpetual present in the community’s collective 

consciousness. Music and memory function as the avenues through which living history 

is performed and reformed within communal and ritual contexts in Turner’s analysis, 

which has a wide range of applications in other theoretical approaches, such as applied 

frameworks for sensory studies. 

Geneviève Young’s dissertation Time of the Telling: Affective Temporalities in 

the chansons de Geste (2022) uses affective temporality as a theoretical framework in 

order to approach Old French and Old Occitan epic poems. As Young frames it, the 

poems are traditionally celebrated for their depiction of the medieval warrior elite and 

their illustrious deeds, but she argues that these epics also embody a poetry of violence 

that challenges idealized heroism. Young writes, “These lines are also an interrogation of 

the time of the telling, and of the positionality of audiences related to texts related to 

myth related to history; they ask what is present and what is past relative to the action of 

the narrative, and to the readers and performers that will take it up” (Young 2).Her work 

reframes the chansons de geste by focusing on the specific ways in which they depict the 

fine line between heroism and disaster. The intervention that Young makes in the process 
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of critiquing the conventional laudatory perspectives hinges on probing the temporal 

ambiguities and affective experiences these narratives create (Young 180). Young 

explains how she reads “the chansons de geste as a poetry of violence; one that 

simultaneously upholds and destroys its own generic and philosophical conceits” (Young 

2).What this requires is analyzing the poems so that, similar to my own articulation of 

affective temporality, they not only reflect their historical and cultural contexts but also 

interact with contemporary interpretations. We both share an affinity for desiring to think 

through how audiences reading any given medieval text in their own respective 

contemporary moments may be moved by any given text across time and in new temporal 

contexts. Young augments her theoretical framework by incorporating ideas from Roland 

Barthes, Julia Kristeva, and Jean-Luc Nancy to dissect the repetitive death scenes, 

notions of abjection, and mythic thinking within these epics. She also applies medieval 

biblical exegesis in order to present the chansons de geste as philosophical exercises in 

temporal layering and mythmaking. The study challenges existing literature by 

demonstrating how the chansons de geste’s portrayal of time is intrinsically tied to the 

emotional and psychological experiences of violence (Young 180). 

Also considering affective temporality and aurality is “Getting into the Vibe: 

Affective Temporality and Collaborative Creativity in Recording Studios” (2023), whose 

authors are Christina Andrea Lüthy and Silviya Svejenova. In their study, they elaborate 

on time and collaborative creativity within the context of recording studios. How they 

employ the concept of affective temporality is in examining how different emotionally 

charged time experiences impact creative collaboration and output. Their research 

identifies four distinct temporal modes—immersive time, performance time, waiting 



46 
 

time, and play time. The idea is that these temporal patternings characterize aspects of the 

creative processes in these settings. Their study suggests that participants, by implicitly 

understanding and working through these different times, can better their creative fluency 

and generate emotional energy that boosts collaboration (Lüthy and Svejenova). “Getting 

into the Vibe” is a useful study for imagining ways of applying affective temporalities 

toward creative endeavors, and offering pathways for managing these relationships 

between time and emotion in order to transform creative practices. 

In his essay “Repairing Repair: Postcolonial Paranoia, Affective Temporalities, 

and Reparative Reading” (2023), Jeremy De Chavez in part builds on the work of 

Prudence Chamberlain. De Chavez’s intervention focuses on how affective temporality 

intersects with postcolonial critique and reparative reading. He begins by addressing the 

dominance of paranoid reading in postcolonial criticism, which, in his reckoning, is the 

dominant mode, and one that ought to be critiqued, for its tendency to privilege negative 

affects and preemptively anticipate oppressive elements within texts. According to De 

Chavez, while paranoid reading is productive in determining the presence of imperialist 

agendas, it can often limit the scope of critique to binary oppositions, the result of which 

is that insights are predictable and reductive (De Chavez 218). In contrast, De Chavez 

advocates for reparative reading, which he argues “cultivates attentiveness to the 

temporal mechanisms of the worlding of a literary text,” which is an approach that 

encourages readers to engage with texts in ways that open up their capacity to envision 

alternative futures and generate positive affects (219-220). Reparative reading should, if 

done well, operate as a complementary mode of analysis in addition by opening up more 

possibilities for positively encoded affects—hope, creativity, and resilience, for 
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example—within postcolonial narratives (219). How De Chavez draws on Chamberlain’s 

concept of affective temporality is to support his argument for reparative reading. 

Chamberlain, as discussed earlier in this literature review and offered in De Chavez’s 

essay, defines affective temporality as the ability of affect to forge connections between 

different temporal moments, which is important for thinking in terms of continuity rather 

than division (229). De Chavez builds on this framework by arguing that “affective 

temporality enables readers to discern the fractured worlds represented in postcolonial 

texts” and to engage in the reparative work of reconstructing these worlds (229). He 

emphasizes the importance of recognizing the multiplicity of temporal experiences within 

postcolonial texts by shifting the focus from spatial to temporal analysis, while also 

arguing for the ways in which literary works can disrupt the linear time associated with 

global capitalism and colonial histories, and in its stead proposing a diverse ecology of 

temporalities that embody alternative world-making possibilities (220).  

Kaarina Nikunen’s chapter “Affective Temporalities of Digital Hate Cultures” 

(2023), included in the edited volume Affective Formation of Publics: Places, Networks, 

and Media, studies digital hate speech and the contemporary media environment. There’s 

a dual focus in her study on temporality and affective publics—using affective 

temporality, she parses how digital hate cultures form and persist over time. She writes 

that “the affective temporality of social media is multilayered and includes different 

rhythms and intensities but also a simultaneous sense of past and future and present” 

(Nikunen 178) (italics in the original). Her chapter is grounded in two case studies: the 

inward-oriented hate speech found on the Facebook page of the Finnish far-right group 

Soldiers of Odin, and the outward-oriented hate speech observed in a Twitter debate on 
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racism, and taking these case studies, she focuses on the temporal dynamics and affective 

mechanisms at play in different digital spaces (Nikunen 174). One of the takeaways from 

the chapter is the importance of recognizing how the digital media environment itself 

facilitates the spread and normalization of hate speech, and how within those spaces the 

specific temporalities and affective dimensions of digital hate contribute to digital 

platforms shaping public discourse and influencing collective emotions (Nikunen 176). 

Nikunen close reads some of the syntactical patterns of these online communities, 

writing, “Affective temporality manifests in short, sometimes single-word responses 

enhanced by exclamation marks and capital letters. The responses appear rapidly one 

after the other while propagating to other networks with suggested hyperlinks to news 

sites or YouTube videos,” continuing to say that “tempo of the responses slows 

occasionally when outsiders attempt to properly contextualize or argue against fear-

mongering memes” (Nikunen 181-182). Where Nikunen’s work is situated is between the 

fields of digital media studies and hate speech research. 

Another recent example of scholarship in affective temporality is “The Fear We 

Feel Everyday: Affective Temporalities in Fridays for Future” (2023) by Louise Knops. 

Knops’s study thinks through the interrelation between affect and time within the context 

of contemporary climate activism. In particular, Knops is interested in understanding how 

emotions influence and are influenced by temporal perceptions in the Fridays for Future 

(FFF) and Youth for Climate (YfC) movements. The central argument in the study is that 

the affective dimension of climate activism is an important but perhaps overlooked aspect 

at play for comprehending the political implications of the temporal dimensions 

constructed by activists in their rhetorics, in effect intervening in the discussion by 



49 
 

treating time and affect together rather than separately. Knops emphasizes the need to 

explore the intersection of these two dimensions to fully grasp the motivations and 

impacts of climate activism. The essay is structured around three main themes: the 

“affective politics of tipping points”; the “re-orientation of time”; and the “development 

of a terrestrial affective identity” (Knops 204). Tipping points, borrowed from climate 

science, “carry an important affective dimension” that signify not only geological 

thresholds but also moments of heightened emotional urgency and potential societal 

transformation (Knops 205). She highlights key emotions such as indignation, fear, and 

panic for their role in catalyzing political action. Indignation, in particular, is seen as an 

emotional tipping point that propels individuals and groups from inaction to activism 

(205-206). Knops notes, "In recent years, the language of tipping points has become a 

key discursive apparatus to describe climate futures, from a climate science and Earth 

system science point of view” (205). Greta Thunberg translates this feeling into the 

affective image of the “nightmare scenario” (205). Knops further cites Frédéric Lordon, 

who refers to these moments as the “thresholds of indignation,” which “[trigger] social 

tipping points and bifurcations across society” (206). The re-orientation of time that 

Knops discusses is bound up in how emotions like “anticipatory nostalgia” and grief 

challenge the linear, progress-oriented conception of time that underpins modernity, 

arguing that these emotions enable activists to critically engage with the future, relying 

on communicating and understanding the consequences of current inaction and the 

urgency of immediate intervention (208-209). Specifically, she explains that “certain 

painful emotions, especially anticipatory nostalgia and grief, perform the 

counterhegemonic function of challenging the ‘modern arrow of time’” (204). That 



50 
 

anticipatory nostalgia, for example, is described as an affect that “brings together 

multiple temporalities in an overlapping, circular way” (208). The “grieving of lost 

futures” that often permeates climate activist rhetoric “does not lament Eden or demand 

to return to a past imagined as golden, stable, or pristine” (209), but by reorienting time, 

these affective experiences can harness modes of thinking and examining our present and 

its impact on potential futures. And, finally, Knops contends that the emotional 

engagement of activists contributes to the formation of a collective identity rooted in the 

recognition of humanity’s connection to Earth—a terrestrial affective identity that 

opposes the modern aspirations of transcendence and limitless progress, emphasizing 

instead the importance of sustainable living and interdependence with the planet, noting 

that “climate activists’ desires and feelings of belonging contribute to the emergence of a 

posthuman affective identity rooted in the recognition of being Earth-bound” (210). She 

argues that “slogans indicate how activists imagine their futures—as tightly connected to 

the habitability of planet Earth” (210). Additionally, these emotions “invite us to reflect 

on what will be needed to trigger passionate engagement, across society, for questions of 

terrestrial interdependency and habitability in a finite world” (211). Knops’s essay offers 

a comprehensive framework for understanding the emotional and temporal dynamics at 

play in contemporary climate movements, one that urges us to consider a more integrated 

approach to studying affect and temporality in climate activism. 

I present these works because this term is increasing in its usage as a lens of 

theoretical inquiry, and offering this quick sketch of the literature while the field is still 

relatively young can help us glimpse how individual studies are coming into the scholarly 

record that rely on this term but which are not necessarily all in conversation with one 
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another, but seem increasingly to be converging with one another. Bench’s 2016 study 

and Chamberlain’s 2017 book seem to represent the earliest sustained forays into the 

field (at least in terms of signaling the centrality of the term by including it in the title), 

with a gradually increasing number of studies followed by a burgeoning concentration in 

2023. Time and affect have certainly been explored in abundance, but the term “affective 

temporality” (and its plural “affective temporalities”) is coalescing into a new subfield, 

and offering preliminary, extensive surveys of the field as it seems to stand now can help 

forge a path toward something more cohesive. Affective temporality as a framework can 

help us reorganize our conceptual approaches to time and feeling. We can destabilize the 

assumptions of traditional, linear, and static notions of time by focusing on how affect—

emotions, moods, atmospheres—both shapes and is reshaped by temporal structures. At 

its core, affective temporality views time as an embodied, experiential phenomenon—it is 

continuously influencing and being influenced by affective states.  

Temporal experiences are by nature diverse, ranging from personal emotional 

responses to the wider rhythms of collective societal patterns. As such, the commingling 

of time, emotion, and the act of reading is the primary lens of my examination. As 

readers we immerse ourselves in a text, simultaneously experiencing the passage of time 

in multiple dimensions. There is the “real” time that continues unabated in the reader’s 

world, in our own specific perceptions of time and reality. There is the “textual” time that 

progresses according to the narrative’s pace and structure. There is the bridging of 

temporal distance between when the text was written and the present—the subjective 

experience of any given moment spent reading with the text in the present moment. 

These dimensions of time intersect within the reader’s experience, each influencing and 
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being influenced by the emotional valences of the text. The emotional archive of the 

narrative, marked by its peaks of tension and troughs of resolution, maps onto these 

temporal dimensions, creating a unique affective temporality for each reader. This 

process is reflective as it is generative, producing new emotions that are anchored in the 

reader’s temporal experience. The passing of time within the narrative, and the 

accompanying emotional shifts, mirror and heighten the reader’s own experience of time 

and emotion. Consequently, this relationship between time, emotion, and reading is all 

part of the affective power of literature, which invariably can help us gain a more 

pronounced, more embodied understanding of both the text and the reader’s interaction 

with it. 

IV. Summaries of the Chapters 

The first chapter of this dissertation, “Emotion, Truth, and Politics Across 

Centuries in On the Times: An Exploration through Affective Temporality,” performs an 

extended analysis of the short fourteenth-century Ricardian poem On the Times. In this 

chapter, I unpack the potential to consider contemporary sociocultural concerns, 

including the COVID-19 pandemic and the abundant sociotechnical issues that have 

arisen as a result of the pandemic and general advances in technologies such as 

generative artificial intelligence, through the lens of affective temporality, while also 

building out the affective temporality framework in tandem with the analysis. I argue in 

this chapter that a close reading of the text—which does not lose sight of the historical 

events and conditions of Richard II’s reign and the Peasants’ Revolt in which it arose—

can offer moments to interpret and think about affective experience that may still move 

today’s readers even if they might not fully understand the specific historical details. 
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Expanding the approach beyond historical analysis, my study employs affect theory to 

describe the emotional realities that the poet of On the Times depicts, and examines how 

they can hold relevance for modern-day crises of societal decay, technological upheaval, 

and moral questions that have emerged as a result of some of the destabilization our era 

has witnessed. By comparing events and experiences across the two historical periods, 

my chapter seeks to value both the historical and affective dimensions of the text, while 

understanding the temporal distance between the contemporary reader and the poem’s 

author. This distance, with its inherent alterity, may still allow readers of any era to be 

moved by the text through their own emotional and cultural moorings. I emphasize the 

utility of literary analysis in deepening our understanding of complex contemporary 

issues while not seeking to offer specific solutions to problems (that would be beyond the 

scope of this chapter); rather, my interest is in offering a space for contemplating issues 

such as truth, deceit, and social cohesion across time. I also argue for something of a 

methodological inversion from the history of emotions, prioritizing affect theory over a 

purely historical reconstruction of past emotional communities. In doing so, part of my 

aim is to offer a practical language for contemplating the experience of being a reader of 

texts that are significantly removed in time from when one reads it, while also allowing 

for a way to contemplate the implications of our current socioeconomic paradigms and 

pandemic-induced isolation on human intimacy and ethical considerations. 

The second chapter, “The Affects of Asynchronicity and Intimacy in A Treatise 

on the Astrolabe,” reconceptualizes Geoffrey Chaucer’s fourteenth-century A Treatise on 

the Astrolabe as a text that is far more than a technical manual as it is often discussed as 

being, but rather a literary text that, through its affective dimensions and structure, should 
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be reconsidered in light of current pedagogical paradigms. The COVID-19 pandemic 

ushered in a deluge of paradigm shifts with respect to how educators had to teach and to 

reach their students, and a text such as the Treatise is worth returning to as we think 

through challenges to traditional expectations in the classroom and what it means to 

connect with students across spatiotemporal distances, and how we might rethink 

pedagogy in times of crisis. While much instruction has largely returned to the classroom, 

pedagogy has indelibly changed since the start of the pandemic, and much of how we 

think of educational structure may, at the very least, welcome a more holistic 

contemplation. Focusing on the Treatise’s inherent affective temporalities, this chapter 

explores how its literary and technical performances shape both its historical and 

contemporary readings. Specifically, it scrutinizes the emotional connection between 

Chaucer and his son Lowys, the text’s performative asynchronicity, and its reflection of 

technology mediating the individual within a framework of medieval cosmology. 

Drawing parallels between the Treatise and current pandemic-induced virtual learning 

situations and the general integration of more technology into the classroom, I describe 

the importance of affective pedagogy in both historical and modern contexts. The text’s 

pedagogical underpinnings open up investigations into its complex layering of emotional 

and intellectual intimacy, so it’s my hope to invite more robust discussions on the 

connection between the affective quality of pedagogy and how we might reconsider the 

role of asynchronicity in our conception of learning and teaching. 

The third chapter, “Polychronicity and Feeling in The Ruin and St. Erkenwald,” 

takes as its two primary source texts the Old English elegy The Ruin and the Middle 

English poem St. Erkenwald. I continue developing the framework for affective 



55 
 

temporalities through the concept of polychronicity, which considers multiple time layers 

and intersections within a narrative. In The Ruin, the focus is on inert architectural 

structures that evoke a sense of history and how to conceive of the perception and 

portrayal of how the past is imagined in the poem’s present and in light of the depicted 

decay and ruination. Similarly, St. Erkenwald features the reanimation of a pre-Christian 

judge’s corpse. The text presents a disruption in chronology within which temporally 

dislocated eras, identities, and beliefs all happen to meet in one event in order to 

reconcile the complicated question of salvation and timing. I argue in this chapter that 

both poems, The Ruin and St. Erkenwald, engage in a dialogue with their respective 

historical contexts and invite modern readers into an affective engagement with the past, 

while also presenting novel considerations of how time can operate on different levels in 

a unified text, which in turn produce affective responses in the audience. Even though the 

two works are separated by centuries in terms of their composition, they can offer us an 

archive for reimagining our emotional connection to the past and they can both show how 

early and late medieval perspectives on time and emotion can inform and augment our 

contemporary understanding of and relationship to these poems—while simultaneously 

contemplating the complex affective temporal structures within the texts themselves. 

Methodologically, I draw on Edward T. Hall’s map of time, which is constructed from 

nine different times that he has identified and defined in the context of human social 

constructions. I retool the model by condensing the nine definitions into three time 

categories—perceived time, sociotemporality, and ecocosmic time—and then use those 

three definitions of time for reading The Ruin and St. Erkenwald according to their 

different polychronic potentialities.  
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The fourth chapter, “Feeling Time and Reading Literary Sound in Sir Gawain and 

the Green Knight: An Archive of Aurality and Genre Experimentation,” begins 

unpacking the first fitt of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight as an archive of aurality, 

where the poem’s soundscape is a readable interface for exploring affective temporalities. 

The poem’s aural elements—its rhythms, sounds, and silences—form the backdrop of the 

way the emotional and temporal dimensions operate. The analysis in this chapter is 

framed by a methodological approach that blends traditional literary commentary with 

genre experimentation, inspired in part by the work processes and patterns in my previous 

and adjacent work doing three things in the field of responsible artificial intelligence: 

one, collecting definitions across hundreds of sources for artificial intelligence for The 

Language of Trustworthy AI: An In-Depth Glossary of Terms, a project of the National 

Institute of Standards and Technology Artificial Intelligence Resource Center (NIST 

AIRC); two, building, curating, and maintaining the Awesome Machine Learning 

Interpretability GitHub repository; and, three, being one of the primary editors of the 

Artificial Intelligence Incident Database, a project of the Responsible AI Collaborative, 

which tracks, collects, and taxonomizes AI incidents and issues (that is, harms and 

potential harms that the technology exhibits or stands likely to pose). I also provide a 

survey of some critical works in the field of the digital humanities. Returning to some 

work from the ‘70s and ‘80s, I then connect them to some more recent work within the 

past several years in order to contextualize some of the purpose of the chapter, which is 

to both perform genre experimentation in close reading Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 

and to simultaneously model a proof of concept for potential collaborative scholarly 

projects that imagine taxonomizing structures, generative AI, and database architectures 
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as a potential future space. With some of this recent work in mind, the chapter 

approaches the lines of verse of the first fitt as both a dissertation chapter and as a 

commentary, probing the ways in which the poem’s auditory elements contribute to and 

complicate our understanding of narrative time and emotion. Reading how the text uses 

sound to construct an experience of the affective, the temporal, and the auditory, my 

study both explores late fourteenth-century Middle English literary aurality and also 

dialogues with the proliferation of various contemporary genre spaces in digital curatorial 

work that shares commonalities with longstanding practices in the genre of the 

commentary. Part of the process of establishing my own taxonomy for aurality is to 

consciously and overtly implement OpenAI’s ChatGPT large language model in tandem 

with my own close readings, while also contemplating future pedagogical and 

collaborative ideas among students and scholars, to add a little more to the burgeoning 

discourse on AI and pedagogy, as well as to consider potential next steps in the medieval 

digital humanities. It is my aim to demonstrate the poem’s capacity to serve as an 

experiential, and experimental, bridge between past and present, creating a space for 

reconsidering how medieval texts can inform modern technological narratives and vice 

versa. The focus on the first fitt is more so an opening gambit to help us imagine the 

potential for database architectures for medieval literary studies; the principles practiced 

in this chapter can readily apply to the second, third, and fourth fitts. 
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Chapter I: Emotion, Truth, and Politics Across Centuries in On the Times: An 

Exploration through Affective Temporality 

I. Introducing On the Times and Its Context 

This chapter takes as its primary source text the late fourteenth-century poem On 

the Times (c. 1388), which is a 236-line rhymed macaronic complaint lyric that serves as 

an important witness to contemporary attitudes toward Richard II and his court (Dean 

125). Macaronic poems are those that contain a mixture of languages, often Latin mixed 

with vernacular tongues. In the specific case of On the Times, the lines alternate between 

Middle English and Latin. The edition of On the Times I draw on comes from James M. 

Dean’s Medieval English Political Writings (1996). In terms of the manuscript history, 

the poem is preserved in three mid-fifteenth-century manuscripts, and in terms of 

scholarship, the poem has had some modest study and analysis by various scholars, but 

was first edited by Thomas Wright in 1857 (Dean 125). As a commentary on political 

mores, social customs, and fashion, it offers a particularly useful, compact archive of the 

sentiments of the period, with interpretations that include references to the retreat of 

Robert de Vere, Duke of Ireland, and Michael de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk, or alternatively, 

figures like Jack Philipot and John of Gaunt (Dean 125). It’s a comparatively brief but 

not insignificant text within the collection Medieval English Political Writings, and Dean 

includes it in his section “Literature of Richard’s Reign and the Peasants’ Revolt” (Dean 

125).  

The Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 marked a defining moment in Richard II’s reign, 

and it was chronicled by contemporary historians such as Thomas Walsingham, Henry 
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Knighton, and Jean Froissart. While the record is well-documented, the writers let their 

partisan sympathies be known, which may have introduced some inaccuracies in their 

recounting of events (Dean 119). The discontent started with the poll tax of 1380-81, 

which was the third of its kind and was rigorously enforced, naturally leading to deep 

resentment, and particularly among the artisan class (Dean 119). The figures known to 

history as the major instigators of the rebellion were Wat Tyler, Jack Straw, John Ball, 

and John Wrawe. It initially started in Essex. As the revolt spread throughout the 

countryside and from town to town, it escalated into widespread attacks, arson, and 

murder. It all came to an end when Wat Tyler confronted King Richard II at Mile End. 

There, while arguing with the king’s officials, they murdered him (Dean 120). Beyond 

London, the revolt had also spread to other regions such as St. Albans, Bury St. 

Edmunds, Norfolk, Cambridgeshire, and Huntingdonshire. A number of rebel leaders 

were also executed. (Dean 120). Dean offers more details on the revolt, but then spends 

some time focusing on the subsequent years of Richard II’s reign. Richard’s popularity, 

which were for a time buoyed by successes in Ireland, began to unravel around 1397 due 

to controversial decisions including his marriage to the young French princess Isabella. 

He also refused to continue the war with France, made some questionable appointments, 

and led what was perceived by many to be a grandiose lifestyle (Dean 120). In 1399, he 

was deposed because his relations with the citizenry of London continued to be strained 

and controversial. To contextualize Dean’s editing decisions a little, and reflecting on the 

turbulence of this period, he includes On the Times with other polemical pieces such as 

Richard the Redeless and Mum and the Sothsegger, which are also critical of Richard II’s 

statecraft and governance. Dean also includes a variety of poems that target specific 
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ministers (Dean 120). It is a highly useful archive and accessible online through the 

TEAMS Middle English Text Series website, as well as in print. 

II. Affective Temporality as a Theoretical Framework for On the Times 

In this chapter, I begin working out the lens of affective temporality to map the 

web of emotions, urgency, and anxieties that shaped the sociopolitical milieu during 

Richard II’s reign by close reading the political and social critiques in On the Times with 

a particular eye toward its emotional valences. Walking through the process of how we 

might understand the text’s historical positioning, the context of its emotional 

performances, and the potential ways in which its emotional appeals may cross time and 

move others in different contexts that are independent from the original framework also 

entails thinking about the embedded intimacies within the text, or how any given reader 

in any contemporary moment may imagine such intimacies—even if they might be 

certain intimacies of political angst and concern brought about via temporal concerns. 

Immediate emotional experiences conveyed in the poem and the longer-lasting emotional 

impacts within the text can touch readers in ways that aren’t so much just relegated to the 

historical, context-dependent emotional concerns of late fourteenth-century discontent 

but human issues that afflict any current moment. With this approach, I close read the 

text’s era-specific emotional complexities while also addressing its potential to 

emotionally engage with readers outside its historical confines, recognizing the 

limitations imposed by the alterity of the medieval period.  

In my literary analysis, “intimacy” within the framework of affective temporality 

attends to the relationship between a text’s emotional depth and its temporal dimensions. 
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While acknowledging that the distinctiveness of the Middle Ages might create a gap in 

fully grasping the emotional complexity of historical events depicted in any given text 

(that is, the specific historicized elements may not be readily apparent to the reader, even 

though the reader may recognize the general emotion being performed–as parsed through 

the reader’s own milieu and paradigms), intimacy, I contend, can extend beyond 

character interactions or emotionally charged narrative moments—texts reveal their 

emotional layers over various temporal scopes, both within the text itself and also on the 

subjective level throughout time with the audiences who interact with them. Operating on 

multiple levels, this form of intimacy first captures the immediacy of emotional 

experiences within the text itself, where the text seems to speak to core human concerns 

that defy historical or cultural limitations, challenging the potential limitations of the 

“spatially proximate quality of intimacy” (Dugan and Farina 374). At the same time, it 

addresses the text’s longer-lasting emotional impact. “The very term ‘intimate’ renders 

the self as a being in space,” write Holly Dugan and Lara Farina, “one with an ‘inner’ 

dimension that is both separate from the world at large, yet at times, remarkably close to 

it” (Dugan and Farina 374). As a text, it can connect readers to both the emotional states 

specific to the historical period and broader human concerns that may be felt today. 

Elements such as narrative structure and linguistic choices contribute to the affective 

“nearness” or “remoteness” of the text, both in its original context and when crossing 

temporal or cultural barriers. Intimacy, therefore, serves as both a measure of a text’s 

internal emotional coherence and its transcultural and transtemporal emotional 

accessibility, all the while recognizing the potential limitations posed by the alterity of its 

originating period. It calls to mind Carolyn Dinshaw’s discussion of the hetereogeneous 



62 
 

temporalities and embedded desires in The Travels of Sir John Mandeville when she 

explains that “such desire itself draws on a spatiotemporal mix of distance and hope” and 

how “there is an undercurrent of unfulfillment running through the book” (Dinshaw, How 

Soon Is Now? 82).  

Regarding the Peasants’ Revolt and the widespread unease of the fourteenth 

century, where political turmoil and societal discontent brewed a miasma of troubled 

feelings, the application of affective temporality to On the Times offers a perspective for 

understanding the poem and its historical backdrop. The poem itself also serves as an 

archive of emotions, memories, and experiences that warrant closer examination. If we 

construct a lens that can have the capacity to describe the emotional and experiential 

dimensions of time within the literary text, we can apply a framework of affective 

temporality to develop a lexicon for the ways in which characters, objects, and events 

hum across different temporal moments, and how they connect across topographically 

complex temporalities. With regard to On the Times, this analytical approach can help us 

historicize the political and social commentaries of the text while also shining a light on 

the ways in which these commentaries are imbued with an emotional charge that doesn’t 

have to be tethered to the specific historical moment—working toward the lexical 

construction of a means to describe what it may be like to read a late fourteenth-century 

political poem and all its attendant distress and outrage in the context of the twenty-first 

century and the epistemic issues facing society today. The contemplation of such literary 

constructs, which will have to acknowledge the specific contexts of Richard II, Robert de 

Vere, or Michael de la Pole, will primarily be interested in sussing out the poem’s 

capacity to touch through to our own tumultuous era. The focus shifts when using this 
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lens, one that goes from chronicling historical events to one that draws connections 

between the emotional responses elicited in the poem and contemporary societal 

situations. Imagining and articulating potential ways that readers in any contemporary 

moment can reframe parallels across time is the goal here–while also acknowledging how 

On the Times is a reflection of its own era of political unease and simultaneously being 

able to serve as a guide for troubled times beyond it. A clarification must be made on this 

point, however.  

The approach that is taken here demands a delicate balance that acknowledges the 

historically specific emotional expressions of the time, yet seeks a language to describe 

the connection that moves across centuries. In alignment with Sarah McNamer’s 

examination of the affective modes in medieval Christianity—a scrutiny that contends the 

emotional expressions in these texts to be irrevocably products of their time, and 

enmeshed in factors such as gender history and the concrete realities of their particular 

social and historical context (McNamer 6-7)—there is something to reason through. One 

must approach these texts with an acute awareness of their historical specificity—the 

details of their unique historical situatedness—guarding vigilantly against the potential 

danger of abstracting and placing them “above or beyond culture and history” (McNamer 

6). Adding to this complexity is the concept proposed by Brian Massumi: that bodies in 

passage or process possess an “incorporeal dimension,” a charge of indeterminacy that is 

both “real, material, but incorporeal” (Massumi, Parables for the Virtual 5). It’s a 

somewhat paradoxical notion, one which aligns with the task of capturing the emotional 

textures of medieval texts. The work of this process, then, is to be historically specific 

while also considering the potential for a shared affectivity that doesn’t prioritize original 



64 
 

temporal context as the sole coordinate for interpretation. Articulating and attempting to 

define the contours of these valences doesn’t claim a universal emotional experience but 

recognizes that emotions, while historically constrained, may contain traces that connect 

to broader human experiences. These traces, though altered by our current context, can 

still engage contemporary sensibilities. Outside of this historical grounding, it becomes a 

given that one must explore the potential for a shared value that might have some 

semblance of shared affinity across time, one that neither collapses into the fallacy of 

assuming universally performed expressions of emotion nor disregards the complex 

layering of how historically rooted expressions of emotion may–notwithstanding their 

temporal origins–still reach across centuries to engage with contemporary sensibilities, 

and in their way also be harnessed or reshaped or merely inform the ways in which 

people in any era may react or influence others. Such an engagement presupposes a 

recognition that emotions, although always constrained and formed by their historical 

moment, may yet retain within them echoes or vestiges that connect to universal human 

experiences—echoes that, however distant or faint, continue to speak, to move, to 

resonate, albeit translated and perhaps even transmuted through the lens of our present 

context and understanding.  

Inhabiting this space requires thinking of the literary artifact as an archive in 

which emotions are not static–they can be viewed as a capturing of something fleeting 

that nonetheless carries its charge across time–while still remaining tethered to their 

historical origins. With this in mind, we can establish a means to explore the mingling of 

time, emotion, and moral decay. This framework becomes particularly useful when we 

turn our attention to the lamentation found in On the Times, a poem that, much like the 
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emotional expressions previously explored, offers a generative variety of insights into the 

societal concerns of its era. Something of a dirge on the degraded state of England, On 

the Times gives the reader many avenues for interpretation. It cites many social, political, 

and moral problems that pervade England and deploys a variety of literary devices such 

as metaphors and thinly veiled allusions to political gossip in order to paint a picture of 

the corruption and greed and lack of humanity that has eclipsed the kingdom’s former 

glory. Beginning with an elegy for England’s once-esteemed virtue, which in the mind of 

the poet has now replaced by vices such as lechery, sloth, and pride, the text chronicles a 

litany of issues pervading the body politic, beset by all manner of foes (foreign and 

domestic), and pointed criticism of judicial corruption, impotent law, and the absolution 

of heinous crimes including murder and theft. The poem also points to societal decay by 

taking issue with fashionable extravagance and the folly of clothing, which is likened to 

being symptomatic of a more pervasive moral decline, a sentiment extended in its critique 

of both genders’ attire and conduct. The poet is concerned by what is portrayed as a 

spiritual crisis that afflicts all of English society, fretting about the abandonment of faith, 

non-observance of holy rituals, and ecclesiastical improprieties, a field further marred by 

the portrayal of a king, misled and oblivious, whose rule, tainted by flattery and 

ignorance of his realm’s condition, prompts a call for righteous amendment. Beyond the 

political, the poem laments the frippery and luxurious and intemperate living, denouncing 

their hedonistic indulgence, and strongly condemns the decay within the church–and with 

the malign influences of simony and avarice heavily at play. Culminating in a plea for 

both divine grace and kingly wisdom, the poem’s macaronic back-and-forth of Middle 

English and Latin performs, one might argue, the universal import of its message, and 
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through its descriptions and urgent morality, On the Times in its way works as a historical 

censure that can help us as contemporary readers contemplate human weakness and the 

imperatives of ethical stewardship. 

III. The Twenty-First Century and the Late Fourteenth Century 

 

The turmoil that has been marking these opening years of the 2020s has been 

producing a global sense of unease, one that we might also see bearing parallels to On the 

Times. All the burgeoning climatological upheavals characterized by unpredictable 

weather patterns and the far-reaching economic and social disarray caused by the 

COVID-19 pandemic, as well as a seemingly ongoing inability to meet global carbon 

reduction goals, the world has experienced a sense of disorder akin to that mourned in the 

text—perhaps the scale is different, but the concomitant emotions performed in it can be 

seen to reflect the affective states that seem to mark our current milieu. Alongside these 

phenomena, outrage-driven social media architectures, the civil unrest that characterized 

the 2020 George Floyd protests, the unprecedented assault on democracy that was the 

January 6 United States Capitol attack, the chaotic collapse of the U.S.-backed Afghan 

national government, the rise of generative artificial intelligence exacerbating epistemic 

difficulties, Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine (as well as the ongoing and increasing 

waves of violence and conflicts in countries such as Myanmar, Ethiopia, Sudan, Niger, 

the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Haiti), and the October 7th attacks by Hamas 

on Israel and the subsequent and ongoing horrors of war in Gaza, have each contributed 

to a disorienting, bewildering sense that peace, security, and stability are on the wane. 

The thematic unease of the poem, along with the chaos of our current era, can establish a 
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link between the emotions in On the Times and present-day occurrences, causing an 

almost affective blurring between different time periods for contemporary readers. On the 

Times is on its own an interesting artifact with historical or aesthetic value, but it can also 

be an accessible means for understanding contemporary challenges by being a 

contextualizing mirror for any period of unrest by capturing the distress and social 

disruptions of its era, which can in turn be a tangible reflection of similar feelings and 

occurrences in our own time. Patterns of human response to turmoil and catastrophe, such 

as how communities have historically dealt with pandemics or civil unrest, are present, 

but so too are the ways in which affective responses to these upheavals may then inform 

the performance of emotions and various scripts for registering those feelings in society. 

This understanding may equip us to address modern crises like climate change, the 

COVID-19 pandemic, and societal division, with an informed perspective that might use 

theoretical framing but is in spirit pragmatic. Valerio Angeletti, in discussing Boccaccio’s 

Decameron and variations of it in the context of COVID-19, writes that the characters of 

Nuovo Decameron in the “Proem” “[cooperate] to survive, and storytelling emerges as a 

social act that contrasts with the breakdown caused by the pandemic. Broadly speaking, 

the other nine stories are future-oriented as well. They are rewritings of the original 

stories of the Decameron, except for one, but they do not limit themselves to escapism 

because they use the tragedy of the pandemic to insist on current Italian social issues. In 

this way, these stories survive even after the pandemic” (Angeletti 26). While this chapter 

cannot possibly cover all the destabilizing effects of the past several years, the text of On 

the Times is useful for thinking through a few of the events I listed above. 
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First, I will provide some brief historical context in addition to what Dean offers 

in his book. Born in 1367, Richard II of England, who was a member of the house of 

Plantagenet, ruled from 1377 to 1399, during which he harbored grand notions of royal 

authority that drove him to seek the reassertion of the crown’s power—a pursuit which 

culminated in his eventual deposition (Saul). Characterized by triumphs and tragedies, his 

rule encompassed various events, such as his management of the Peasants' Revolt—seen 

as a success despite some historical debate about the role of his own counselors in it—

and his personal selections of allies and counselors like Sir Simon Burley and Sir Michael 

de la Pole as he matured into a more active role in governance. Nevertheless, as time 

wore on, his relationship with the higher nobility became increasingly strained. His 

inability to manage his political relationships well naturally led to political unrest, and he 

certainly didn’t endear himself further by insisting on his authority, as evidenced in his 

assertive response to Parliament in 1386 when he declared “he would not remove one 

scullion from his kitchen at their behest” (Saul). Additionally, his initiation of a program 

aimed at enhancing the monarchy’s dignity through the introduction of formal addresses 

such as “your highness” or “your majesty” (as opposed to more than just “my lord”) 

marked another aspect of his reign. However, his rule eventually began destabilizing. It 

was undermined by factionalism, poor judgment, and a tyrannical approach, most notably 

in his severe punishment of the Appellants, leading to the articulation of a radically new 

vision of kingship that rejected traditional warrior monarchy and culminated in his 

downfall, deposition, and ultimately his enigmatic death in 1400 (Saul). 

As a helpful point of comparison for understanding the disruptions instigated by 

the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, the fourteenth century’s Peasants’ Revolt echoes the 
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fear, grief, and chaos of the tumultuous times embodied by the worst stages of COVID-

19’s spread. Ruby Mellen observes that in “the months that followed [after COVID-19’s 

emergence], the virus swept around the world, disrupting life nearly everywhere, leaving 

sorrow in its wake” (Mellen), which one could reflect on as being reminiscent of the 

widespread upheaval brought about by the ravages of the fourteenth century. That sense 

of upheaval, mirrored further in the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020—identified as 

potentially constituting the largest movement in U.S. history (L. Buchanan et al.), with an 

encompassing magnitude of an estimated 15 million to 26 million participants (L. 

Buchanan et al.)—can intersect with the way we might look back on the Peasants’ 

Revolt. Both the pandemic and the Black Lives Matter movement, much like the 

Peasants’ Revolt, are sober reminders of the vulnerability and interconnectedness of 

human life, and show how systemic problems can reach a point of intense affective 

power—the kind of unifying, collective galvanizing desire for change across society. It is 

through reflecting on these phenomena, marked by the haunting shadows of illness, 

death, societal instability and change, and the demand for justice, that we may perceive 

how these events harken back to an epoch when the fate of civilizations was defined by 

occurrences such as the Peasants’ Revolt, thereby “setting in motion a period of 

significant, sustained, and widespread social, political change” (L. Buchanan et al.). 

The January 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol, while bearing historical parallels 

with popular rebellions such as the Peasants’ Revolt in England in 1381, presents what I 

would contend as something of an inversion of this historical pattern. The Peasants’ 

Revolt was a reaction against governmental imposition—in particular the unpopular poll 

tax and economic discontent that had been growing (EB Editors); on the other hand, the 
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Capitol attack was instigated by a sitting President attempting to maintain power against 

his democratically elected opponent, Joe Biden. Both events involved participants from 

wide swaths of society, with the Peasants’ Revolt including artisans and villeins and 

targeting political symbols such as the palace of John of Gaunt (EB Editors). The Capitol 

attack, however, was marked by the sitting President’s encouragement, as Trump rallied 

his supporters to storm the Capitol to disrupt the certification of his defeat by Biden. 

While the specific terminology used to label the events of that day remain contested, the 

insurrection or attempted coup d’état has been known to be regarded as domestic 

terrorism by law enforcement agencies (Duignan). And it was a culmination of Trump’s 

false accusations of election rigging and his “Stop the Steal” movement (Duignan). 

Whereas the Peasants’ Revolt ended with betrayals and forgotten promises (EB Editors), 

the Capitol attack led to an attempt to hold Trump immediately accountable, including 

the second attempted impeachment for “incitement of insurrection,” though he was 

subsequently acquitted. The attack also resulted in extensive damage, injuries, and the 

arrest of over 725 rioters (Duignan). As mentioned, this parallel was an inversion of the 

historical rebellion, where instead of rising against oppressive power, the Capitol riot 

sought to maintain it. In W. M. Ormrod’s analysis of the Peasants’ Revolt, he notes that 

the 1381 revolt was “arguably the most serious threat ever posed to the stability of 

English government in the course of the Middle Ages” (Ormrod 1). The Peasants’ Revolt 

and the Capitol attack each stand as singular events in the respective histories of England 

and the United States. Ormrod describes failures in “government policy” being the 

primary motivation for the rebellion, including the aforementioned taxation outrages but 

also administrative abuses, which amounted to the “widespread and perhaps coordinated 
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outbreak of rebellion in southeast England” (Ormrod 1). The Capitol attack stemmed 

from perceived grievances and distrust in the electoral process, amplified by political 

rhetoric and social media. Ormrod’s analysis of the aftermath of the Peasants’ Revolt, 

where the “rebellion was directed principally against the agents of the crown” (Ormrod 

1), brings to mind the sight of rioters seeking out specific lawmakers and menacingly 

filing through the hallways of the Capitol. What is particularly jarring about the riot of 

1381 versus the riot of 2021 seems epistemological: the economic conditions spurring 

different classes to agitate were likely much more materially felt than the hyperreality of 

social media amplification of lies that led to the Capitol riot, which one might contend 

was rooted more in affective states of identity shaped via digital content consumption 

patterns. 

Major crises of recent years, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, the social unrest of 

2020, and the January 6th Capitol riot attack, have been considerably exacerbated by the 

architectures of social media platforms. Algorithmic amplification that favors 

sensationalism and divisive content are often incentivized to disseminate misinformation 

despite the often contested patchwork of attempts to moderate content, all the while 

fueling polarization and encouraging a higher likelihood of more people easing into 

extremist ideologies (Rum et al.). During the COVID-19 pandemic, misinformation about 

the virus, its origins, and potential treatments found a rapid conduit in social media, 

contributing to already heightened states of confusion and mistrust in public health 

measures (Mahlous). Similarly, the social unrest of 2020 was inflamed by viral videos 

and selective narratives that sometimes mischaracterized events. Naturally, the 

widespread sharing of this inflammatory content escalated tensions and divisions between 
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different social and political groups, and the Capitol riot was preceded by a buildup of 

conspiratorial content, particularly the “Stop the Steal” movement, that found a fertile 

ground on social media. All of these currents, mediated via the digital architecture that 

undergirds much of our virtual ecosystem nowadays, helped in uniting and radicalizing 

groups who felt marginalized by mainstream discourse (Allain et al.). In all these cases, 

the very architecture of social media, prioritizing engagement over accuracy, played one 

of the largest roles in magnifying the crises. On the Times, as a neat literary artifact from 

a time removed from our own yet filled with many similar feelings of unease, can help us 

think through the nature of affect and truth. More actively, and critically, engaging in 

metacognitive ways about how our emotional states can shape our perceptions of 

sociopolitical reality can prompt us to consider how truth, which comprises empirically 

verifiable facts, can also be embodied and enmeshed with personal and collective 

emotions. The poet of On the Times relies on poetic and rhetorical structures that suggest 

wider societal affective states that may be shared among the audience, such as fear, 

longing, or hope—these feelings can guide and even overshadow the pursuit of factual 

truth, sometimes having the power to influence interpretations, judgments, and the 

understanding of historical and contemporary events. The way that affect and truth are 

presented in the poem text in On the Times can be viewed as something that puts some 

pressure on conventional epistemological frameworks—the quest for truth might not be 

so readily separated from the emotional dimensions of human experience. When we 

consider how affective temporalities don’t just reflect but actively shape perceptions and 

expressions of truth, we can also see their impact within both individual and societal 

contexts in the composition of literary performances. 
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IV. Closely Reading On the Times in Our Contemporary Moment 

By examining affective states and their impact on truth, both historically and 

contemporarily, it becomes more readily possible to analyze the emotional dimensions 

that disrupt societal norms, those that might spark popular uprisings and provoke 

governmental responses. These moments of upheaval can show how ruptures in 

perception and transformations in societal structures might occur. There’s an expression 

of distress and lamentation in the phrases “Alas and waylaway!” (line 213) and “Lyght 

wylle fayl, darre y say” (line 215)—reflecting both a personal or isolated feeling as well 

as a societal discontent, as suggested by the imagery of failing light and the metaphor of 

the “lanterne of lyght” (line 229) that does not shine “luce serena” (“steady light”) (line 

231). On the Times reveals how emotions disrupt social order by transforming personal 

sorrow and dissatisfaction into collective upheavals. These emotional surges are not just 

reflections of the zeitgeist but catalysts for reshaping literary performances and 

challenging established historical narratives. Just because something is captured at a 

given time does not render it, as an artifact, inert. The depiction of greed (“fals avaryce,” 

line 221) and vice corrupting the Church (“satis ecclesiam laqueasti; Christi sponsam 

violasti,” lines 222 and 224, meaning “you have ensnared the Church enough” and “you 

have ravished the bride of Christ,” respectively) can also show how emotions catalyze in 

social contexts, which can provide avenues for interpreting how communities might 

structure and activate themselves for change.  

The mixture of Latin and Middle English is performing something akin to 

melding of the mundane (as represented by the vernacular) with that of some gravitas (as 

represented by the ecclesiastical) that is meant to shape a sense for the unity of the 
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profane and the sacred spheres of society, as if to say the complaint has the unity of 

heaven and earth. Individual vices and collective responses are embodied through the 

macaronic bilingualism of the text, which can perform how language itself reflects and 

shapes emotions or provides scripts for expressing affective states. The mixture of Latin, 

the scholarly and ecclesiastical language of the period, and Middle English, the 

vernacular tongue of the common people, as mentioned, harmonizes the textual, literary 

performance with the societal issues that are mentioned in the poem, in its way 

representing the processing of affect from feeling to emotion. In this context, emotions 

are not confined to personal experiences but may parallel societal unrest and reflections 

on moral decay, portraying situations that are not entirely time-bound. In this portrayal, 

the emotions expressed within the text can at times act as a conduit that links specific 

historical grievances and moral concerns to universal human experiences; affective 

responses can (in this reckoning) transcend the constraints of time to carry through and 

touch across generations, thereby sketching out the contours of past and contemporary 

emotional contexts–even if the specific emotional communities and regimes in which any 

given text arises may differ from those in which they may be read. 

The literary performance of moral decay, societal unrest, and emotion within On 

the Times continues in the following scene, one that depicts Dionysian excess that stands 

in stark contrast to the preceding themes of lamentation and greed. The following lines 

offer a brazen depiction of hedonism, where earthly pleasures and uncontrolled 

consumption become a symbolic illustration of the societal ills the poem critiques: 

Lo! this fore a grete nede, 

sua miscent ora libenter. 
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Whoo so ever takes hede 

manat liquor irreverenter. 

“Vye velabel!” they kry, 

fragrantia vina bibentes, 

They drynke tyl thay be dry, 

lingua sensuque carentes. 

They kry, “Ful the bolles!” 

“Bonus est liquor, hic maneamus! 

Fore alle Crystyn soles, 

dum durant vasa, bibamus!” (lines 185 to 196) 

(Lo! this for a great need, / they freely mix their mouths. / Whoever takes 

heed, / liquid (saliva?) irreverently flows. / “Long live beauty!” they cry, / 

drinking fragrant wines, / They drink until they are dry, / lacking tongue 

and sense. / They cry, “Fill the bowls!” / “The liquor is good; let’s stay 

here! / For all Christian souls, / while the vessels last, let us drink!”) 

This scene that might be described as a depiction of a descent into Rabelaisian hedonism 

calls to mind some of the excesses described by John Lydgate, who lived from 1370 to 

the middle of the fifteenth century. The On the Times poet laments the societal abandon 

and moral decay in a manner similar to Lydgate’s Secrees of Old Philisoffres, which was 

“a free version of the Secretum Secretorum left unfinished at his death in 1449” (Burrow 

30). The Secretum Secretorum “was one of the most widely read of all the Arabic 

treatises which became known in the West during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries” 

(Burrow 30). In that text, Lydgate expounds upon the Physical and Physiological Fours—
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that is, the interconnected system of qualities, ages, humors, seasons, and elements, 

which together explain the natural progression of human life and the physical world 

through their respective stages and characteristics (Burrow 12). He also incorporates a 

long passage on the seasons, associating them with the qualities and humors and 

providing a moral reflection on the course of man’s life (Burrow 30). Paralleling 

Lydgate’s reflections on the moral lessons tied to the seasons and humors and the 

hedonistic depictions in On the Times, the text shares a concern, or more precisely 

performs that concern, with the moral and societal implications of excess and indulgence. 

And in a poem of his called Testament, he confesses to the sins of his childhood, 

describing his youthful lustiness and his disregard for moderation, while also utilizing a 

framework that provides some insight into individual experience, and being informed by 

the schema of the Physical and Physiological Fours (Burrow 31-32). Both Lydgate and 

the poet of On the Times use their literary platforms to critique the lack of moderation 

and moral decay, though they do so through different lenses and contexts. Reflected in 

Lydgate’s portrayal of pleasure, that indulgence may be read to accord with the linguistic 

choices of On the Times, where the combination of the two languages symbolizes and 

performs those similar themes. The way the poet of On the Times disrupts linguistics 

norms by blending Latin and Middle English juxtaposes the sacred and profane, where 

cries to “Ful the bolles!” and proclamations like “Bonus est liquor, hic maneamus!” 

(“The liquor is good; let's stay here!”) are meant to represent excess in a material sense as 

well as in an affective, emotive sense. The literary performance of this symbolic excess in 

On the Times mirrors Lydgate’s confession of youthful excitability and sin, which in turn 

can be interpreted as performing the creation of a temporal bridge between the two texts 
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that marks the recurring nature of these moral concerns across different eras. This 

symbolism echoes Lydgate’s own reflections on his youth, where he describes himself as 

a “yong colt that ran without brydell,” and was more “Redier cheristones for to telle / 

Than gon to chirche, or here the sacryng belle,” as quoted by J. A. Burrow in The Ages of 

Man: A Study in Medieval Writing and Thought (1986) (31). Through the imagery of 

freely mixing mouths and drinking until dry, both writers are capturing the sense of a 

society indulging in earthly pleasures and losing its moral compass. By invoking 

Lydgate, we might be able to see in a comparative sense how themes of moral decay and 

indulgence transcend specific historical moments so that we might more readily draw 

connections between past and present societal critiques. The specific reference to “all 

Christian souls” emphasizes the urgency of the moral decay, and in Lydgate's writings, 

the confessions of his childhood sins, though moralized and not to be taken as simple 

autobiographical truth, serve as a reflection of his times (Burrow 31). Pleasure, 

abandonment, and intoxication seep into all the depictions of societal unrest in both 

contexts while also creating a reflection of affective temporality whose valences are 

capable of bringing past emotional ways of being and feeling into contemporary times. 

This portrayal of hedonism metaphorizes personal feelings of indulgence into a collective 

experience imbued with societal discontent and reflects contemplations on moral decay—

standing in juxtaposition to and contrasting with sorrow and greed, accentuating the often 

contradictory complexities inherent in human nature and social rhythms. Affective 

temporality as a framework reveals how emotions within the text disrupt historical and 

contextual boundaries, transforming specific grievances into powerful agents of change. 

These literary depictions resonate with contemporary readers, creating a continuous 



78 
 

thread of emotional upheaval across ages. The dribbling descent of moral fortitude, the 

upending of social order, and the gurgling emotional ripples within the text contain 

temporally symbolic potential that delineates the shapes of both historical and modern 

emotional possibilities, while recognizing that the particular emotional circumstances 

may vary across different periods and audiences. The hedonism captured in these lines is 

a momentary portrayal that continues working as a depicted encapsulation in amber of 

temporal indulgence, one spreading across generations, and reflecting shared human 

experiences in the afterlives of the text, a thematic concern that seems to reverberate 

across time from Lydgate’s world to our own (Burrow 31). Focusing on the portrayal of 

hedonism and moral decay within Lydgate’s literary works, Burrow’s work here is useful 

for studying the line between pleasure and sin by drawing on metaphors of youth and 

life’s seasons to impart moral lessons. 

For one further example of a medieval literary text that is concerned with similar 

themes of degradation, but operating in the later twelfth century and in Anglo-Norman 

rather than in Middle English and Latin, we might turn to Marie de France’s Eliduc. The 

hedonistic celebration depicted in On the Times may be seen as an unraveling of social 

fabric, similar to how “Guilliadun’s swooning and Eliduc’s uncontrolled homicidal 

response force that unraveling” in Eliduc (Vishnuvajjala 168). The reference to “that 

unraveling” refers to Eliduc’s breakdown of carefully constructed beliefs and plans, 

through which he tried to reconcile his desires with legal and moral commitments. In the 

story, a storm and the words uttered by a sailor expose his moral façade. That in turn 

leads to the collapse of his plans, particularly regarding his relationship with Guilliadun 

without breaking his vows. This “unraveling” is accelerated by Guilliadun’s swooning 
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and Eliduc’s response. The thematic parallels between Eliduc and On the Times can be 

read as a literary exploration of how personal indulgence and emotional impulsivity lead 

to societal consequences. The escalation of earthly indulgences in On the Times mirrors 

Eliduc’s abandonment of logic, as his “pseudo-logical actions are replaced by entirely 

emotional decisions” (Vishnuvajjala 168). The revelers in On the Times exclaim, “Long 

live beauty!” and “Fill the bowls!” as they drink “fragrant wines” until they are dry, 

“lacking tongue and sense.” This raucous scene, where “liquid (saliva?) irreverently 

flows” and they cry, “The liquor is good; let’s stay here! / For all Christian souls, / while 

the vessels last, let us drink!” (see lines 185 to 196) captures the abandonment of restraint 

and societal norms. Eliduc’s grief and desire override religious and political motives, 

leading to a breakdown of adherence to both law and doctrine (Vishnuvajjala 169), 

similar to how the revelers in On the Times abandon restraint. The chaotic emotional 

depictions in both texts is driven by human and animal instincts—they are instincts that 

are working against societal norms and expectations in the performance of the 

transgressive. Just as Eliduc’s story ceases to be one “in which religion is a guiding force; 

rather, emotion and impulse, in the form of Eliduc’s grief and desire, have taken over” 

(Vishnuvajjala 169), the literary scene of hedonism in On the Times represents a shift 

towards the emotional rather than moral constructs. The way in which emotion exerts 

control, shapes understanding, and can even break through customary limits operate in 

both of these texts in such a way that we can see how various facets of human feeling, 

desire, and impulse echo throughout distinct historical periods, contexts, and the essential 

aspects of humanity itself. 
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While the hedonistic celebration and abandonment of restraint depicted in On the 

Times provides an example of emotional override and societal norms collapsing, the text 

further explores these themes through a connection between the sensory and the 

ephemeral. The olfactory imagery can be interpreted as a reflection of excess as well as a 

link between the physical and emotional realms. Effectively, this interpretation also 

allows for extending the poem’s reach to the affective temporality framework. In this 

specific context, affective temporality is sensory perception plus corresponding smells to 

emotions within a temporal framework, thus opening an avenue for exploring how those 

physical and emotional realms intersect within the context of time. In doing so, there’s 

the creation of an intimate connection that is embedded within its specific historical 

context yet simultaneously one that has the capability (and power) of causing readers 

across ages to feel with and to be moved by the text. The olfactory imagery in On the 

Times performs a subtle but practical function; as Holly Dugan notes in The Ephemeral 

History of Perfume: Scent and Sense in Early Modern England, “smell bridges acute 

sensory perception and brute bodily materiality. Both exist within a specific spatial and 

temporal setting” (Dugan 2). This observation is brought to life in the text through the 

ephemeral nature of smell, as seen in the lines “Huffe o galant ther a towche, / unguentum 

stillat amoris” (lines 181-182, which could be translated to “If a gallant alludes to it there 

with a touch / she drips the balm of love”), which inject an arresting picture of intimacy 

and emotional connection mingled with biting criticism. According to Dean, the editor of 

the volume, the term “Huffe o galant” refers to a gallant, an overdressed braggart 

common in the literature of the sixteenth century, with “huff” being a term associated 

with boasting (Dean 170).  
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Drawing on this historical allusion to boastfulness, the olfactory imagery also 

includes an element of whimsical scorn that's remarkably funny in conveying its 

judgment of foppery and the extents to which one might make oneself attractive. These 

scents, whether perfumed or natural, are physical sensations that evoke the temporal 

emotions tied to specific moments of love and passion too. The mention of “gelido 

fervent in amore” (line 178) suggests a cooling passion, a transient emotion that exists in 

a specific time and place. The words themselves become a sensory experience, evoking 

the sense of smell as well as the taste and touch of a cold yet fervent love. This affective 

temporality connects the reader with historical texts and the presence of emotions 

expressed in them. In the lines “Vye velabel! they kry, / fragrantia vina bibentes” (lines 

189-190) the fragrance of wine becomes a metonym for celebration, joy, or even 

inebriation. The sense of smell here serves as a direct connection to memory and feeling, 

mingled with intoxication. It's a fleeting sensation, much like the emotions it can invoke, 

yet it anchors the text in a tangible reality. “Whoo so ever takes hede / manat liquor 

irreverenter” (lines 187-188) adds a level of complexity to the olfactory experience, 

possibly hinting at a smell connected to something less revered or even forbidden. This 

irreverent liquid, perhaps symbolic of transient pleasures or societal taboos, ties the sense 

of smell to broader themes of morality and societal norms within the temporal context of 

the poem. Through these olfactory references, On the Times is a tidy archive of sensuous 

affective temporalities. The smells, while rooted in the physical, can achieve the effect of 

unlocking emotional and temporal realms, spanning past and present, in the reader. 

Memory as a focal point of study can help us think through the physical and the 

emotional aspects of On the Times. The works of Frances Yates and Holly Dugan further 
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explore themes that may help us continue to construct the affective temporality lens, 

Yates specifically examining memory and Dugan the sense of smell. Combined, and 

approaching On the Times, one can work to show the ties between personal and collective 

histories that echo across time and space. Yates, in her 1966 book The Art of Memory, 

discusses Aristotle’s view of memory, elaborating on how memory is not simply a 

perception of the present but it is also a mental image constructed from past sense 

impressions, imbued with a time element (Yates 33). The intellectual faculty, in this 

understanding, interacts with stored images from sense perception. That adds depth to 

memory as a concept. Dugan, on the other hand, reads literary olfaction as bearing the 

trace of both personal and collective histories (Dugan 188). This “archive of scent” 

allows for more intimate and private encounters, connecting across bodies, space, and 

time. The way scent allows us to “see” the trace of our complicated histories shows its 

potential to draw our attention to connections that might otherwise remain hidden. 

Sketching these ideas out, it’s possible to view the ideas through the lens of affective 

temporality. Yates’s explanation of memory as mental pictures with a time element 

parallels Dugan’s exploration of scent as a bridge to the past, a tangible connection to our 

histories. The emotion that Dugan associates with scent as she cites Michel Serres (such 

as love perfuming our lives) echoes Aristotle’s emphasis on memory belonging to the 

same part of the soul as imagination, as described by Yates (33). The ephemeral nature of 

scent, as described by Dugan, ties to Aristotle’s concept of memory as an imprint of past 

perceptions. Just as scent can resurrect encounters in all their splendor, fleeting yet filled 

with the promise of imaginative resurrections (Dugan 189), Aristotle’s conception of 

memory is tied to past perceptions, moving beyond the immediate physical experience. 
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Both Yates and Dugan explore aspects of human cognition and sensory experience that 

reflect the emotional dimensions of historical texts, focusing on connections between past 

and present, which can assist in augmenting any sort of affective temporality framework. 

So in combining Yates’s philosophical perspective on memory and Dugan’s poetic 

meditation on olfaction, we can work toward showing how the brief, immediate human 

experience of our constant sensory perceptions can leave lasting emotional imprints 

across time. When we think of those things that we remember but which are by their 

nature fleeting, such as where perhaps scent meets our sense of lived time via memory as 

well as an affective understanding of that which is transient, On the Times performs a 

variety of literary depictions of physical sensations through smell and taste that can touch 

us in a way that is not bound by chronological time. Viewing this through the lens of 

affective temporality, the work can help express a kind of harmonious rhetorics that 

allows us to imagine the specific complexity of whatever emotion occurred in the past 

precipitating the piece of writing and the silent experience of the present when one 

encounters that text. 

Situated between the olfactory symbolism of On the Times and the theoretical 

inquiries of Yates and Dugan lies a space of affective temporality and intimacy. Dugan’s 

exploration of “floral potpourri” and the “creation of interior, private space” through 

scent (Dugan 160) speaks to the ephemerality of smells and their ability to evoke 

emotions that connect to the memories and associations we have with them. It’s a form of 

intimacy that goes well beyond any sort of facsimile of superficial emotional 

attachments—the olfactory taps into an ingrained multisensory experience, which 

initiates and summons those memories. Like Dugan’s focus on the “multisensorial” 
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impact of floral arrangements and their environmental ramifications “beyond garden 

realms” (Dugan 160), affective temporality contextualizes these sensory experiences 

within an emotional and temporal space. This alignment allows the olfactory stimuli to 

function ephemeral physical sensations that in fact become portals for emotions that are 

temporally embedded beyond the present. Here, Dugan’s ideas of interiority and spatial 

configurations might be discussed with the coexistence of ephemerality and permanence 

in sensory experiences. That focus offers an entry point into the emotional “nearness” of 

these experiences; the affective temporality framework extends this sense of intimacy by 

also considering its “remoteness.” That is to say, the “private space” created by the 

olfactory stimuli is performing a function akin to that of a harbinger of immediate 

emotional closeness as well as a vessel carrying emotional charges across time, 

connecting the specific moment in the past—at least in the way that it is depicted 

textually—with the reader who encounters it many years later in an entirely different 

milieu. While smells are fleeting, the emotions they elicit possess a lasting quality; they 

may originate in a specific past moment yet continue to be accessed in the present and 

envisaged in the future, in effect intimately tying into someone’s memories and 

feelings—moving that person. This confluence of the transient and the enduring is where 

affective temporality becomes most intimate, adding a temporal layer to our sensory 

experiences that surpasses chronological measurement. Drawing from both Dugan and 

On the Times, this intimate affective temporality covers temporal gaps as well as the 

complexities of human emotionality through various epochs. 
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In dialogue with Brian Massumi’s conceptualization of perception, one can 

deepen the analysis of affective temporality in multisensory experiences. Massumi 

proposes that “a creature’s perception is exactly proportioned to its action upon the thing” 

and that “the properties of the perceived thing are properties of the action, more than of 

the thing itself” (Massumi, Parables for the Virtual 90). Within this lens, the olfactory 

stimuli analyzed in On the Times and Dugan’s theoretical space can be seen as a 

“material necessity,” rooted both in ephemeral sensations and in action and perception. 

As Massumi suggests, the properties of the perceived—here, the scent—are tokens of 

“the perceiver’s and the perceived’s concrete inclusion in each other's world” (Massumi, 

Parables for the Virtual 90). The traditional separation of subject and object in the 

perception of olfactory stimuli is therefore complicated in this particular framework. In 

affective temporality, as explored through olfaction, the scent isn't just an external entity 

triggering an internal emotional state; it is an “actual bodily conjunction, a joint material 

connection” between perceiver and perceived, an articulation that creates both an 

emotional and a material world (Massumi, Parables for the Virtual 90). Massumi asks us 

to think about how we see and interact with the world around us. He suggests that the 

way we perceive things isn’t just a passive act of seeing or smelling; it’s in fact closely 

tied to what we’re going to do next—like a bee seeing a flower and knowing it can get 

pollen from it. Our actions and our perceptions operating in tandem in the sense that what 

we perceive is shaped by what we can or will do, and what we do is guided by what we 

perceive. Perception in this framework is an active state of being and interaction between 

us and the world around us rather than just being something that exists in our minds, 

where each influences and shapes the other. That connection has the ability to transform 



86 
 

fleeting, transient sensory perceptions into emotional markers that stay with us, and 

which may originate from and feed into the cycle of perception and action. While the 

olfactory experience can be ephemeral, like the experience of catching a scent on the 

breeze, the emotions and actions it elicits—and the worlds these create—are capable of 

remaining in such a way that transcends the immediate originating context. That is a 

duality that calls to mind Massumi’s “order of substitution” and “order of superposition,” 

where perceptions are actions in their latent state, belonging to a temporal reality that 

combines actual actions and latent anticipations (Massumi, Parables for the Virtual 91). 

Affective temporality as parsed through Massumi’s ideas can be interpreted as something 

that can connect different temporal contexts while also being a space within which 

perception and action are intrinsically bound in an ongoing relational exchange. 

When we study the connections between emotions and sensations in On the 

Times, we can begin to work through the question of untangling the knottiness of 

historical experiences as they are recorded and then as one reads and processes their 

record in the present. Maurice Merleau-Ponty explains that this exploration involves 

understanding that “reflection bears upon an unreflective experience” and seeing “the 

world which is given to the subject because the subject is given to himself” (Merleau-

Ponty xi). This view helps us grab hold of the core of these experiences and see how they 

might connect with today’s problems and exigencies. We might find it productive to ask 

ourselves: Can we learn from this text to deal with today’s world, or is this study just an 

academic exercise? And even if it is just an academic exercise, what value might it have 

if not at some society-wide level then at least on an individual level? We also must 

acknowledge that “[p]erception is not a science of the world, it is not even an act, a 
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deliberate taking up of a position; it is the background from which all acts stand out, and 

is presupposed by them” (xi). This thought helps us dig deeper into understanding 

emotions and sensations and question what this entire study means—or could mean. We 

find ourselves needing to balance the deep insights of the text with questions about how 

useful they are today, or even if, for example, finding the writing affectively “delightful” 

on some level despite its hand-wringing sense of urgency because, in fairness, centuries-

old descriptions of hedonism can in their way be funny. Through this view, we must 

reconcile the relationship between history, personal experience, and modern-day 

relevance. Merleau-Ponty’s framing can be a guide in reminding the reader that the “real 

has to be described, not constructed or formed” (xi), showing the connection between the 

academic study and real-world issues. 

In Massumi’s telling, “material necessity” (91) refers to the underlying imperative 

that drives both perception and action. In other words, the properties of a thing aren’t just 

passively perceived; they are intimately tied to an organism’s needs and subsequent 

actions. For instance, when a bee perceives a flower’s scent and color, it does so not 

simply to experience these sensory properties but to act upon them by extracting pollen. 

The material necessity in this example is nourishment or survival. Thinking of affective 

temporality and how to integrate this concept into it, “material necessity” can be 

understood as the underlying emotional or psychological needs that sensory experiences 

fulfill. So if we return to the bee’s perception of the flower and how it is geared toward 

survival, the sensory experience of smell could be fulfilling an emotional or 

psychological necessity—for example, the need for emotional depth, the recollection of 

memory, or even the craving for an aesthetic experience. These “needs,” then, manifest 
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themselves in the forms of emotions or feelings and are met through sensory experiences, 

such as those examined in the context of olfaction (i.e., smells serve both as triggers for 

emotion as well as fulfillments of these “material” psychological or emotional 

necessities). Massumi and Merleau-Ponty emphasize the continuum between perception 

and action. For Merleau-Ponty, perception is not an isolated act but is the “background” 

against which all other acts stand out; it is something intrinsic to our understanding of 

ourselves and the world. Likewise, Massumi suggests that perception is indelibly bound 

up with action—perceptions are possible actions in their “latent state” (91). Both 

Massumi and Merleau-Ponty allude to the idea that perception is not a one-way street. It 

very much involves a relationship or, as pointed out previously, a “dance” between the 

subject and the world, shaping and being shaped by each other. They both challenge a 

simplistic, objective notion of perception, in that its complexity must be considered in 

relation to its ties to action and to interaction. While my approach to affective temporality 

navigates the affective and historical dimensions of perception, and Massumi along with 

Merleau-Ponty focus in particular on the material immediacy between perceiver and 

perceived, they share foundational principles that align with affective temporality. 

A close reading of lines 85-88 from On the Times brings us to the nexus of 

political power and the emotions tied to it. Here, the lines read: 

Jurrers with payntyt sleves, 

inopes famuli dominorum, 

Theys hurtes and greves, 

nobis Deus ipse deorum. 
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(“Jurors with painted sleeves, / retainers of noblemen, / These hurt and 

oppress, / God of gods Himself knows.”) 

These lines appear to castigate the power structures of Ricardian society, particularly the 

judiciary and nobility, pointing to the emotional suffering (“hurtes and greves”) they 

inflict. The usage of “payntyt sleves” and “inopes famuli dominorum” (retainers of 

noblemen) explicitly situates these actors within a socioeconomic framework, a material 

reality where their ostentatious garments or affiliations signify their political and societal 

status. This depiction is fascinating to consider alongside the notion of Massumi’s idea of 

material necessity. His understanding of material necessity as a binding factor between 

perception and action provides a lens through which to examine these lines. If "material 

necessity" often relates to survival or essential needs, these lines raise a counterpoint: 

what happens when material necessity is perverted by societal roles and power 

structures? Here, the “material” necessities for the jurrers and “inopes famuli 

dominorum” could very well be social elevation or retention of power, and they achieve 

these through actions that cause emotional suffering for others (“Theys hurtes and 

greves”). Of course, not losing sight of affective temporality, the emotional dimensions 

here serve as a conduit that ties past and present. The emotions linked to injustice 

(“hurtes and greves”) are connected to an underlying material necessity for equity and 

fairness that isn’t bound by time. Interpreting this passage through the material necessity 

lens would view justice as an emotional or psychological need—probably as potent as the 

need for survival represented by the bee’s quest for pollen in the example that Massumi 

uses to explain what he means by material necessity and perception. In On the Times, the 

jurors and noblemen’s retainers are not being depicted or positioned as passive perceivers 
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of their social status—they are acting in ways that harm others. In doing so, they 

articulate their material necessities, which, although socially and ethically skewed, are 

nonetheless intimately tied to their actions. We can knit these ideas together and advance 

the argument that both affective temporality and the theories of Massumi and Merleau-

Ponty offer complementary ways of understanding how emotion, materiality, and 

perception interact in ways that can be analyzed in the context of both history and in the 

individual’s immediate experience. Lines 85 through 88 of On the Times are a vignette of 

a society where material necessities have been compromised by the ways in which power 

intersects. The result is the perpetuation of emotional and psychological harm—a 

scenario that is temporally distant yet affectively close. 

The lamenting tone of the poem, encapsulated in the lines “Ynglond sum tyme 

was / regnorum gemma vocata, / Of manhod the flowre, / ibi quondam floruit omnis; / 

Now gone ys that oure— / traduntur talia sompnis” (“England some time was / called the 

jewel of realms, / Of manhood the flower, / where once all flourished; / Now gone is that 

hour— / such things are fading into dreams”) (lines 3-8), carries with it the complexity of 

historical experiences mentioned earlier. The expression of loss, decline, and past glory 

connects with the questions raised about today’s world while also resonating with a 

variety of tendencies in populist rhetoric we see circulating in global political discourses 

(Menke and Wulf). The intimacy of the lamentation in the text creates a personal, 

affective temporality that can simultaneously touch on both what might be described as 

the emotional performance of nostalgia—the kind of political yearning for a lost past, or 

perhaps an imagined lost past—that is a “continuum between constructive and ‘dark’ uses 

of nostalgia [that] varies depending on the political stance of those who employ it,” and 
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that “those with radical or extreme agendas tend to exploit nostalgia for emotional 

manipulation to either stabilize or mobilize against the status quo” (Menke and Wulf 

238). In these instances, one may read the emotions of the past reaching out across time, 

while simultaneously situating the reader to reflect (and subsequently choose to act) on 

any senses of loss that may mark the present moment in relation to the past. Echoing 

Merleau-Ponty’s point that “reflection bears upon an unreflective experience” (Merleau-

Ponty xi) the poem’s critique of the present through a reflection of the past is drawing the 

reader toward understanding the chasm between our present moment and the past as it 

exists in the text. As if through a kind of act of projection, the reader may be able to feel a 

sense of closeness to the historical figures and experiences, thus complicating the 

temporal divide between past and present; the reader does not so much construct a reality 

as internally feel the description of their own reality after being prompted by the text to 

reflect on the themes inherent in it. The accompanying lines, “Lechery, slewthe and 

pryde— / hec sunt quibus Anglia paret” (“Lechery, sloth, and pride— / these are the 

things which England obeys”) (lines 9-10), add another layer, indicating a moral decay 

that ties into societal decline, drawing on the sense of the disillusionment and nostalgia 

for a time where presumably those vices were not present, which is, of course, a perennial 

trap of nostalgia in any age.  

Intimacy here is not just between individuals, but between a society and its lost 

virtues, producing an affective temporality of collective yearning. These expressions help 

us deepen our understanding of emotions and sensations, much in line with the previously 

mentioned perception that is “not a science of the world, but the background from which 

all acts stand out.” The descriptions of the church’s state, such as “The chyrche ys greved 
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/ quia spirituales cedunt. / And some bene myschevyd; / plus dampni crescere credunt” 

(“The church is aggrieved / because the spiritual leaders withdraw / And some are 

brought to disaster / they believe more harm is coming”) (lines 45-48), reflect an acute 

awareness of spiritual and moral integrity, thrumming with societal anxiety about moral 

decay and longing for reformation. Analyzing On the Times from this vector can 

strengthen our understanding of the emotional dimensions within its historical context 

while also according with Merleau-Ponty’s assertion that the “real has to be described, 

not constructed or formed” (Merleau-Ponty xi). It can, I contend, provide a literary bridge 

that joins past and present, articulating a framework for understanding the amorphous 

nature of beliefs and values, thereby tying together the connection between academic 

study and real-world issues. It wraps its lamenting tones and moral critiques in such an 

emotional package that one can’t help but feel it in one’s bones, no matter if one is from 

the age of tabards or the era of tweets. By painting a nostalgic, almost idealized vision of 

the virtuous past and contrasting it with a snapshot of today’s decadent and malaise-

riddled reality, the text nudges every reader to factor in the variables and the constants of 

human nature, the shifting ground of societal norms, and what we’re all doing about the 

baselines of shared reality and where we want to go. The nostalgia for a presumably 

virtuous past, in contrast to the disillusionment with the present, acts as a mirror 

reflecting contemporary concerns. That reflective process in turn enables the reader to 

understand the current world in which the text is being read by drawing connections to 

the emotions and values of a past era. The language of the poem, its thematic concerns, 

and its moral critique, all contribute to its ability to serve as a literary artifact that 

connects the reader emotionally with both the historical context and the current moment. 
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One way to approach this is to consider the notion that the “real” events depicted in the 

poem were “described” rather than “constructed” at the time of writing, as Merleau-Ponty 

would argue. This act of describing the “real” enables us to use the text as a means to 

describe and understand our own “real” experience and context. It’s a modest means of 

linking literary analysis with an understanding of the human condition, thereby making it 

relevant and applicable to real-world issues today, even if the precise contours of the 

historical events are not entirely known by the reader. In this way, the affective 

temporality of the text becomes an intimate experience for the reader, a soft echo of past 

emotions and concerns that continue to reverberate today. 

One avenue that must not go unexplored in this framework of intimacy and 

affective temporality is that of Richard II’s friendships, and in particular his relationship 

to Robert de Vere, the Duke of Ireland. Nigel Saul describes that Richard's friendships 

were “almost certainly close and intense,” but potentially fickle, as evidenced by his 

circle that included male friends and even senior clerks in his service (Saul 454). These 

complex, affective bonds can be contextualized within lines 105-116 of On the Times, 

particularly focusing on the relationship between “Goode Jak” and “John.” While 

interpretations vary, the repetition of “Jak” in proximity suggests that the term likely 

refers to an individual—possibly Robert de Vere (Dean 168). Richard's complex intimacy 

with Robert de Vere is exhibited when he purportedly demanded to open Robert de 

Vere's coffin to “touch his friend’s fingers and gaze on his face one last time” (Saul 461). 

This story isn't mentioned in the poem, but it's likely that the gossip about Richard II and 

Robert de Vere was enough in the public consciousness that the poet of On the Times 

could integrate sly allusions to it as part of the polemical bent of the verse. This 
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uncomfortably intimate, theatrical act brings to mind the lines, “Goode Jak, where is 

John? / ubi gratia nunc requiescit?” which in modern English asks, “Good Jak, where is 

John? / Where does his grace now lie at rest?” Richard’s macabre, performative 

interaction with Robert de Vere’s deceased body imbues these lines with an affective 

temporality that bridges the gap between personal intimacy and the emotional texture of 

historical texts. As the poem states, “Jak, now grace ys gone; / ad regna remota recessit” 

(“Jak, now grace is gone; / he has gone off to distant realms”) it mirrors Richard’s loss of 

his departed friend and perhaps even reflects the emotional void left by such intense but 

volatile relationships (Dean 168; Saul 454, 461). 

And we can now layer on this exploration an additional theoretical framework: 

the concept of affective temporality becomes especially fascinating when one considers 

the non-human elements that contribute to the intimate and emotional dimensions of 

these relationships. Jane Bennett describes the “philosophical project” of her 2010 book 

Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things as the desire to question our inclination to 

categorize the world into “dull matter (it, things) and vibrant life (us, beings),” a 

dichotomy she refers to as a “partition of the sensible” (Bennett vii). This line of thought 

calls for a reevaluation of our assumptions, imploring us to recognize the “vitality of 

matter” (Bennett vii). The act of opening Robert de Vere’s coffin to physically interact 

with his remains is an invitation to consider the materiality of the moment—the wood of 

the coffin, the texture of de Vere’s skin, and the intimate space around them—as entities 

imbued with a sort of agency or vitality. Bennett further posits that the notion of inert or 

“dead matter” hampers our ability to fully grasp the non-human powers that interact with 

human experiences. It “feeds human hubris and our earth-destroying fantasies” by 
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limiting our perceptual bandwidth, leaving us unable to detect the broader range of 

material effects that “can aid or destroy, enrich or disable, ennoble or degrade us” 

(Bennett ix). In the case of Richard II and Robert de Vere, the material aspects of their 

friendship—say, letters, gifts, or even the physical spaces they occupied together—

become vital actors in their affective temporality. Just as Bennett advocates for a “vital 

materiality” that demands our “attentiveness, or even ‘respect,’” approaching the non-

human elements of Richard II’s friendships as they exist in the text can draw our 

attention to deeper affective spatiotemporal considerations (Bennett vii, ix). They amplify 

the emotional dimensions and perform a role as both a record and an active participant in 

the unfolding of affective temporalities. In that role, the literary space can in its way urge 

the reader toward a more ecologically cognizant understanding of historical human 

experiences. 

 

Just as On the Times is concerned with moral decay and the decline of society, a 

lot of discourse in our own era, which is often marked by a great sense of urgency and 

existential angst, similarly faces and is contending with questions of how to manage 

disruptive forces. And, of course, it is often with technology playing the most 

destabilizing role in reshaping values and norms as the structures of our daily lives 

become fully enmeshed in digital architectures and through which we connect with others 

and communicate ideas to wider audiences. Two interconnected phenomena in our 

contemporary moment are, I contend, converging to govern most of the shape of our 

discourse and its points of partisan polarization: the exponentially increasing rise and 

proliferation of misinformation and disinformation, and the resurgence of populism as 
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partisan camps harden, gaining traction in response to perceived social and economic 

injustices and grievances. The spread of misinformation has led to a precipitous decline 

in trust in traditional sources of knowledge, a decline that is further exacerbated by digital 

echo chambers, where biases are reinforced and hinder a shared basis for understanding 

factual reality, as increasingly our ability to agree on a baseline set of objective facts to 

establish truth grows increasingly partisan or in some cases conspiratorial. Concurrently, 

as populism’s traction has gained, so too has the tendency of leaders to exploit divisive 

rhetoric and scapegoating tactics as a means of cynically consolidating support while also 

posing the potential to weaken democratic institutions and undermine the rule of law 

while trending more toward authoritarian forms of governance.  

These parallel trends, though disparate in nature, are inextricable in their impact. 

They present something of a complex and urgent challenge to democracy that they 

destabilize public discourse and implicate the very ability of democratic societies to 

address critical, pervasive societal issues such as climate change, public health, and 

economic inequality. Our technological landscape has only accelerated its disruptive 

capabilities in an already politically volatile age. The advent generative artificial 

intelligence exponentially increases the proliferation of deepfakes and disinformation. 

Echoes of similar concerns abound in On the Times. Just as the poet lamented the moral 

decay of England and the loss of virtues such as truth and integrity, “Sethyn trewth was 

set asyde, dic qualiter Anglia staret” (“Since truth was set aside, / tell how England 

stands”) (lines 11-12), we find ourselves grappling with issues of authenticity and ethics 

amid the convergence of the digital and the real in a centuries-old political framework. 

These innovations have destabilized what we consider shared truths by creating 
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convincing fabrications, reminiscent of the societal transformation lamented in the poem. 

In another moment that one may glean an insight between the corruption of truth and 

virtuous behavior, the poet writes, “Ynglond goose to noght / plus facit homo viciosus; 

To lust mon ys broght, / nimis est homo deliciosus” (“England goes to ruin / and the 

sinful creature is more esteemed; / To lust mankind is brought / Mankind is too given to 

delights”) (49-52). The poet illustrates the erosion of values, a theme that can be 

paralleled with the risks posed to political stability, personal privacy, and social trust by 

deepfakes and, for example, their use in pornography without consent or when politicians 

sow mistrust by altering images, audio, and videos of their opponents to level fabricated 

charges against them, or indeed when political leaders might even perform the contorted 

act of claiming innocence for a very real crime by shifting blame to artificial intelligence, 

what is called the liar’s dividend (Schiff et al.).  

Whether the claim is true is beside the point; it is to introduce doubt via claiming 

something in the public space that is theoretically within the realm of plausibility. By 

scrutinizing the rise of these technologies and exploring historical poems such as On the 

Times, policymakers can forge comprehensive strategies for responsible technological 

innovation. Akin to how the poet encourages England to pay attention, “Ynglond, awake 

now— / consurgunt jugiter hostes” (“England, awake now— / [our] enemies jointly 

arise”) (37-38), an affective temporality framework can help us think through some of the 

emotional dimensions of medieval literary texts to contemplate on the challenging 

feelings we must contend with in the wake of modern technological challenges, 

developing something of an ethos of foresight, compassion, and pragmatic resilience. 

Navigating the complexities and uncertainties posed by deepfakes and generative AI, 
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bridging the emotional dimensions of historical texts with present concerns is not an easy 

task, but it is a conversation that can and should be had as we work through the specific 

risks we are facing in this era. 

V. Generative Artificial Intelligence and Questions of Epistemology 

2022 saw bounding strides in the rise of generative artificial intelligence. The 

concept of truth is increasingly challenged by algorithms, specifically those designed to 

create text and images. The poet of On the Times offers an interesting warning via the 

metaphor of weaving: “Be warre of ylle sponon weft; / quia pravi prave locuntur” 

(“Beware of ill-spun wool; / since corruption haunts the corrupt”) (lines 83-84). These 

lines echo the contemporary concern with algorithmic disinformation and the 

destabilizing epistemic crises we have been undergoing since the seismic events of 2020. 

The image of ill-spun wool exists within the text as a metaphor for an opaque, malice-

filled network of deception–one that exposes the fragility and delicacy inherent in the 

balance of societal trust, connecting the ancient fear of corruption to our current struggles 

with AI-driven misinformation. The lines in On the Times warn against the nature of 

corruption and how it weakens those who perform corrupt deeds, but by extension the 

corruption of power deteriorates the fabric of society and those who live their lives within 

that corrupting realm. The threats to information integrity posed by algorithms that we 

face today exposes the fragility of governance founded on lies. If much of our digital 

ecosystem’s architecture relies on corrupt information to proliferate, then also by 

extension our own society faces a corrosion of our own self-replicating making. And at 

heart there is a shared emotional reality in these lines, a pattern of fear and longing that 

was true then as it is now. The verses draw a parallel between the spinning wheel and 
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modern algorithms, both of which can be used for good or ill—it’s a material necessity, 

so to speak, or at the very least an urgency, for us to rigorously think through the nature 

of ethics, technology, and truth and not be swept away by combinations of malign 

influence and epistemic carelessness. Whether interpreted in the context of Ricardian 

society or our contemporary milieu, we are in modes where there’s an inherent 

destabilizing power dynamic that will force us to reckon with our own commitments to 

truth, governance, and power. 

The year before the rise of ChatGPT, in May 2021, the Center for Security and 

Emerging Technology (CSET) published a report titled “Truth, Lies, and Automation: 

How Language Models Could Change Disinformation.” The paper explores the dangers 

and potential misuse of leading-edge AI technology such as OpenAI’s large language 

model GPT-3 in producing mass automated deceit. The research reflected a growing 

concern about the increase of sophisticated AI technologies that may have the potential to 

spread false information. The authors explain, “Should adversaries choose to pursue 

automation in their disinformation campaigns, we believe that deploying an algorithm 

like the one in GPT-3 is well within the capacity of foreign governments, especially tech-

savvy ones such as China and Russia” (B. Buchanan et al. v). The study posited that the 

utilization of such technology could significantly reduce the labor in creating deceptive 

content while enhancing its dissemination and impact. This looming threat was further 

discussed as the researchers explained, “Our study shows the plausibility—but not 

inevitability—of such a future, in which automated messages of division and deception 

cascade across the internet. While more developments are yet to come, one fact is already 
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apparent: humans now have able help in mixing truth and lies in the service of 

disinformation” (B. Buchanan et al. vi). The poet of On the Times writes, 

Grete hurt to this lond 

est usurpata potestas; 

Therefore putt to his hond 

regis metuendi majestas. 

For harmes that wil falle, 

nonnulla statuta parantur; 

The kyng knows nott alle, 

non sunt qui vere loquuntur. (lines 89-96) 

(“Great harm to this land / is power falsely claimed. / Therefore put to his 

hand / the majesty of the fearsome king. / For harmes that will fall, / no 

statutes are drafted. / The king knows not all, / there are none who speak 

the truth.”) 

The poet’s lamentation of an absence of truth and a lack of authoritative control over 

deceit shares some similarity on an affective level with the modern concerns about AI-

generated disinformation. One may read it as a warning of yore with today’s tech, 

performing the unease that comes with sensing an ever-smudging line between truth and 

illusion. Whether it’s in the time of Richard II or the algorithms governing modern 

telecommunications and political discourse, in the United States or around the world, the 

challenge to discern truth from lies remains an urgent issue. And in the three years since 

CSET’s report, for example, at the end of May 2024, in an effort to address these issues, 

OpenAI announced it had disrupted five covert influence operations that attempted to 
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misuse AI for deceptive activities across the Internet. These operations, which spanned 

multiple countries and targeted a range of political issues, used AI to generate content 

and create fake social media engagement (OpenAI). By the telling of The New York 

Times, OpenAI “had identified and disrupted five online campaigns that used its 

generative artificial intelligence technologies to deceptively manipulate public opinion 

around the world and influence geopolitics” and that those “efforts were run by state 

actors and private companies in Russia, China, Iran and Israel,” with those “operations 

[having] used OpenAI’s technology to generate social media posts, translate and edit 

articles, write headlines and debug computer programs, typically to win support for 

political campaigns or to swing public opinion in geopolitical conflicts” (Metz). The 

week before OpenAI’s announcement, The New York Times also broke down the ease 

with which chatbots can be manipulated to spread false and misleading information on a 

massive scale (White).  

Ahead of the 2024 U.S. presidential election, there is significant worry that these 

AI tools, when fed biased or extreme content, can generate and amplify disinformation 

across social media platforms, as part of the overall influence campaigns described 

previously. What is especially alarming is that unlike past influence campaigns that 

required teams of people it’s now become common for a single individual to be able to 

produce vast amounts of harmful content using these AI systems (White). (That is often 

with monetary incentives owing to attention economy architecture, too.) Despite efforts 

by tech companies to build safeguards, it’s becoming unsettlingly difficult and vexing to 

discern authentic information from manipulated content. The feelings of uncertainty, 

doubt, and fear all swirl in a heady soup of angst as we are societally and politically riven 
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in evaluating how to speak truth to power when the very notion of what constitutes facts 

and truth can no longer readily be ascertainable by all people—the image that often 

comes to mind for me is glacial melt with islands of ice drifting away from one another 

(which, of course, is readable on my part as a convergence of global ecological concerns 

being metaphorized as they converge with sociopolitical unease). The erosion of truth, 

the breakdown in epistemological certainty, through sustained, proliferating deceit, 

destabilizes those moorings upon which sound governance and public discourse rest. 

The thematic exploration of truth and deceit, power and instability, is not confined 

to political realms or technology-driven concerns of the present day. Rather, it extends 

into the structuring of societal and religious modes of expression and the collective 

beliefs that undergird them, where appearances can be as vacillating and unpredictable as 

the wind. This image of oscillation, seen in the wavering commitment of religious figures 

in the poem is metaphorized within the literary space even though it may be pointing to 

real, historical perceptions, and the affective temporal intersection of oscillation, 

vascillation, commitment, belief, faith, is worth considering. The poet of On the Times 

has a habit of artfully combining critiques of religious figures and practices with concrete 

images that have further embellishments on them that increase their metaphorical and 

rhetorical power. The poet laments the degradation of religious authority through the 

emotion of such instability via vanity and inconsistency, which is then likened to the 

vacillating nature of the wind (lines 163-168): 

Prechers ne pristes 

possunt hec pellere vana. 

With poyntys ful stronge 
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caligas de more sigillant 

Now schort and now longe, 

ventus velud ecce vacillant. 

(“Neither preachers nor priests / are able to warn [them] off these vanities. 

/ With points full strong / they decorate [their] boots fashionably / Now 

short and now long, / behold, just as the wind they vary.”) 

Tim Ingold provides a meditation of wind and its dual character—one that is constructive 

and the other one being destructive—that can give us a generative framework for 

exploring these lines in the context of our wider exploration. The fluctuating nature of the 

wind, moving “now short and now long,” is readable in the context of the emotional flux 

of the period—one may take it to be interpreted as a symbol of the human condition’s 

inherent instability. The “gyre of the wind,” according to Ingold, can both give rise to 

things and rip them asunder, the constant give and take of creation and destruction, as 

well as that of stability and instability, as one might consider the affects of cyclicality. On 

an affective temporal level, one might read into this moment and feel some connection to 

the shifting perceptions and emotions within which we are having to navigate—that 

previously described line between truth and deceit that is destabilizing and the almost 

Sisyphean task of trying to explain deceit is only getting harder and harder. The 

instability in On the Times shares certain resonances with that current unease about AI-

generated disinformation in that the emotional and temporal dimensions are transcending, 

in principle, their historical milieu and touching across time to our contemporary context. 

Like Dugan, Ingold cites Michel Serres, noting his observation that the vortex is “order 

and disorder at once” (Ingold 430). The metaphor in the poem, as a critique of religious 
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figures, can be applied in other contexts, such as being statement on the nature of other 

societal values, while thinking of ways in which emotions might be in flux. Ingold further 

describes the whirlwind’s movement as continually “winding up on its advancing front 

while unwinding at the rear,” which as a metaphor accords with the depiction of the 

preachers and priests who are unable to dispel vain notions and are characterized by their 

certain lack of conviction (430). The imagery is basically painting something of a verbal 

picture of the societal decline and moral decay of the era while simultaneously managing 

to capture the duality of forces that shape life—which, of course, tie into both historical 

and contemporary concerns. It’s getting at a truth about the cyclical nature of evolution 

and revolution in the world, a metaphorical continuum of the wool and weft explored 

earlier that knits the tension between integrity and instability, feeling and form, in our 

own time. 

Drawing on Ingold’s contemplation of the wind’s dual nature, symbolic of both 

creation and destruction, the ever-changing direction of the wind can be likened to the 

fluidity and shiftiness of societal values and human emotions especially when buffeted 

about by the digital architectures that structure inordinate amounts of our time and our 

intimate interactions. This metaphor can help us by operating in such a way that takes us 

from just thinking about the cyclical nature of evolution and revolution in the world but 

to the portrayal of greed and corruption in On the Times—the moral decay of a historical 

era as well as the fickle and volatile ways modern-day social media platforms exploit 

these very human tendencies, which certainly includes exploiting the dynamics of 

intimate relations and the desire for connection during times of great isolation. The role 

of social media in profiting off of incentivizing outrage and manipulating emotional 
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bonds finds an intriguing parallel in lines 217-224 of On the Times. The speaker 

condemns Symon, a figure whose name is clearly associated with simony, whose false 

avarice is depicted as harming the church's dignity and who spreads a “bitter poison”: 

Symon, that fals man 

decus nocet ecclesiarum; 

Myche sorow he began, 

virus diffudit amarum. 

And than fals avaryce 

satis ecclesiam laqueasti; 

With mony other vice 

Christi sponsam violasti. 

(“Simon, that false man, / harm the churches’ dignity; / Much sorrow he 

began, / poured forth a bitter poison. / And then false avarice, / you have 

ensnared the church enough; / With many other vices, / you ravished the 

bride of Christ.”) 

The lines depict the corrosive effect of greed and vice, a theme that may be seen to 

dovetail with the architectures governing modern-day social media algorithms amplifying 

moral outrage, incentivizing negative and powerful emotions over subtler ones. While 

Symon’s actions in the poem, possibly referring to Simon Magus from the Bible or a jibe 

at Simon Sudbury, Archbishop of Canterbury during the Peasants’ Revolt, represent a 

betrayal of spiritual values and intimate values (Dean 175), contemporary social media 

platforms either inadvertently or intentionally exploit not only moral outrage but also 

intimate spaces for profit. According to Brady et al., even unintentionally, design choices 
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aimed at maximizing user engagement indirectly affect moral behavior and intimate 

relations since “outrage-provoking content draws high engagement" and the platforms 

hold the power to "influence the success or failure of social and political movements” 

(Brady et al. 9). This connection between the medieval text and current online behavior 

underscores not really just our struggle with greed and manipulation but also the novel 

ways in which bad actors will seek to exploit division for gain—there’s an unanticipated 

continuity between past and present ethical and intimate concerns. 

VI. Synthesizing Historical Context and Present Concerns: Final Reflections 

 

In the introductory sections of this chapter, I examine the historical background of the 

fourteenth-century poem On the Times, focusing on Richard II’s reign and the Peasants’ 

Revolt, but explaining that the point of the chapter would be to do more than simply 

describe or narrate the historical events in question. While establishing the historical 

context and not losing sight of it are necessary components of the chapter, close reading 

passages in light of present concerns was more of a prominent focal point. It’s very much 

about the process of working through how to reconcile the real, historicized experiences 

that led to the poet of On the Times to write in the way that we see today, while also 

acknowledging the subjective experience of approaching any given text at a remove of 

centuries, perceiving that text in one’s own reality. Through the lens of affective 

temporality, this close reading of On the Times extends beyond its historical or aesthetic 

value while not negating the context in which it arose, allowing us to establish some 

language for parsing and analyzing the concomitant network of feelings and everyday 

affective experiences that the unrest, societal decay, and crises that afflict our current 



107 
 

circumstances. If we were to imagine “history of emotions” and “affect theory” as large 

blocks with which to put in conversation, one might put it that the history of emotions is 

concerned with the task of reconstructing through verifiable evidence the specific 

contours of any given documented emotional community. Affect theory, in that context, 

then becomes subordinated to the enterprise of the history of emotions; it can become a 

kind of tool for exploring the aforementioned verifiable evidence that we might have 

from that emotional community in order to elucidate and speculate on what certain 

actions, behaviors, and expressions of emotion may have meant. In this chapter, I would 

say that I tend to approach my critical lens from the opposite direction. I begin with affect 

theory and subordinate all the details of historicizing emotions to that purpose. 

Methodologically, one could imagine a variety of critiques for this approach or–if not 

critiques, per se–then ways of articulating what that might mean for my findings. 

Regardless, for the sake of transparency, I think explaining that macro-level paradigm is 

useful.  

My comparative analysis of the events of the Ricardian era and our own of the 

past several years, ranging from the COVID-19 pandemic to technological upheavals, 

has, I hope, served as a helpful starting point for further conversations between our 

embodied experiences as readers in this part of the twenty-first century trying to make 

sense of what texts from the fourteenth century might be making us feel. The fretting 

poet’s concerns, wailings, critiques, and allegories, overlaid with hedonism, sensory 

connections, memory, and contemporary relevance, paint clear images while also in their 

way reflecting familiar human experiences that go beyond the specifically delineated, 

historicized elements that compelled the poet to write those lines of verse. As someone 
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concerned with the epistemic challenges of our eighteenth-century political framework 

meeting the relentless onslaught of technological innovations that have marked the first 

two decades of the twenty-first century, the metaphor of ill-spun wool in On the Times 

provides a basic but helpful image to think in slower, fourteenth-century terms about 

corruption, societal trust's fragility, and the dangers (and promise) of generative AI, 

which aligns with today's ethical concerns in discerning truth and evaluating technology. 

The metaphor dovetails with the spinning wheel's alignment with modern algorithms, 

drawing parallels between historical moral decay and modern exploitation. Tim Ingold’s 

wind metaphor performs a function within the text of showing the continuum of societal 

values and human emotions. There are, I believe, ramifications here for the ways in 

which we think of intimacy in the digital era–the porosity of relations, the increasing 

sense of isolation that pervades neoliberalizing economic structures (not to mention the 

isolation that coincided with pandemic lockdown measures during the worst times of 

especially 2020 and parts of 2021), and its relationship to truth and what might be called 

a kind of desire for wholeness via social cohesion. Further contextualizing of the 

discussion of truth, lies, and disinformation can be explored in more depth through the 

Speculum January 2018 issue, which contains a cluster on these topics in a section 

entitled “On Lying” and for which there is a useful introduction (Denery et al.). This 

issue provides valuable insights into how historical perspectives on truth and deception 

can inform our understanding of contemporary issues (Denery et al.). My exploration 

through affective temporality has sought to work out a language that can help explain 

how we perceive the coexistence with the historicized elements of any given literary text 

with both the aesthetic and affective feeling one has while reading a text in the present, as 
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well as perhaps by extension allowing for a utilitarian approach to conceiving novel ways 

of approaching the concerns of any given contemporary moment. Reading a poem like 

On the Times can in its modest way help us contemplate an ethos that encompasses 

foresight, compassion, resilience, and thoughtful conversation about our era’s risks and 

challenges, one that can help us think with more depth about the nature of truth, deceit, 

certainty, uncertainty, memory, and feeling.  
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Chapter II: The Affects of Asynchronicity and Intimacy in A Treatise on the 

Astrolabe 

I. A Treatise on the Astrolabe in the Pandemic and Post-Pandemic Era 

Geoffrey Chaucer’s fourteenth-century A Treatise on the Astrolabe is often 

described as a technical manual. It is, however, much more than that, and offers renewed 

interpretive possibilities that are all the more pronounced in light of the social changes 

that have occurred as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. This chapter explores the 

multifaceted dimensions of the Treatise, including its affective dimensions in light of 

what we might consider expected genre norms for a “treatise” and what that word 

conveys, its complex narrative structure, and for how its embedded intimacies shape the 

textual universe. Through analysis of the text and its historical context, I argue that the 

Treatise is a work that both challenges our expectations of technical writing and 

pedagogy and also invites us to consider the ways in which subjective and objective 

elements in the transmission of knowledge operate in tandem within the text. Reading A 

Treatise on the Astrolabe in the context of pandemic time and virtual learning can help us 

think and talk more about the affective experiences of absence and virtual presence 

inherent in asynchronous pedagogy, while inviting us to reflect as teachers and readers on 

the experience of time and situating oneself in the world via mediating technologies. This 

analysis provides a productive perspective on the text, allowing us to explore how the 

repetitive textual structure and intimate language create a sense of presence that bridges 

the gap between the author and reader despite their physical distance, while offering us a 

means of exploring our own work as teachers and scholars. The affects produced by the 
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repetition and monotony of the text, the complex intimacies present within it, and the 

implications of its asynchronous delivery of knowledge are what this chapter reads and 

analyzes with respect to considering the power of affective pedagogy and its potential to 

transform our understanding of the teaching and learning process. 

The Treatise ostensibly provides instruction on the use of the astrolabe for 

astronomical observations and calculations, but how Chaucer goes about doing so alters 

the nature of the text from being a manual with its overt purpose and utility to something 

far more intimate. He uses the astrolabe as both the literal instrument and the literary 

device through which he performs his love and concern for his son Lowys—even if 

Lowys may in fact just be acting as a kind of literary device—imbuing what on its 

surface is a dry, dense text with an emotionally charged exchange between father and 

son, teacher and student. What Chaucer’s Treatise calls to mind is Jonathan Hsy’s 

discussion of Jacques Lezra’s “peregrine historiography,” where the text’s journey across 

time and context transforms its interpretation and significance (Hsy, Trading Tongues 

205). Hsy’s “appropriation” (205) of peregrine historiography emphasizes the nonlinear, 

peripatetic nature of things, which can extend to literary works as they traverse different 

historical and cultural contexts, continually accruing new meanings and resonances with 

each passage through time and space (Hsy, Trading Tongues 205-206). Thinking in this 

mode, the Treatise shouldn’t be conceived as a static manual but as a living document 

that can touch across the personal and the instructional, as well as the historical and the 

contemporary. The asynchronicity of the text adds another layer of complexity. Beyond 

its technical aspect, the Treatise doesn’t just offer an insight into the late fourteenth-

century English worldview of the cosmos, but it also offers us a distinct literary 
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performance of what might be described as the delayed transmission of knowledge; it’s 

designed in a way that implicitly suggests Lowys (or the future pupil) will read the text at 

a time much later than when it was authored. The temporal displacement here accords 

with Hsy’s concept of a peripatetic approach to literary history, where the text becomes a 

site of continuous movement and reinterpretation across different historical moments 

(Hsy, Trading Tongues 206). And there is an emotional dimension at play that also seems 

keenly aware of Chaucer’s own absence from that future process, which replicates a lot 

of the experience of designing lessons for remote students whom one may never meet. 

Such an experience of dislocation and the intimate engagement across temporal and 

spatial divides can build on Hsy’s treatment of translingual writing—the “cross-

temporal” affective ties that bind disparate contexts and periods together (Hsy, Trading 

Tongues 206).  

All texts by their nature are by default composed of an asynchronous element, but 

the Treatise explicitly performs that aspect in a way that takes on particularly new 

valences in the context of pedagogical reactions to the pandemic and remote learning. 

Chaucer’s work performs these peregrinations, to continue Hsy’s concept, not only by 

communicating knowledge about technology but also by its embodiment of a continuous 

dialogue across temporally disparate historical and emotional contexts with a sense of 

fluidity and connection. So in this way, the Treatise on the Astrolabe serves as an 

invitation for readers to immerse themselves in a genre that is both informative yet 

intimate, mediating the use of technology with reality for making meaning out of life. 

The pandemic has completely reconfigured teaching and learning—or at least 

made it impossible not to reimagine how education practitioners from K-12 to graduate 
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school might shift their paradigms for teaching and instruction. Returning to a text as old 

as the Treatise and considering its affective pedagogical offerings can be rewarding and 

generative. How the Treatise portrays and uses technology in its narrative structure, 

specifically the astrolabe as both a tangible instrument and a literary device, furnishes 

valuable insights into how we might conceive of technology in the classroom as an 

integrated part of the affective experience of transmitting knowledge. Ecologically, the 

Treatise imparts a broader understanding of the relationship between humans and the 

cosmos, as well as how we as teachers might conceive of our own relationship to 

communicative patterns in how we design our modes of engagement with knowledge 

across time and space to connect with others. The Treatise, I offer, provides a generative 

archive for exploring the ways in which technology, affect, and pedagogy interact in a 

time of global crisis and rapid change, but also as virtual spaces begin to collapse our 

usual structures of space and time in the process of education. Examining the Treatise’s 

emotional undertones and narrative layers, we find it does a lot more than what we might 

expect from an instruction manual—it’s a literary performance of an emotional dialogue 

about learning. Just as Chaucer used the astrolabe to bridge gaps in understanding, we are 

reminded that teaching is an emotionally intimate endeavor, not just a factual one. 

Looking at A Treatise on the Astrolabe through the lens of today’s pandemic-driven and 

ever-shifting post-pandemic changes in education, we can take the time to reevaluate how 

we can more readily articulate the emotional and subjective aspects of learning so as to 

better reach our students and those with whom we wish to share ideas and knowledge. 

 



114 
 

II. Situating the text 

The earliest manuscript of the Treatise is from approximately the year 1391. In 

the final decade of the fourteenth century, England was very much a realm embroiled in 

multiple layers of tension and transition, as explored earlier in this dissertation. King 

Richard II was grappling with a contentious relationship with the nobility, a fallout from 

his difficulties in consolidating power after the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381. This political 

instability existed alongside an economy still in shambles from the withering effects of 

the Black Death, as changes in feudal relationships and rising labor costs altered the 

socioeconomic realities of England. The old order was highly destabilized. Adding to this 

cauldron of long-bubbling malaise and uncertainty, England was still in the middle of a 

formal state of war with France as part of the Hundred Years’ War. Underpinning the 

need to maintain a state of military readiness was all this palpable social unrest—the 

byproduct of significant demographic shifts from the sheer numbers of deaths, the 

movements of people throughout the countryside and the urban centers, and the 

aforementioned seismic economic ruptures that occurred owing to new imbalances in 

labor power. Together, these multifarious issues set the stage for further conflicts and 

changes and what might be described as a great discombobulation–a disorientation of the 

self in an era where old notions of communal order were upended, and where perhaps it 

might be said that the general insecurity of the medieval period was exacerbated after a 

century of—to echo the work of Barbara Tuchman—calamity.  

Needless to say, A Treatise on the Astrolabe was composed in a volatile context. 

Chaucer’s life was itself peripatetic, and his frequent travels, government service, and 

exposure to various intellectual currents only amplified the complex milieu in which he 
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conceived the Treatise. Writing for an audience who were themselves presumably 

struggling with the myriad changes in religious sentiments, military insecurity, and 

societal (and economic) unrest, it is not inconceivable that the Treatise may be 

understood as Chaucer’s attempt to offer a form of constancy or, perhaps, a guidepost in 

a world that seemed to be losing its moorings. The pedagogical conceit of the text may 

have been useful to this end—not to mention the offering to his audience of a kind of 

return to childhood as embodied via the figure of the literary Lowys. But there is as well 

something interpretable as comforting in Chaucer’s seemingly straightforward 

descriptions of celestial mechanisms and detailed instructions for operating the astrolabe. 

I do think that the Treatise becomes a vessel for deeper inquiries and emotional 

connections that may have offered some stability or clarity for its audience—if not for 

Chaucer himself in the process of composing it. The mode of affective pedagogy through 

the combined process of literarily addressing the figure of his son and then providing 

repetitive instructions and descriptions may, as I will explore throughout this chapter, 

have been a way of imposing some sense of control in an entirely chaotic, disquieting 

world. As Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick suggests, a pedagogical approach that nurtures and 

connects thoughts while remaining open to nondualistic thinking can offer a sense of 

possibility and emotional coherence (Sedgwick 1). The intimate dialogue that unfolds 

through the performance of the Treatise suggests an underlying yearning for what might 

be described as emotional coherence in the face of societal incoherence. 

It’s entirely plausible to read Chaucer’s work as a verbal salve to the unsettling 

disruptions of the late fourteenth century in England. The Treatise serves dual functions: 

it provides instruction while also fostering an affective connection likely to have been 
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meaningful and emotionally charged with Chaucer’s educated audience. For adult 

readers, the text might have functioned as a nostalgic escape, allowing them to revisit 

their own educational experiences during childhood. For younger audiences, it opened 

the door to envision themselves in the role of a son being guided by a father—a 

particularly poignant scenario given the high likelihood that some pupils might have lost 

fathers to disease or conflict during that period. In this light, the Treatise can be seen as a 

pedagogical endeavor that bridges the divisions of its time—be they social, astronomical, 

or epistemological—through a kind of instruction that recognizes the relations between 

emotional and intellectual learning. Thus, the text becomes a focal point where various 

concerns of the period—technological, pedagogical, emotional—intersect, allowing it to 

serve as a unique lens through which to understand how people of the era might have 

navigated their complex realities. 

In drawing parallels between the medieval perception of time (as presented to us in the 

Treatise) and modern concerns, it’s productive to perform a close reading of Chaucer’s 

presentation of the mechanistic qualities of timekeeping and navigation via the astrolabe. 

These elements served as both practical instruments and potent symbols. The astrolabe is, 

in its ornate complexity, a device for telling time and for predicting celestial phenomena, 

yes, but it is also readable as a nexus where human curiosity met the vast, ordered 

universe. Chaucer’s text goes to great lengths to detail its usage, capturing an ethos of 

exactitude and rigorous inquiry. Importantly, it also does more than its immediate 

function as a technical manual by inserting affective elements into its narrative, a 

sentimentality (and I do not use this word with any implied connotation of negativity) 

that softens the edge of its mechanical precision. This juxtaposition between emotional 
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valences and scientific exploration opens up avenues for discussing how tools for 

timekeeping simultaneously serve as tools for emotional anchoring and stability. A 

mechanistic understanding of time is the first layer here—it’s much more about a holistic 

engagement with time that accommodates both the intellect and the emotions. And it’s 

this delicate balance between affect and intellect that renders Chaucer’s work a useful 

and generative text to revisit in our contemporary dialogues about time, technology, and 

our own human-computer interactions. 

III. Preliminary genre considerations and tretis 

In our contemporary understanding, technical manuals commonly fall under the 

broad umbrella of “technical communication.” In that particular genre space, they are 

designed to provide instructions on technical or specialized topics like computer 

applications or medical procedures, often via technological mediums such as web pages 

or help files (Society for Technical Communication). Such manuals aim for clarity and 

specificity to make information more usable and accessible, often serving the explicit and 

utilitarian purpose of advancing the goals of the organizations that produce them (Society 

for Technical Communication). A Treatise on the Astrolabe ostensibly fits the description 

of a technical manual (Basquin). However, it doesn’t quite fit this conventional 

understanding. One of the unusual qualities of the Treatise is its affective temporality. 

Chaucer’s text accomplishes multiple objectives: it does provide a utilitarian guide for 

using an astrolabe, but it also creates a complex emotional and temporal archive for the 

reader. This practice diverges from modern technical manuals, which, as described by the 

Society for Technical Communication, primarily focus on functional specifications and 
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usability to improve efficiency and reduce errors. While the Treatise does go into 

painstaking detail about the mechanics of the astrolabe and how one should operate it, its 

layered delivery has the effect of imparting the technical instruction in a way that can 

move the reader to experience certain specific temporal and emotional affectivities. There 

is, to quote Sarah McNamer, a “literariness” to the text (McNamer, “The Literariness of 

Literature” 1436). Chaucer is engaged in a more expansive ideological project, not just 

“communicating about technical or specialized topics” (as the Society for Technical 

Communication describes technical writing), but also shaping the reader’s emotional and 

historical understanding. As a result, the Treatise complicates our modern notion of what 

constitutes a technical manual, and reconsidering how such texts can be both utilitarian 

and emotionally moving within their historical contexts can show us some of the porous 

potentialities of these genre spaces to which we might not give much thought. 

In positioning A Treatise on the Astrolabe within its genre space, Chaucer makes 

a deliberate choice in titling that does more than simply describe the content; it also 

guides the reader’s expectations. According to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), a 

“treatise” is described as a “book or writing which treats of some particular subject; 

commonly (in modern use always), one containing a formal or methodical discussion or 

exposition of the principles of the subject; formerly more widely used for a literary work 

in general” (OED 1.a). This definitional framework precisely characterizes Chaucer’s 

work, a detailed exposition on the use of the astrolabe. Indeed, an early citation in the 

OED traces this application back to the Treatise itself: “To lerne the tretis of the 

astrelabie” (OED 1.a, c1400[1391]). Importantly, the term “treatise” had more expansive 

connotations during Chaucer’s era. It could also imply a “[n]egotiation, treating, 
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discussion of terms; arrangement of terms” (OED 2.a, c1374-1641). An example from 

Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde (c. 1374) illustrates this point: “Whan Calkas knew þis 

tretys sholde holde In Consistorie a-mong þe Grekes soone” (that is, Calkas anticipates a 

significant, formal negotiation or discussion that will soon take place among the Greeks). 

This opens up a wider interpretive lens, showing that Chaucer’s work could serve both as 

a technical manual and as something of an exercise in negotiation or discussion, and as a 

result positioning its readers in a dialogue that within which instruction is the overt 

purpose, or perhaps genre space, for producing feelings and meaning that are more than 

what appears on the surface. The OED indicates that the term could even signify 

narratives or stories (OED 1.b), citing Chaucer’s own use of the term again in Troilus and 

Criseyde, “The whiche tale a-noon right as Criseyde Had herd, she..Ful bysily to Iuppiter 

by-soughte Yeue hym myschaunce þat þis tretis broughte” (or “The moment Criseyde 

heard this tale, she very earnestly prayed to Jupiter to bring misfortune to the one who 

brought this treatise”), suggesting a capaciousness in its early usage that allowed for a 

combination of didactic and narrative elements. Chaucer uses a very specific term that is 

nonetheless one he uses in a variety of ways, contributing to the interesting effect that I 

am unpacking in more detail here. The genre seems to exude an overt specificity whose 

internal parameters are in fact more malleable than one might think. 

It should be mentioned as well that Chaucer employs the word tretys in the 

opening sentence of his retraction at the end of the Canterbury Tales, indicating the 

complexities inherent in the use of this term in his body of work. In this context, tretys 

refers to the Canterbury Tales as a “little treatise,” revealing Chaucer’s awareness of the 

text’s multiple functions. He asks readers to attribute any displeasure to his unkonnynge 
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(lack of knowledge) and not his wyl (will), thereby foregrounding the text’s instructional 

purpose: “For oure book seith, ‘al that is writen is writen for our doctrine,’ and that is 

myn entente.” This statement aligns with the OED’s description of a “treatise” as a 

formal discussion or exposition, but the term here also captures the text’s narrative and 

dialogic elements. In effect, Chaucer creates a universe within which the reader may 

approach the Canterbury Tales as a comprehensive, almost encyclopedic, text that aims 

for moral instruction and emotional engagement, which contrasts in some measure with 

the more technical orientation of A Treatise on the Astrolabe. Yet it still operates within 

the broader semantic field of the term “treatise.”  

The Treatise departs from pure pragmatism to engage with larger cultural and 

affective temporal concerns, and in so doing becomes a site of action and subject 

formation, to borrow a concept from Anis Bawarshi. As Bawarshi argues, “We cannot 

understand genres as sites of action without also understanding them as sites of subject 

formation, sites, that is, which produce subjects who desire to act in certain ideological 

and discursive ways. Genres are defined as much by the actions they help individuals 

perform as by the desires and subjectivities they help organize, which generate such 

performances” (Bawarshi 78). The text serves as a window into medieval, or at least late 

fourteenth-century, ideologies surrounding scientific knowledge and human relationships, 

social interactions, and emotional states. For instance, Chaucer’s explicit addressing of 

the text to his son suggests an intimate setting of familial instruction, which in turn 

evokes a unique emotional texture quite distinct from modern technical documents. This 

emotional quality extends to the relationship between the text and its audience, inviting 

us to ponder larger questions about our own place in the cosmos and our connection to 
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others. In its way, it’s much more literary in its effect than its overall presentation might 

suggest; the technical nature of its subject cannot fully conceal its literariness. Where we 

might now separate disparate genres or discourses, Chaucer’s Treatise gives us an 

intersection of hybrid genre spaces that, in line with Bawarshi’s observation, allow us to 

question modern categories and enrich our understanding of how texts can function in a 

given historical context. 

To move from these readings of the Treatise’s emotional and ideological layers to 

the broader methodological considerations, we might recognize that both avenues of 

inquiry challenge our disciplinary silos, and in so doing they may encourage us to 

consider how genre conventions and emotional textures intersect with more expansive 

intellectual frameworks. The Treatise acts as a concrete example, illustrating how 

“technical” texts are not hermetically sealed from the emotional and ideological currents 

of their time. This echoes both Bawarshi’s and Sarah McNamer’s call for a more 

integrative approach that accommodates the complexity and multiplicity of historical 

texts, be they classified as “literary” or “technical.” In the context of the history of 

emotions, McNamer investigates the difficulties posed by literary texts as sources. With 

this in mind, the Treatise is useful for reevaluating how “literariness” and historical 

inquiry can mutually inform each other. According to McNamer, texts rich in poetic or 

literary elements often find themselves at odds with the methodological rigidity of 

historical analysis, especially concerning emotional states (McNamer, “The Literariness 

of Literature” 1435). Yet, as Chaucer’s Treatise demonstrates, the emotive aspects aren’t 

supposed to just be ornamentation–they are operating as an integral part of the text’s 

communicative objectives and its historical context. Such works challenge us to 
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reconsider the “disciplinary impasse” McNamer describes, whereby literature and 

historical methods have been separated into different domains. Like Bawarshi’s concept 

of genres as sites of subject formation, McNamer’s observations point to the need for a 

more integrated approach, one that recognizes that the textual characteristics we might 

consider “too literary” can, in fact, provide insights into the emotional and ideological 

realities of the past. Chaucer’s Treatise, in particular, shows that “technical” manuals of 

the period transmitted knowledge while also being active participants in an ecology of 

cultural dialogue that simultaneously performed complex functions that engaged both the 

mind and the heart of those who formed the audiences of such genres. A reevaluation of 

the role of literary elements in historical texts can move us as readers to expand our 

interpretive lexicon into something that might afford us a more capacious understanding 

of how these works serve as windows into both the intellectual and emotional lives of 

their historical subjects. 

In light of McNamer’s call for a conceptual shift that appreciates the generative 

power of literary texts in the study of historical emotion, Chaucer’s Treatise can be 

approached as something of a wellspring that actively produces complex emotional 

effects in its readers (McNamer 1436). Bawarshi’s assertion that each textual 

instantiation of a genre results from a “unique negotiation between the agency of a writer 

and the agency of a genre’s conditions of production” is apt for this situation (Bawarshi 

79). In this light, the Treatise’s genre conventions both influence and actively negotiate 

with Chaucer’s own agency to create a text that serves broader social and emotional 

purposes. As Mary Carruthers observes, “works of art do not just simulate or represent 

human feelings but produce them in those who are experiencing the work—artifacts are 
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agents in our emotions and thoughts as well as our sensations” (Carruthers 168). The 

Treatise, therefore, functions as an “affective script,” shaping intellectual as well as 

emotional responses. This aligns with a broader interdisciplinary trend recognizing 

emotion as practice, as performance, and as process—elements that are continually “in 

the making” and subject to influence by various cultural and sensory inputs (1436). By 

acknowledging the Treatise’s dual function as both a utilitarian guide and an emotional 

generator within this negotiated genre space, we contribute to a more expansive 

methodology for the study of emotion in history, recognizing the active, performative 

roles that texts can play in shaping emotional responses. 

The negotiated genre space of the Treatise is not so much an isolated 

phenomenon but a point of focus at which affective temporality faces questions about the 

nature and practice of knowledge. This intersection is the space of the intellect and of 

emotion, which nudges the conversation and lines of inquiry from genre limitations into 

the more expansive arena of epistemological complexities within late fourteenth-century 

literature. Affective temporality in A Treatise on the Astrolabe can help us in our 

understanding of how the text navigates the intimate space of learning and education. The 

instructional intent does not preclude the emotional scope but rather becomes a site of 

deep, affective engagement between the text and its reader. The emotional texture within 

this genre space suggests the working-out of a need for a form of learning that is both 

exacting and intimate, destabilizing the line between a didactic manual and a more 

affective, possibly even poetic, discourse. There’s a correlation here with respect to the 

text’s epistemological objectives, rendering the potential for any neat division between 

subjectivity and claims to objectivity in the construction of knowledge as somewhat less 
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sturdy. Essentially, Chaucer’s work imparts knowledge while also being an active, 

affective space within which one acquires facts and information while forming an 

emotional relationship with the subject matter. The subjectivity and supposed objectivity 

in the text foregrounds the complexities in medieval epistemologies, suggesting that the 

quest for knowledge and meaning-making was already fraught with emotional currents 

that rendered it an intimate act. Affective temporality is a way for understanding and 

expressing the emotional dimensions of these texts while also deciphering how 

premodern texts could serve as contested sites, or genre spaces, for the co-construction of 

emotional experience and intellectual understanding. 

IV. Structure, affective dimensions, and intimacies in the Treatise 

The fluidity of the parameters of these genre spaces that Chaucer plays with 

invites some further inquiry into how we might consider narrative structure. And flowing 

from narrative structure, the various affective dimensions and intimacies that may arise 

from the genre conventions are the subject of my further exploration and articulation. As 

discussed, the Treatise does have an unusual yet poignant intermingling of narrative 

structure and instructional content. Unlike traditional literary schemas that might cleave 

narrative tropes—such as exposition, rising action, and climax—from instructional 

discourse, Chaucer’s Treatise offers a terrain where these divergent elements can be 

unified, which is not incidental, I would argue. Henri Bergson’s concept of simultaneity 

comes to mind here, which can suggest a deeper, intrinsic link between seemingly 

disparate elements, when he writes, “in this so-called phenomenal world, which, we are 

told, is a world cut out for scientific knowledge, all the relations which cannot be 
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translated into simultaneity, i.e. into space, are scientifically unknowable” (Bergson 234). 

It elevates the text into a complex sphere that both instructs and emotionally captivates its 

readership, even though in the context of contemporary literary (and entertainment) 

conventions we might find the text difficult (that is, “not fun”) to read, a pedagogical 

challenge that Jamie Taylor contends with in “Chaucer’s Boring Prose: Teaching the 

Melibee and the Parson’s Tale” in the edited volume Approaches to Teaching Chaucer’s 

Canterbury Tales (2014). The Treatise departs from the restricted purview of mainstream 

instructional manuals as well, opting instead for a layered approach where knowledge 

acquisition unfurls in a scaffolded manner, each segment refining and expanding upon 

the insights of the previous. It seems to inhabit a peculiar liminal space that is at once 

didactic and affectively moving, defying our modern expectations of what constitutes 

engaging literature as well as what we might look for in, say, the instruction manual for a 

new washing machine. On an affective level, if all one wants to do is determine why the 

washing machine isn’t draining properly, more than likely the last thing that would be 

welcome to the reader is several detailed pages of a tender, fatherly discourse from the 

manufacturer remarking upon the customer’s aptitude for science, likely prompting deep 

sighs of frustration and exasperation as one flips through the pages seeking the relevant 

information. In this sense, the Treatise shouldn’t be conceived as a simple dry manual for 

the operation of the astrolabe but a nuanced interface where educational goals intersect 

with the emotional terrain navigated by both writer and reader; Chaucer tells a tale that 

teaches and negotiates the lines between empathy and knowledge transmission. This 

intersection of genre expectations and their resultant affects can challenge us to reframe 

our contemporary perceptions about what is considered “readable” or “enjoyable,” as 



126 
 

well as “how we learn.” This liminality is acting as a stylistic choice as well as a 

fundamental aspect of the text’s epistemological concerns—there’s an aspect to it that 

could be interpreted as questioning how knowledge is generated, how consensus 

understanding of it is negotiated, and also how it is emotionally experienced and 

transmitted in ways that can create and reform genre distinctions. In this section, I 

explore how the Treatise unsettles facile categorizations that pretend to demarcate 

literary and technical discourses, and how there can be the creation of contested spaces 

where affectivities cohabit comfortably with the text’s educational objectives.  

To begin, it’s worth attending to the manner in which Chaucer incorporates 

narrative components to augment any emotional dimensions within the text. The narrative 

centers around the characters of Chaucer himself and his son, Lowys. Addressing his son 

as “Lyte Lowys,” Chaucer remarks, “I aperceyve wel by certeyne evydences thyn abilite 

to lerne sciences touching nombres and proporciouns,” thereby occupying the twofold 

role of narrator and pedagogue. He steers both Lowys and the reader through the highly 

detailed mechanical functions of the astrolabe, seasoning the technical discourse with 

personal interjections and contemplations. Lowys functions as the learner and recipient, 

emblematic of the text’s intended audience and the embodiment of the pedagogical 

journey. The relationship between Chaucer and Lowys is the real world around which the 

narrative orbits. It’s what allows for the instructional content to be imbued with a distinct 

affective warmth and familiarity, qualities notably lacking in typical technical treatises. 

The father-son and instructor-learner dynamics, centered as they are, model the affective 

bonds that can be cultivated in the space of knowledge sharing and educational 

instruction. Chaucer’s literary performance of humility is performed and maintained 
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throughout the text, but also appears in moments such as his acknowledgment of the vast 

expanse of the unknown even in relation to a high-value item such as the astrolabe: “alle 

the conclusions that han be founde, or ellys possibly might be founde . . . ben unknowe 

parfitly to eny mortal man in this regioun.” The admission is, in a literary-pedagogical 

way, relying on the emotional performance of modesty in order to communicate his 

dedication to creating an educational environment that today would be recognized for its 

empathy. Here, Chaucer presents the quest for knowledge not as an individual’s solitary 

feat but rather as a collaborative journey, one that instructor and learner undertake 

together, evolving as they go. This performance subtly works in hand with the implicit 

idea of navigation inherent in the operation of the astrolabe. Chaucer crafts a space in the 

Treatise where ideas and feelings freely intermingle, bolstering the view that learning is, 

at its core, an affective and relational endeavor.  

One of the curious things that Chaucer does is he uses the term frend to describe 

his son, Lowys, indicating an affective dimension to the text that is both personal and 

pedagogical. In Allan Patience’s study on affective pedagogy, he discusses the concept of 

“dramatic friendship” at some length, which is when the teacher-student relationship is 

characterized by deep emotional engagement and mutual respect (Patience 57). As a 

word, frend is key in addressing the dual nature of the intended audience, which includes 

both Lowys and a wider community that Edgar Laird identifies as a “compound one” 

(Laird 439). Chaucer’s use of frend not only blurs the lines between private instruction 

and public dissemination or instruction but it also aligns with the principles of affective 

pedagogy, where the emotional and intellectual dimensions of learning are, in Patience’s 

word, “inseparable” (Patience 57). Frend acts as a rhetorical device, making manifest the 
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certain porosity that exists between the private instruction for his son and that public 

performance of sharing knowledge—he is on the surface addressing the text to the 

singular figure of Lowys but in practice directing it to “every discret persone.” Chaucer, 

through this means, is approaching pedagogy in a way that fits Patience’s assertion that 

effective teaching involves challenging students while respecting their developing 

intellects (Patience 55). In today’s pedagogical parlance, it signifies a collaborative and 

inclusive approach to learning, an aspect that deepens the engagement with the text 

beyond its technical content. The narrative framing, where Chaucer mixes the 

instructional with the relational, could in some measure be interpreted as a means of 

drawing in readers from different backgrounds and levels of expertise. Engaging by 

applying this method is an indication of what Patience describes as the “nurturing aspect” 

of affective pedagogy—fostering and inculcating a sense of belonging and intellectual 

growth (Patience 58). Laird’s observation meshes with this notion as well, in that the text 

is crafted for that “compound audience,” including Chaucer’s son, who lacks Latin, and, 

as mentioned, those discret readers who might engage with it (Laird 439). By doing so, 

Chaucer’s narrative surpasses the standard function of an instructional manual; there’s an 

adoption of a conversational tone that invites readers into a shared intellectual space, one 

that is bounded by a pedagogical objective, which is learning how to operate the 

astrolabe. The performance of the conversational tone within this genre space is 

reminiscent of how Patience explains the concept of dramatic friendship, where teaching 

takes on that form of loving and mutual intellectual exploration (Patience 58). This 

technique ostensibly carries out the instructional aims of the Treatise, while also building 
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within the bounds of the genre parameters a space for emotional connection and 

collective intellectual growth.  

The mechanics of the genre space that Chaucer is defining here produces a lot of 

affects; simultaneously, the affective intent behind Chaucer’s aim is also shaping the 

ways in which the genre space becomes manifest. Laird’s exploration of the lex amicitiae 

aligns with Bawarshi’s theory of genre as a space of articulation (Laird 439; Bawarshi 

79-80). Laird posits that Chaucer’s work is motivated by a law of friendship—a social 

contract where rightful requests are fulfilled among friends, situating the Treatise’s 

creation as a response to such a request from his son Lowys (Laird 440). This personal 

motivation is a good example of Bawarshi’s assertion that the writer’s agency and the 

genre’s constraints are in constant negotiation, influenced by broader social motives and 

desires that writers embody and express through their works (Bawarshi 79). Framing the 

act of writing the Treatise as an act of friendship, Chaucer’s approach destabilizes the 

formalities of the genre (or, perhaps more loosely, what we have been contending with in 

terms of the assumed expectations of a technical writing genre), suggesting that the 

dissemination of knowledge through this text is an embodiment of relationships and 

societal expectations of reciprocity and duty. Bawarshi’s concept of the genre as a site of 

action and desire can help show that Chaucer’s instructional manual is also an enactment 

of social practices, where the writer is both shaped by and shaping the generic form to 

articulate a relational and educational ethos (Bawarshi 80). So, in other words, the 

structuring of the Treatise is a medium for technical instruction as well as a performative 

textual act that fulfills and creates desires within a framework of friendship, showing the 
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connections between personal motivations, genre conventions, and the formation of 

social bonds through literary forms.  

The way Chaucer frames the pedagogical intimacy with Lowys is deftly designed 

to echo within a larger reading community—as mentioned, what Laird refers to as a 

“compound audience” (Laird 439). This dual focus is worth pausing on. It raises 

questions about the affective reach of the Treatise, extending the personal engagement 

between Chaucer and his son to every “discret persone” who might encounter the work, 

which in its way could be interpreted as Chaucer’s reimagining of the literal and 

figurative space within which learning occurs. If there’s anything pandemic learning has 

forced educators to contend with, it’s the question of how they imagine the learning 

environment. Affectively, the Treatise, through its simultaneous narrative mingling of the 

personalized with the technical, is operating in such a manner as to invite this conceived 

readership into a shared space of learning as well as an active working-out on Chaucer’s 

part of what makes for effective (and affective) pedagogy, one where the scholarly 

exchange is tinged with the familiar tone of a mentor guiding a protégé. This process is 

something that all of us who have had to teach in response to the events of 2020 and early 

2021 have had to contend with, and one which has indelibly shaped the practices of the 

classroom since the blending of empathy, distance, asynchronicity, and technology have, 

I would contend, conditioned educators to reapproach the spaces of their classrooms 

(both physically and virtually) and their materials. It is in keeping with Carolyn 

Dinshaw’s “Notes on Experimentation, June 2020,” in which she advocates for an 

experimental approach to learning, one that emphasizes the idea that education should 

encompass the broad spectrum of life experiences and challenges. Her viewpoint 
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acknowledges the value of embracing trial, innovation, and a departure from traditional 

methods as fixed components of the educational process, that in fact education, and 

especially our approaches to medieval studies, should be a flexible and creative journey, 

open to unpredictability and informed by diverse personal histories and contexts 

(Dinshaw, “Notes on Experimentation” 40). And it is within an imagined communal 

framework that the Treatise leverages the affective bond of friendship to foster a 

collective educational experience, even though ostensibly Lowys as the “son” character is 

the literary figure through whom the act of learning occurs. Addressing the text to his 

frend, Chaucer creates an atmosphere where the lines between the private and the public, 

as well as the individual learner’s curiosity and the community’s collective pursuit of 

knowledge, become more porous. The affective strategy at play here is an act of 

instruction as well as being one of social integration, and one that is effectively situating 

the Treatise as a vessel through which shared intellectual endeavors are pursued within a 

framework of courtly and scholarly camaraderie. Laird’s exploration of lex amicitiae 

informing Chaucer’s use of frend is laden with certain affective poignance and worth 

further exploration in this context too.  

The application of lex amicitiae in Chaucer’s pedagogical approach with Lowys 

can be seen as a metaphor for the structured, yet caring, confines of the learning 

environment—a space where the “laws” of friendship and mentorship form the 

boundaries within which instruction and caring guidance take place. Chaucer’s Treatise, 

by extending these boundaries to encompass a “compound audience” challenges the 

rigidity often associated with traditional pedagogy. In doing so, I would offer that it 

redefines the “legal” constructs of genre and classroom, replacing them with the affective 



132 
 

ties of a community bound by the pursuit of knowledge. The lex here is less about strict 

rules and more about the moral code of friendship and mentorship, signifying a bond that 

carries the expectation of mutual respect, support, and the rightful exchange of wisdom. 

Thus, Chaucer encapsulates within his narrative an educational “space” that is both 

bound and liberated by the principles of amicitiae—where the “law” is understood as a 

shared commitment to growth and understanding, and where the practice of love, 

friendship, and caring mentorship informs the very act of learning.  

In the same vein as lex amicitiae, which situates learning within the affective 

domain of friendship and mentorship, Peter Brooks’s insights on narrative highlight its 

integral role in our lives: “Our lives are ceaselessly intertwined with narrative... those we 

dream or imagine or would like to tell” (Brooks 3). Chaucer’s instructional approach in 

the Treatise, framed as a heartfelt letter to his son Lowys, inhabits a genre space that to 

any modern reader might seem like an overly wrought (and potentially soporific), 

didactic attempt to transfer information. But closely reading the text, one can see that it 

forges an affective link that mirrors the nurturing connection between a father and son, 

paralleling the moral code of support and reciprocity inherent in the lex amicitiae. This 

bond is both emotional and pedagogical, suggesting that “[n]arrative may be a special 

ability or competence that we learn” (Brooks 3), and in turn reinforcing the learning 

experience with storytelling’s inherent mnemonic touch. Chaucer’s narrative style writes 

about the astrolabe’s technical exposition with personal touches, which, in harmony with 

Brooks’s observation that “narrative... because of its potential for summary and 

retransmission” (Brooks 4), aids in making the astrolabe’s complex, unfamiliar functions 

knowable to the uninitiated and memorable after the initial lessons. This integration of 
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the personal with the instructional creates a learning scaffold, grounding abstract 

concepts in the lived reality and emotions of the reader. It reflects Chaucer’s subtle 

departure from the detached style typical of his contemporaries’ scientific treatises, 

composed in what might be conceived of as more impersonal Latin. Instead, Chaucer’s 

Treatise, rendered in the vernacular and with a narrative heartbeat, is immediately 

intimate through its connection to one’s mother tongue rather than one’s formally 

acquired language. The Treatise is also in its way operating in the genre space of what we 

might consider a personal letter to an intimate. In some way, the Treatise could be argued 

to be an ancestor of explanatory emails walking someone through complex instructions. 

We don’t have to limit Chaucer here to solely performing a literary conveyance of 

knowledge; we might, for example, view what he is doing as expanding the classroom 

walls, combining the structured lex of genre with the emotive force of connection, 

thereby working toward the verbal expression of a way of learning that values and 

necessitates the reader’s active engagement. This narrative-driven pedagogy can help us 

come to an understanding of education that recognizes learning as an affectively charged, 

relational process—a sharing of knowledge and understanding through the bonds of 

friendship and intellectual kinship.  

It is perhaps not a surprise that the implications of this narrative structure for modern 

pedagogical approaches are both significant in their way and not altogether surprising 

when we consider something as basic as a teacher managing to hold the attention of one’s 

students. In a nutshell, Chaucer’s Treatise demonstrates the value of incorporating 

storytelling and personal connections into the teaching of complex subjects. As Brooks 

suggests, “until such a time as we cease to exchange understandings in the form of 
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stories, we will need to remain dependent on the logic we use to shape and to understand 

stories, which is to say, dependent on plot” (7). By presenting technical information 

within a narrative framework, educators can make difficult concepts more accessible and 

engaging for students, ultimately improving their understanding and retention of the 

material. This approach encourages a more holistic and human-centered approach to 

learning, emphasizing the importance of interpersonal connections and personal 

experiences in the educational process.  

In exploring the concept of time, Peter Brooks posits that the rise of narrative plot 

as a preeminent framework for organization and interpretation correlates with the 

secularization movement initiated during the Renaissance. In Brooks’ view, this shift 

occurred because people could no longer rely on a sacred masterplot to explain the world 

in terms of a linear, providential timeline. As with all sweeping thesis statements of this 

nature, much may be contestable, but the argument aligns with the perception that the 

fourteenth century was a time riven by destabilizing forces. So Chaucer’s Treatise may 

be read as a demonstration of how to teach a young person about the workings of a 

complex instrument that measures and tracks celestial bodies as well as a literary 

performance of symbolically determining ways of centering oneself and navigating 

through a world whose chief characteristic seems to be turmoil. Brooks writes that the 

“plotting of the individual or social or institutional life story takes on new urgency when 

one no longer can look to a sacred masterplot that organizes and explains the world” (6). 

In other words, he asserts the growing importance of personal and social narratives in a 

world that has shifted from religious explanations, or “sacred masterplots.” As societies 

have become more secular, individuals and institutions have needed to create their own 
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stories to understand their place and purpose. This “new urgency” reflects the increased 

significance of these narratives in the absence of a unifying religious framework. It’s an 

interesting exercise, for example, to take Chaucer’s line, “This tretis, divided in 5 parties, 

wol I shewe the under full light reules and naked wordes in Englissh, for Latyn canst thou 

yit but small, my litel sone,” in this light. It can be interpreted as an example of the 

importance of making knowledge and narratives more accessible to individuals, while 

also in its way exercising that “new urgency” by seeking to compartmentalize 

information (“divided in 5 parties”). Presenting the Treatise in the vernacular English 

instead of Latin, Chaucer specifically targets his young son while eschewing the 

dominance of ecclesiastical language. This approach is in line with Brooks’s argument 

that, as societies moved away from a sacred masterplot, there was a growing need for 

new narratives and explanations that could help individuals understand and make sense of 

the world. By simplifying complex knowledge, Chaucer contributes to the creation of 

accessible narratives even when working within pedagogical genres. 

Minako Nakayasu’s exploration of A Treatise on the Astrolabe focuses on 

Chaucer’s use of spatio-temporal systems, which can help complement Peter Brooks’s 

insights into what he describes as the secularization of narrative and the emergence of 

personal storytelling (Nakayasu 256-257; Brooks 6). Where Brooks identifies the decline 

of an overarching sacred narrative, Nakayasu’s linguistic analysis shows Chaucer 

employing a combination of proximal and distal linguistic elements to forge an intimate 

educational connection. Proximal expressions like “this” or “here” and distal expressions 

like “that” or “there” help establish a shared space where Chaucer can speak directly to 

the present moment (“now”) and relate back to previously stated points (“thys forseide”). 
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Such metadiscursive strategies, including phrases like “that is to seyn,” root the reader in 

the immediate teaching moment while maintaining a continuity with the Treatise’s larger 

narrative (Nakayasu 256). These techniques exemplify how Chaucer oscillates between 

the “here and now” and the “then and there,” shifting perspectives to create a narrative 

that is both personally engaging for his (literary device) son Lowys and instructively for 

the wider readership (Laird’s “compound audience”). Nakayasu’s focus on the 

prevalence of proximal elements, when applied to Chaucer’s affective approach, can 

show how his literary performance embodies the shift to a perspective that allows for 

more of a personal, individualized experience of knowledge-making. Folding the 

medieval and the modern into one another along with the personal and the collective, 

Chaucer’s narrative strategy in the Treatise is compatible with Brooks’s notion of 

individuals seeking meaning in a less centrally ordained world, while also navigating the 

temporal and spatial dynamics outlined by Nakayasu. Through these perspectives, 

Chaucer crafts an emotional connection that refers to itself in a way that creates markers 

of repetition that enhance the text’s didactic clarity while also working to establish a 

sense of familiarity and progression in learning. These markers of repetition serve as 

waypoints in the reader’s journey through the Treatise, offering both a pedagogical 

structure and an affective trace that deepens the engagement with each concept explored. 

They also mimic a kind of kinesthetic learning, where the motion between the “now” and 

the “once stated” embeds knowledge through a rhythm of recall and reinforcement. This 

recursive technique, where Chaucer leads the reader to revisit and thus reinforce 

concepts, provides a scaffold for the reader’s cognitive and affective assimilation of the 

text. It allows the learning process to unfold in a manner akin to Chaucer’s own iterative 
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approach to understanding the cosmos through the astrolabe, suggesting that knowledge 

is not static but an ever-unfolding process of movement and navigation marked by 

repeated engagement and emotional connection. 

Bearing all of this in mind, I will perform some sustained close readings of the 

text. 

In one of the first instructions Chaucer gives for interacting with the astrolabe, 

Chaucer writes, “Thyn Astrolabie hath a ring to putten on the thombe of thi right hond in 

taking the height of thinges.” In this one simple description, we see a confluence of 

technical instruction and tangible interaction. The language Chaucer uses is intimate and 

instructive, employing the informal and intimate second person thou, thee, thy, and thyn, 

to create a direct address that positions Lowys, and by extension the reader or learner, as 

the primary agent in the act of measurement. By my count, Chaucer employs thou 32 

times, thee 20 times, thy 137 times, and thyn 76 times, the repetition of which one might 

read as affectively creating a shared intimacy that you and ye would not. The choice of 

the word putten carries an active connotation, inviting the reader to engage physically 

with the instrument. The “ring” serves as a technical term but also possesses a physicality 

that requires interaction—slipping the ring onto the thumb implicates the body directly in 

the scientific process. The thumb, a digit associated with skill and dexterity, becomes the 

main point around which the measurement centers itself, suggesting a harmony between 

the human body and the astronomical tool. Already in this kind and intimate setting, there 

is a specific linkage of learning together, with the learner interacting with the object that 

will help that learner navigate oneself through the world via the astrolabe. We can also 

see the phrase “in taking the height of thinges” moves from the particularity of the thumb 
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to the expansive act of measurement. “Height” here is more than its literal meaning in 

how it evokes the elevation of one’s understanding, as if to measure is to know. Thus, 

while the line is certainly instructive about the positioning of the astrolabe, it is also 

operating as a microcosm of the Treatise’s educational philosophy—where learning is an 

embodied practice that integrates mechanical knowledge with intellectual skills and 

connects the personal experience with the shared sense of the cosmological. 

Chaucer mirrors the previously described action of putting the ring of the 

astrolabe on Lowys’s right thumb in the beginning section of Part II. He writes, “Put the 

ryng of thyn Astrolabie upon thy right thombe, and turne thi lift syde ageyn the light of 

the sonne; and remewe thy rewle up and doun til that the stremes of the sonne shine 

thorugh bothe holes of thi rewle.” We may read a direct instructional tone similar to the 

first passage here. Chaucer describes the precise actions needed to measure celestial 

positions, embedding the technical procedure within an embodied sensory experience—

the feel of the ring on the thumb, the act of aligning oneself with the sun, and the visual 

confirmation of sunlight through the astrolabe’s rule. These instructions replicate the 

action and feeling of the initial line in its direct approach to pedagogy. They are 

emphasizing (literal) hands-on learning. Chaucer doesn’t just tell the reader what the 

astrolabe does—in a literary way, he is performing what it is like to take the reader by the 

hand and go through the experience of using it, which simultaneously models a 

kinesthetic learning environment where understanding is rooted in doing. It encourages a 

temporal immediacy, where the learner is not supposed to be a passive recipient of 

knowledge but an active participant in the acquisition of practical skills. The “ring on the 

thumb” becomes a focal point of the learning experience, symbolizing the direct 
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connection between the learner and the instrument, while also invoking a sense of 

immediacy and presence, important aspects when considering affective temporalities.  

In the context of affective temporalities, these lines from the Treatise engage with 

the notion of embodied learning—where knowledge is acquired through the intertwining 

of physical interaction with cognitive understanding. In other words, this approach 

reflects a pedagogical philosophy that values the affective dimension of learning. 

Emotional engagement and hands-on experience are as crucial as intellectual 

comprehension. Chaucer, thus, doesn’t only teach about the astrolabe; he invites the 

reader to share in the experience of its operation, to feel and understand its utility in a 

personal, almost intimate manner, closing the temporal distance between the medieval 

and the modern learner. Specifically, though, if we accept the terms of the universe of the 

Treatise itself, Lowys as the son exists as an imagined character who would ostensibly 

come, at some later point in his life, to engage with his father in this way once again at a 

much later date, with Chaucer projecting himself into that future hypothetical situation. 

And as briefly mentioned earlier in this chapter, if one could imagine a child of this era 

whose own father may have been absent, the affective dimensions become even more 

pronounced. For such a reader, Chaucer’s guiding voice takes on the role of a surrogate 

mentor, filling the temporal gap with the paternal warmth of his instructions. This 

imagined pedagogical relationship, although articulated through a series of precise 

mechanical operations, isn’t meant to just be viewed as a rehashing of the technical; it’s 

operating in such a way that the literary space imbues the act of that rehashing with a 

sense of continuity and presence. The sensory immediacy Chaucer evokes—of the sun’s 

warmth, the texture of the ring, the alignment of the body with the celestial—creates a 
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mnemonic anchor that can rise above the immediate moment, potentially echoing in 

Lowys’s future experiences. In this way, we might be able to interpret that Chaucer is 

performing a kind of insurance that the knowledge imparted through the Treatise carries 

both an immediate and lasting impact, one that could be revisited and relived, one that 

pedagogically nurtures a scaffolded experience of learning where past, present, and future 

moments of engagement coexist.  

The tangible connection Chaucer establishes through the kinesthetic instructions for using 

the astrolabe suggests an educational intent that isn’t tethered to the text’s internal 

present, one which is pointing toward a learning experience that melds the theoretical 

with the practical. This intent becomes further crystallized when Chaucer spends time 

discussing terminological considerations. Moving from the practical, haptic engagement 

with the astrolabe to the linguistic simplification of its concepts, he reinforces the 

significance of a unified vocabulary in the instructional process. Just as the hands-on 

experience is vital for comprehension, so too is the clarity of terms in aiding the learner’s 

cognitive journey.  

The transition from the tactile interaction with the instrument to the establishment 

of a consistent lexicon exemplifies Chaucer’s comprehensive educational strategy—a 

synergy of direct experience and clear, albeit repetitive communication. In Part I of the 

Treatise, Chaucer writes, “And tak kep, for from henes forthward I wol clepen the 

heighte of any thing that is taken by the rewle ‘the altitude,’ withoute moo wordes” — 

captures his approach to technical language and didactic clarity. Chaucer begins with 

“And tak kep,” an imperative that commands attention and insists on the importance of 

what follows. It is an instruction to the reader to listen carefully, signifying a moment of 
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learning and emphasis in the educational process. The phrase “from henes forthward” 

suggests a demarcation, a point from which the method of instruction will change. 

Chaucer is setting a precedent in terminology, establishing a uniform language for the 

ease of the reader’s understanding. Stating “I wol clepen,” which can be understood as “I 

will call,” he asserts his authority as a teacher to define terms, while also actively shaping 

the linguistic framework within which the learning will occur. The decision to name “the 

heighte of any thing that is taken by the rewle” as “the altitude” reflects a didactic 

strategy to simplify and standardize complex terminology, hence the phrase “withoute 

moo wordes.” This phrase is both a methodological declaration and a promise of 

parsimony in instruction — Chaucer commits to using a consistent term (“the altitude”) 

for ease of reference and to avoid confusion. The word “altitude” itself, while a common 

term now, would have been a specialized term of art at the time, indicating Chaucer’s 

role in transmitting specialized knowledge to a much larger audience (the compound 

audience) beyond Lowys. In effect, what this line is performing is–on the surface–

informing the reader of a change in vocabulary, while simultaneously it’s also 

representing a conscious pedagogical choice to streamline communication and to anchor 

abstract concepts—it’s creating shared footing. Chaucer is carving out a genre space 

within which he is modeling the necessity of precision of terminology in teaching and the 

necessity of linguistic economy when dealing with complex subject matter.  

Chaucer’s description of the astrolabe’s moder—the mother or main plate—

personifies the instrument in a way that is implicitly linking a mechanical concept with 

the organic, living world, and in particular the term moder itself suggests on Chaucer’s 

part a desire to connect maternal affects with it. Combined with the “thikkest plate,” he is 
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also signifying a foundational anchoring of the structure of the astrolabe in familial, 

matriarchal terms. The “large hool” is particularly evocative, as it might be closely read 

as conceptualizing the void or the beginning from which potentiality arises. It is through 

this hole that the “thynne plates compowned for diverse clymates” are received. Here, 

Chaucer’s language turns almost tender; the moder receives these plates into “hir 

wombe,” a term that naturally evokes images of pregnancy and creation. This 

metaphorical use of wombe could be seen as a reflection of the astrolabe’s function to 

measure and predict, to give birth to understanding the heavens—a tool that in its 

construction inherently models the universe on a human level. And Chaucer’s mentioning 

of “diverse clymates” points to the applicability of the astrolabe, hinting at what might be 

described as a kind of cosmopolitan and inclusive perspective. The astrolabe, through its 

moder, is embracing and being shaped by the variety and complexity of the world it is 

designed to measure. By leaning on this particularly charged vocabulary, Chaucer, one 

might read, subtly imparts the idea that learning is an organic, nurturing process—and he 

is accomplishing this function by explicitly linking the mechanical with maternal 

symbolism. Even though the technical term for that part of the astrolabe was moder, 

Chaucer’s use of the term in the way that he does within the universe of the text itself 

performs a symbolic function. The moder is not meant to be a static part of the astrolabe 

but rather it is central to its adaptive capacity. The functionality is simultaneously being 

represented as that which is also animating the instrument—there is some of Jane 

Bennett’s concept of vibrant matter here (Bennett vii)—the qualities of life, care, and 

universality. One of the ways of interpreting this inclusion is that for Chaucer, the 

transmission of knowledge is a process embedded in the familiar and natural world, 
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making the astrolabe’s technical construction a matter of intimacy as familiar as family 

and the closest bonds. Chaucer’s choice to convey this convergence through maternal 

imagery aligns with a pedagogical emphasis on the affective, establishing a didactic 

relationship that is simultaneously nurturing. As J. Allan Mitchell suggests, the use of 

moder in the Treatise connects to a long lineage of metaphorical transference, engaging 

readers in a process of learning that participates in both the lineage of knowledge and the 

organic, ever-evolving nature of understanding (J. A. Mitchell 22). Chaucer did not 

invent the use of the moder in this context, but he uses it in a way that is more than a 

simple instructional term. Specifically, in the context of the Treatise, which Chaucer 

specifically imbues with a father-son tenor, his very overt use of maternal symbolism 

with his explanation of the technical is a nexus of affective temporalities, where the 

history, present experience, and future potential of learning coalesce.  

Chaucer’s instructional method, being detailed in its nurturing imagery of the 

moder and combined with all the paternalism of Chaucer’s pedagogical performance, 

ultimately transitions to a lesson on the astrolabe’s divisions. The literary ekphrasis of the 

astrolabe’s design also draws for the audience the cosmos, while also giving the audience 

a clear structure for grasping the heavens. The explicit instruction “[n]ow hast thou here 

the foure quarters of thin Astrolabie divided after the foure principales plages or quarters 

of the firmament” introduces the astrolabe’s design. What it does pedagogically is begin 

to guide Lowys or the reader toward a new concept, which then immerses them into an 

evolving exploration where “the foure quarters” stresses both completion and symmetry. 

Such a division replicates in a structural way the device’s framework with the celestial 

domain. The astrolabe is being positioned as both a mirror to the firmament and an 
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earthly didactic instrument, one that is designed to mimic on a smaller scale the order of 

the skies within its engravings. Chaucer’s verbal description of this quadrivial division 

provides Lowys, and by extension the reader, with a schema to comprehend the vastness 

of the heavens all within a form that can fit within one’s hands. That process delineates 

an educational journey that parallels the structured yet infinite nature of the universe. It’s 

a way of making the abstract cosmos understandable and manageable, breaking down its 

overwhelming expanse into comprehensible segments.  

Through this process of Chaucer teaching the reader in this literary way how to 

use the astrolabe, he’s also embedding a metaphor for the human endeavor to make sense 

of one’s place in the universe. The division into quarters represents a methodical 

approach to learning, which in its way is also patterned off of the orderliness of the 

celestial movements and the natural desire for cognitive clarity in the face of the infinite. 

The phrase “Now hast thou here” transitions, invites, and positions the reader to receive 

knowledge, while the repetition of “the foure quarters” reinforces the concept of 

wholeness and balance. Mirroring the “foure principales plages or quarters of the 

firmament,” Chaucer draws a direct correlation between the instrument’s structure and 

the celestial sphere, which in turn is also facilitating an understanding of the entire macro 

system via a handheld device (to put it simply). One may read this particular instructional 

choice as reflecting a holistic approach to learning, where the division of the astrolabe 

becomes a foundational framework for exploring the interconnectedness of the cosmos. 

The astrolabe, in Chaucer’s hands, is being performed as a structured guide to the 

universe in a world that is inherently hard to read. As a pedagogical tool, it is designed to 

reflect the order and divisions of the heavens much in the way that students must learn 
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parts of a whole before being able to achieve full understanding, and it is all made 

accessible to the amateur reader. Learning is an act of construction, one might read 

Chaucer as suggesting in the way that he designs the Treatise—of building a cognitive 

map that mirrors the observable world, and modeling a way for learners to navigate the 

literal skies as well as the contours of their own understanding. 

Chaucer gives Lowys this directive: “And understond wel that evermo thys cercle 

equinoxiall turnith justly from verrey est to verrey west as I have shewed the in the speer 

solide” (“Understand well that this equinoctial circle always turns precisely from true east 

to true west, as I have shown you in the solid sphere”). Here we might read a synthesis of 

literary and pedagogical acts that are working to integrate astronomical knowledge with 

poetic narrative, the goal of which is to contribute to the efficacy of his lesson, while also 

adding to the educational and aesthetic value of his work. “Understond wel” is a dual-

purpose command: it implores the reader to grasp and to marvel at the exactness of 

celestial mechanics. The eternal and unwavering procession of the heavens is captured in 

the term “evermo.” It is a grounding term that imparts to the learner a steadfastness and 

structure of the cosmic order as Chaucer depicts it. “Justly,” we might read, adds an 

element or a nuance of righteousness to the equinoctial circle’s journey across the sky, 

from “verrey est to verrey west.” There’s the possibility here of reading a suggestion of 

the necessity of adhering to natural laws that are both accurate and equitable. This 

celestial course stands as an immutable standard, much like a plumb line against which 

the cosmic balance is measured. With the precise terms “verrey est” and “verrey west,” 

Chaucer amplifies the reliability and certainty of these celestial pathways—as the 

transitory mortal (we might call him) who stands against the backdrop of the infinite 
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cosmos telling Lowys (or the audience) how (as temporal bodies) to navigate and chart 

these stars, he is also performing an act of comfort as a father and as a teacher against the 

dark of unknowing that requires a steady guide to traverse. Chaucer’s reference to prior 

instruction, “as I have shewed the in the speer solide,” speaks to an earlier, hands-on 

demonstration (potentially using a model or visual aid), one that reaffirms the knowledge 

previously imparted and that reminds the learner of the necessity of theoretical and 

observed knowledge. 

Barbara H. Rosenwein’s concept of emotional communities is good for returning 

to here. The concept can be applied to the Treatise in order to tease out how some of 

what makes it pedagogically effective is how it might encode certain emotions to mark 

the distinct emotional and intellectual community within which a text such as the Treatise 

would have found appreciation—that audience we have been discussing, such as the 

people through whom Lowys might be a vessel for a variety of affective responses. This 

community is both defined by the collective understanding of celestial mechanics as well 

as by the shared emotional responses and attitudes toward this knowledge, and, more than 

that, how they are talked about. Chaucer’s didactic style, characterized by precision and a 

clear demarcation of cosmic laws, might be seen as a literary cultivation of the emotions 

of awe, respect, and perhaps a sense of security in the predictable movements of the 

heavens within a milieu marked out by instability. These emotions are acting as 

ingredients of the binding agents of the community of learners. Their intellectual 

engagement may rely in some measure on the kinesthetic, repetitive iterations of 

Chaucer’s instructions, and the act of accepting Lowys as a kind of conceit through 

which they might accept tender fatherly advice is also operating within this constellation 
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of feelings that all seem bound up with comfort, security, and knowledge. In Rosenwein’s 

terms, the emotions that Chaucer emphasizes—and those he chooses to leave 

unacknowledged—shape the contours of this community. The emphasis on understanding 

and marveling at the exactness of the heavens, as noted in the directive “Understond 

wel,” suggests a community where observation and certainty are valued, and while there 

is space for humility in the face of a lack of knowledge or uncertainty, what might be 

prized is the systematic act of trying to make sense of the murk. Rosenwein notes, “I read 

related texts noting all the words, gestures, and cries that signify feelings—or the absence 

of feelings” (Rosenwein, Emotional Communities 26). Approaching any examination of 

Chaucer’s text in this manner can help open up a more robust understanding of how 

fourteenth-century learning communities may have begun experimenting with integrating 

emotional experiences within their academic and intellectual endeavors. 

Another passage I will look at is the following: “of Mercurie entring under my 

west orisonte at eve; and next him succedith the mone and so forth by ordir planete after 

planete in houre after houre all the nyght longe til the sonne arise” (“Mercury enters 

beneath my western horizon at evening; and following it comes the Moon, and so on, by 

order, planet after planet, hour by hour, throughout the entire night until the Sun rises”). 

Chaucer portrays the nocturnal journey of the planets and narratively charts the heavens 

here, and he taps into a mode of affective temporality too, where the act of cataloging the 

mechanics of time is literarily anchoring the abstract concept of time in the felt, tangible, 

emotional realities of a confusing world. Chaucer’s description of Mercury setting in the 

west at evening followed sequentially by the moon and other planets dramatizes the 

rhythm of the night sky in a sequential, systematic verbalization. This rhythm, marked 
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“houre after houre,” reflects both an emotionless, methodical passage of time and the 

emotional, human experience of time as a continuous flow that is simultaneously cyclical 

in its patterns. The phrase “Now risith the sonne that Sonday by the morwe” marks the 

transition from night to day, capturing that cyclicality, the heralding of the new day in its 

way also signifying the reliable patterns of an ordered cosmos that brings light once again 

to dark times. The detailed tracking of planetary positions from Saturn to the moon and 

back again also places the individual at the center of a process of deeply connecting with 

the cosmos by tying astronomical phenomena to the everyday experience of time and 

being in the world, with something as basic as a literary explanation of the patterns of 

sunsets and sunrises.  

Expanding upon the ideas of emotional communities and affective temporalities 

in Chaucer’s Treatise, Jamie K. Taylor provides a complementary perspective, 

particularly in the context of familial and national identity. Taylor notes, “In the 

Astrolabe prologue we get a different affective picture. There parental love rather than an 

imperiled child formulates patriotic aspirations. As both the inspiration for and 

authorization of a translation of a dense scientific manual into ‘lighte English,’ Lewis 

encapsulates the fantasy of a vernacular patria, a fatherland tied conceptually to the love 

of a father for his son and enacted in an English treatise” (Taylor, “‘A suffisant 

astrolabie’” 258). This fatherly affection is on a literal level a personal expression, but it’s 

also acting as a metaphor for the nurturing of an English vernacular readership. Chaucer’s 

use of the vernacular, coupled with the intimate instructional tone to his son, might also 

be interpretable as a desire for a more unified English community, one that belies a sort 

of proto-nationalistic identity or sentiment through shared knowledge and emotional 
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investment in learning. While my focus isn’t directly on Taylor’s argument about English 

national identity, his insights do intersect with the idea of emotional communities, as 

proposed by Rosenwein, especially in exploring the diverse emotional underpinnings in 

any nationalizing endeavor.  

Synthesizing the various elements of the Treatise’s narrative structure, affective 

dimensions, and intimate pedagogical engagement gives us some good fodder for 

thinking through aspects of pandemic time that arose in 2020 and which still in some 

measure affect the post-pandemic pedagogical situation. Chaucer’s work provides a 

technical guide to the astrolabe, yes, but it is also an affective, moving literary 

performance that simultaneously achieves its instructional purpose, as explored, as well 

as something more literarily intimate. Through his interaction with his son Lowys (or—to 

state it in a more clinical way—the utilization of the literary device of the figure of 

Lowys as the son-as-student), Chaucer creates a pedagogical model that is imbued with 

all the hallmarks of teaching when our students are in fact absent, mirroring the 

complexities of contemporary educational challenges. This centuries-old archive of 

personally inflected instructional narrative and scientific learning can help serve as a 

timely reminder of how important emotional connectivity and adaptability can be in how 

we carry out our educational practices. As many of us have gotten accustomed to aspects 

of remote learning, syllabus overhauls, complete revisions of our assignments and 

schedules, and the challenges of maintaining engagement and intimacy across digital 

platforms even if we might now be regularly seeing our students in person, Chaucer’s 

Treatise can still be a curious historical artifact whose dryness one doesn’t necessarily 

have to pretend doesn’t exist, but it’s also a relevant guide for modern pedagogical 
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strategies, emphasizing the need for empathy, emotional connection, and a deep 

understanding of our shared temporal experiences in the pursuit of knowledge and 

communities of learning. 

V. Navigating presence and absence, asynchronicity and feeling 

In this section, I contend with the themes and questions of presence, absence, and 

the temporal dimensions of learning and emotion. Immediacy and distance are in 

simultaneous tension, both physical and temporal, in Chaucer’s Treatise, and there is 

both a utilitarian relevance to contemporary pedagogical contexts here—particularly in 

light of asynchronous instruction and the increased role of digital and virtual 

technological mediation in the classroom—but also the room for scholarly inquiry and 

reflection on the literary depictions that Chaucer employs. Taking the lens of affective 

temporalities and emotional communities, one can approach Chaucer’s Treatise in a way 

that works out and establishes a framework for navigating the complexities of conveying 

knowledge across time and space. Part of this project entails never losing sight of how a 

sense of connection and intimacy can be formed despite physical separation. The myriad 

subjectivities that mark and underpin the emotional dimensions of pedagogy, particularly 

in times of disruption and change, mark out our individual experiences and collective 

educational narratives in that personal feelings and societal contexts collectively shape 

the process of learning and teaching.  

Presence and absence along with asynchronicity and feeling in education are particularly 

salient in the prologue to the Treatise. As he addresses Lowys, Chaucer acknowledges his 

son’s “abilite to lerne sciences touching nombres and proporciouns” and responds to his 
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“besy praier” to learn about the astrolabe, stating, “he wrappith him in his frend that 

condescendith to the rightfulle praiers of his frend.” This passage is performing the 

strengthening of the bond between teacher and learner and at the same time reflecting the 

capacity of narrative to transport us, as noted by Weik von Mossner (19-20), into a world 

where emotional and intellectual engagement doesn’t have to be determined solely by the 

singular variable of physical presence. Chaucer’s narrativizing structure—the more 

personal prologue followed by the detailed kinesthetic experience of his instructing 

Lowys (and by extension the “compound audience”)—transports the reader; we in some 

measure traverse time and space through the text itself while also moving alongside 

Chaucer’s instruction that both operates on a literal and a figurative level (the astrolabe’s 

utility in helping one understand celestial mechanics is also performing that traversal of 

space and time), connecting with the late fourteenth-century pedagogical context in a 

manner that accords in some measure with today’s digital and asynchronous learning 

environments. The narrative transportation and emotional connection in the text mirrors 

some of the same fraught situations of the modern pedagogical environment, where 

teachers and students, separated by screens and miles, strive to maintain a sense of 

closeness and engagement in the learning process, simultaneously mediated by and 

connecting through technological architectures and mechanics. 

We can observe a parallel between the pedagogical techniques in the Treatise and 

those of modern online education, particularly when considering matters of emotional 

connectivity and engagement. Chaucer’s instructional style in its way mirrors 

contemporary shifts from personal interaction to content delivery in digital learning 

environments where teachers more frequently have to imagine students’ engagement 
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levels with the materials when the teacher is not present in the classroom; it’s a kind of 

continuous practice of empathy worked into each lesson. The astrolabe as a critical 

technological tool in its time is an apt metaphor for today’s educational technologies, 

covering gaps in geographical space and across time, much like virtual platforms that 

connect students and teachers across distances (say, Blackboard or Canvas). This 

historical text, through its narrative structure, facilitates a reader’s experience of 

“transportation,” akin to the immersive engagement sought in virtual classrooms or even 

in-person learning environments that are nonetheless mediated by frequent engagement 

across content delivery platforms. As Kristine Larsen laments, in the shift to online 

teaching, “Gone were precious hours spent in archives pouring over manuscripts... My 

students were given an inferior education and there was not a single bloody thing I could 

do to stop it. No virtual experience could hope to replace the thrill of eye on eyepiece or 

experiencing what it feels like sitting at the center of the planetarium with the heavens 

projected overhead” (Larsen 69). After Chaucer’s intimate prologue, he begins breaking 

down in minute detail the mechanical workings of the astrolabe. The effect of this shift is 

similar to that of students who move from the personal sphere of direct interaction to the 

more abstract realm of asynchronous learning—imagine, for example, kindly written 

announcements and emails sent out to students walking them through the instructions of 

any given assignment. Chaucer’s approach seems implicitly to carry out a strategy of 

emotional engagement with detailed instruction, which isn’t altogether different from the 

tension that teachers in the contemporary classroom must contend with–the process of 

combining personal connectivity with technological facilitation in education while 

figuring out the best way to deliver instructions. To this point, David Lavinsky offers an 
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observation: “Changes in how we teach and communicate raise questions not only about 

our ideologies of form and textual presence, but also about the actual social conditions 

under which such ideologies come into focus or acquire authority" (Lavinsky 74). Our 

shifting methods of teaching, especially in digital spaces, can (should) transform our 

approaches to content delivery and also prompt an examination of the societal contexts 

that shape and validate these educational ideologies. Teaching principles have 

demonstrated consistency across different eras and educational methods have shown 

adaptation to changing technological developments, as this exploration shows. 

In a recent study of pandemic-motivated changes in learning, Parama Chaudhury 

discussed the role of adaptable teaching models, notably the integration of asynchronous 

learning to build resilience in educational systems against unforeseen disruptions 

(Chaudhury 214). This shift towards a more flexible educational structure can be added to 

the discussion of my exploration of the Treatise. While the Treatise may not be a 

traditional narrative, per se, its combination of literariness in the execution of its 

pedagogical approach does share an affinity with Chaudhury’s concepts, particularly in 

using the space of the literary in order to foster empathy and inhabiting the space of the 

student in order to imagine their emotional and intellectual reactions. Chaucer’s method 

of guiding his son through the astrolabe’s complexities performs connection with the 

learner—or perhaps the concerted and embodied practice of imagining connecting with 

the reader in order to effect learning across spatio-temporal distances. It is a core element 

in modern online education where educators strive to establish a rapport with students in 

a predominantly digital realm. The Treatise, in terms of its particular combination of 

technical instruction and personal address, demonstrates the value of empathy and 
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connection in teaching, much like the storytelling approaches Chaudhury describes. 

These approaches aren’t just about delivering content but about creating an educational 

experience that can move learners on an emotionally and intellectually felt way–working 

toward a form of engagement that leads to comprehension even in the face of challenges 

like those posed by the pandemic. Thus, Chaucer’s medieval text, through its empathetic 

and engaging instruction, isn’t in principle altogether different from modern pedagogical 

strategies at least as they pertain to the state of mind the teacher must inhabit when 

thinking of one’s students. The importance of adaptability, empathy, and student-teacher 

connection in a continually evolving educational landscape is at the heart of the literary 

performance of the Treatise. 

There’s an interesting discussion to be had regarding traditional pedagogy and 

modern computational methods, and in certain respects the Treatise can be seen as a 

precursor to contemporary educational narratives. Its structure, combining personalized 

guidance with technical knowledge, operates in tandem with the essence of adaptive 

learning models that Chaudhury writes about. Chaucer’s implementation of personal and 

instructional detail in the Treatise is akin to the narrative processes explored in 

computational narratology, where stories are structured in a way that allows for 

computational analysis and application (Mani). Chaucer’s work, therefore, doesn’t just fit 

into the discussion of resilience and adaptability in education but it’s also standing as a 

potential subject for computational narratological study. The Treatise’s format, both as an 

educational tool and a kind of narrative, offers a unique perspective on how narrative 

structures can be both pedagogically effective (and affective) and computationally 
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interesting, exemplifying a link between medieval pedagogical techniques and the 

algorithmic processes central to computational narratology. 

Presence and absence in asynchronous learning is central to this discussion. 

Although now centuries old, the Treatise is an extended literary performance of 

imparting knowledge without the immediacy of real-time interaction. It demonstrates an 

affective instructional mode that can overlook physical separation in a way that 

simultaneously performs a kinesthetic learning experience that melds physical and 

temporal distances into an experience that captures teacher and student inhabiting the 

same time and space, maintaining a palpable sense of presence through its detailed 

instruction. This process aligns with a relatively new field of study called computational 

narratology, whose focus as described by Inderjeet Mani is on “the algorithmic processes 

involved in creating and interpreting narratives” (Mani). It goes without saying that 

today’s realm of digital spaces and virtual modes of learning apply here, where 

asynchronous interactions between teachers and students are commonplace. The Treatise 

can show how to connecting and meaningfully engaging across the spatial and temporal 

divides characteristic of asynchronous learning, and within the framework of 

computational narratology, the Treatise exists as an interesting premodern case study. Its 

prose, which combines technical guidance and narrative exposition, is similar to 

modeling narrative structure in terms of “formal, computable representations” (Mani). 

Chaucer’s precise, detail-oriented approach is indicative of a narrative style that Mani 

describes as encompassing both “humanities narratology” for the construction of theories 

and the “computational implementation of narratology” in computer systems (Mani). The 

clear, step-by-step structure of the text, which I’ve argued also performs a kind of 
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kinesthetic experience, also exemplifies a narratological construct ripe for computational 

modeling. Technical terms coupled with practical applications, such as those in the 

Treatise, does track with how narratives function in machine learning and digital media 

contexts. In this respect, Chaucer’s work here has the space to further discussions in 

humanistic and computational spheres of narratology, showcasing the potential of 

integrating narrative constructs into storytelling within computer systems (Mani). 

As outlined by Mani, computational narratology investigates the underlying logic, 

foundational principles, and methodologies of representing narratives, and it intersects 

with the realms of artificial intelligence and digital media creation (Mani). As a mode of 

interpretation, the computational narratology framework can be an interesting way to read 

the Treatise’s combination of technical instruction and narrative empathy. The text’s 

methodology echoes the contemporary focus on narrative engagement in digital and AI-

driven environments, which in turn also reflects an evolving interest in how stories are 

told and interacted with. In the Treatise, Chaucer’s pedagogical narrative parallels 

modern techniques for addressing the challenges of remote learning—namely, 

determining ways that we can work out and build up pedagogical connections without 

physical presence. The parallel is not so much about proving the text’s ongoing utility but 

rather observing how its narrative structure and empathetic approach accord with the 

aims of computational narratology, which as a framework can be deployed to work 

toward understanding and recreating narrative dynamics in digital contexts (Mani). 

The Treatise provides an example of early narrative techniques that share 

conceptual space with current educational narratives and computational models. Its role 

in this context can help us garner insights into how narratives, whether very old or 
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contemporary, navigate the challenges of teaching and learning across time and virtual 

divides. Phrases like “To knowe the altitude of the sonne or of othre celestial bodies” and 

“To knowe every tyme of the day by light of the sonne” demonstrate the Treatise’s 

approach to instruction, which we can read as foreseeing some of the ways in which 

computational narratology structures syntax in formal, computable narrative structures. 

Each instruction in the text is presented in a step-by-step manner, similar to how an 

algorithm in computer science is structured, making the narrative amenable to 

computational analysis and modeling. 

That methodical exposition is paralleled by algorithmic narrative creation, as seen 

in instructions such as “Set the degre of thy sonne upon the west syde.” These are 

reminiscent of syntactical forms of narrative akin to computational models, where the 

creation and interpretation of stories are systematized. Chaucer’s integration of personal 

elements with technical instruction, such as when he writes, “The yeer of oure lord 1391 

the 12 day of March I wolde knowe the tyde of the day,” is reminiscent of contemporary 

digital storytelling techniques, which are particularly relevant in computational 

narratology’s study of narratives within digital and AI contexts. In addition to these 

details adding depth and relatability (or if not relatability then a sense of orientation for 

the reader) to the narrative, incorporating a specific historical reference with a practical 

application isn’t an altogether different experience from the techniques one might draw 

upon in asynchronous learning environments when clearly signposting for students 

details they must pay attention to. Combining these elements, pedagogically speaking, is 

Chaucer bolstering engagement and comprehension, similar to how modern digital 

narratives mix personal anecdotes with factual information to maintain audience interest 
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and cater to a variety of interactive learning experiences. We can see how this style 

provides effective strategies for today’s varied and digitally-mediated educational 

settings. 

The Treatise is an active working-out of the logistical challenges and pedagogical 

art of grappling with the question of how to create presence when absence is the reality. 

Chaucer’s style, particularly in statements like “And thus lerned I to knowe onys for ever 

in which manere I shulde knowe the tyde of the day and eke myn ascendent,” strives 

toward an empathetic pedagogical approach. In asynchronous learning environments, 

where the emotional connection between teacher and student is fostered despite the lack 

of real-time interaction, this approach is important. Thus, the Treatise, with its detailed 

yet personal narrative style, isn’t just an interesting and generative example of early 

narrative techniques that share conceptual space with modern educational paradigms but 

it’s also a useful text for considering the ways in which we might navigate the 

complexities of teaching and learning across time, space, and digital divides. Chaucer’s 

work in the context of historical pedagogy and modern computational narratology is a 

good starting point for approaching and understanding affective temporalities within the 

space of how much our educational paradigms are shifting (and have shifted) in response 

to pandemic learning changes. 

Central to this approach is, of course, Chaucer's literary performance of the use of the 

astrolabe, both as a scientific instrument and as a medium for deepening the teacher-

student relationship, particularly between him and his son Lowys. In Chaucer’s time, as 

written about in his Parliament of Fowls, the concept of “wasting time” in the service of 

love was already being articulated, one in which temporalities such as “merchant's time” 
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clashed with “church time”—a reflection of how different cultures perceived the value of 

time (M. Turner 139). In this context, the astrolabe could be viewed as an instrument of 

scientific inquiry as well as a medium for engendering intimacy. It takes on a bit more 

than its functional role as a tool for astronomical measurement, becoming a conduit 

through which Chaucer shares knowledge, guides exploration, and establishes a personal 

connection. The act of demonstrating the astrolabe’s operations becomes an intimate 

pedagogical gesture, bridging the gap between the teacher and learner, symbolically 

performing the act of finding one’s way in the world. This is particularly poignant given 

the medieval perspective that not every culture thinks that time is money (M. Turner 

139), suggesting that the time spent with the astrolabe is about more than just learning its 

mechanics—it’s about connecting across time and space. Whether Lowys in reality ever 

engaged with the text or not is beside the point; the idea exists within the textual universe 

of the Treatise, and by extension, anyone trying to learn how to operate the astrolabe via 

Chaucer’s instructions would be experiencing the same affective temporal valences. The 

interaction thus gestures toward the astrolabe’s role as a technological mediator that 

enables a unique form of closeness and engagement, positioning it as an example of how 

technology can enhance and deepen educational and affective experiences. 

While I have centered much of my analysis on both the pedagogical utility and the 

literariness of the Treatise, what has been lurking around the periphery of my exploration 

also invites an ecocritical examination, echoing the principles of material ecocriticism. 

The astrolabe, in its design and function, literarily represents a tool for navigation as it 

also serves as a means by which one may metaphorically inhabit an imagined, literary 

relationship with the natural world, steeped in the cadences of a burgeoning genre for 
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technical instruction that is also inherently parsing a late fourteenth-century English 

cosmological perspective. This aligns with Timo Maran’s observation that “matter has 

agency and embodied meanings” (Maran 141), suggesting a deeper, reciprocal interaction 

between humans and their material environment. Taking this a step further, the astrolabe 

as a literary device can be seen as a symbol of the medieval understanding of the cosmos. 

Teaching Lowys how to use the astrolabe thus performs something in the literary space 

that destabilizes the idea that what Chaucer is doing is solely focused on something we 

might describe as the genre space of “giving instructions.” Within the genre space of the 

Treatise, what is also occurring is the reader is entering the realm of “storied matter” or 

“material narrative” (Oppermann 21), where the astrolabe’s story is meshed with broader 

ecological and cosmological narratives. Through the Treatise, we witness a confluence of 

human innovation, natural understanding, and philosophical inquiry, which collectively 

map an early form of ecological consciousness. 

In their introduction to Material Ecocriticism (2014), Serenella Iovino and Serpil 

Oppermann offer the concept of “material narrativity.” They argue that literature emerges 

from the “intra-action of human creativity and the narrative agency of matter,” where 

both human and non-human agents co-create narratives that “give voice to the complexity 

of our collective” (Iovino and Oppermann 8). Applying this to the Treatise becomes an 

active participant in a narrative process that is both educational and affective; it 

transforms into a coalescence of human and non-human narrative agencies. The 

astrolabe, in this framework, even though it is not a “character,” per se, is nevertheless a 

collaborator in Chaucer’s educational narrative. It engages with the reader and the writer 

in a “material-discursive” encounter, which within the text is amplifying the reality of the 
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narrative and affecting our cognitive response to it (Iovino and Oppermann 8). This 

interaction exemplifies how narrative agency and human creativity “coemerge in new and 

more complex levels of reality” (Iovino and Oppermann 8). Through this coemergence, 

the emotional responses elicited by the astrolabe’s non-human narrative agency 

commingle with the human narrative, producing affective temporalities. Emotions, 

embedded in both human and non-human narratives, evolve over time. As a result, 

complex temporalities can arise in storytelling and teaching. The astrolabe in the Treatise 

is a scientific instrument acting as a literary device, it should be stated clearly. Inherently, 

that carries with it—as a tool of narration—an affective charge that might lead to feelings 

desirous of exploration and discovery, which in turn can be described further as being 

intrinsically linked to human emotions like curiosity, wonder, and the desire for 

understanding. When Chaucer describes the astrolabe and its uses, he is imparting 

technical knowledge in such a way as to encourage emotional responses. The astrolabe’s 

role in mediating the human understanding of the cosmos also creates a sense of awe and 

the sublime, emotions that are deeply tied to temporal experiences. So as one engages 

with the Treatise, there isn’t just an abstract, intellectual interaction with the instrument 

but rather an emotional one as well. This emotional interaction is temporally layered—it 

connects the readers with the historical moment of Chaucer and the astrolabe’s creation, 

their own present moment of discovery, and the perpetual sense of a human quest for 

knowledge and understanding. Thus, affective temporalities are produced by this blend of 

historical, present, and universal emotional experiences, facilitated by the astrolabe’s 

narrative agency. If we return to Iovino and Oppermann here, they suggest using 

anthropomorphism not as a reductionist tool but as a means to “reduce the [...] distance 
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between the human and the nonhuman” (Iovino and Oppermann 8). In the context of the 

Treatise, this approach dissolves the boundaries between the human (Chaucer, the reader, 

the learner) and the nonhuman (the astrolabe, the celestial bodies). This “dis-

anthropocentric” (to use their term) strategy can help outline the symmetries between 

humans and nonhumans, which by extension can also help point us toward a more 

integrated and holistic understanding of a late-fourteenth century English engagement 

with technology and education—one that still may hold in how we think of our own 

embodied practices of using technology in the classroom to mediate experiences between 

us and our students.  

Material narrativity and the mixture of human and non-human literary elements 

can be further explored through a reading of Sara Ahmed’s exploration of orientation in 

Queer Phenomenology (2006). At the beginning of Part II of the Treatise, Chaucer 

instructs Lowys (or the reader), “Rekne and knowe which is the day of thy month and ley 

thy rewle upon that same day and than wol the verrey poynt of thy rewle sitten in the 

bordure upon the degre of thy sonne.” The guidance he provides in using the astrolabe 

here can be described as a fairly meticulous pattern, and in the context of imagining the 

knowledge of the use of the astrolabe for celestial navigation, it parallels Ahmed’s 

inquiry into spatial and bodily orientation: “What does it mean to be orientated? How do 

we begin to know or to feel where we are, or even where we are going?” (Ahmed 6). 

Chaucer’s process of aligning the rule on the astrolabe with a specific day to locate the 

sun’s position in the cosmos is similar to Ahmed’s discussion of finding one’s way 

through spatial awareness and bodily inhabitance. Just as the astrolabe, one might 

contend, provides readers from his time a means to understand their place in the universe, 
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Ahmed’s discourse on orientation asks the reader to consider how we find and direct 

ourselves in our surroundings to gain a sense of place and direction, and a parallel can be 

found in the reader’s potential metaphorical experience with the Treatise with regards to 

Ahmed’s discussion on being lost even when knowing how to turn (Ahmed 6). The 

Treatise initially presents a disorienting challenge with its complex astronomical 

concepts, which is similar to Ahmed’s example of navigating an unfamiliar room. 

However, as readers engage with the astrolabe’s functions through Chaucer’s guidance, 

or presumably the hypothetical Lowys who is the ostensible audience of the Treatise, 

they gradually reorient themselves, and in so doing there is the attainment of an 

understanding of the heavens as well as one’s own position in the continuum of the 

transmission of knowledge across time, the effect of which positions the reader in a 

lineage of learners (along with the concomitant affective temporalities that the experience 

confers). Through the combined perspectives of Chaucer and Ahmed, we can view the 

Treatise as a medium for both physical and intellectual orientation. The reader is guided 

through the celestial and cognitive conceptions of the individual’s place in the cosmos as 

being mediated via technology (and on a meta level, the literary device mirroring this 

mediation textually). And, as a result, one might imagine the text in a literary sense 

repositions the reader to inhabit the interconnectedness of knowledge, space, and self-

awareness across time. 

Interacting with Chaucer’s Treatise, whether through physical manipulation of an 

actual astrolabe or the (likelier) experience of reading and following along with his 

instructions, is to participate in a perpetual lineage of learners, as discussed previously, as 

well as the process of reorienting the reader’s intellectual and existential perspectives. 
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This process embodies a form of learning that has several dimensions to it, where the act 

of understanding celestial mechanics becomes a metaphor for navigating one’s own 

cognitive and emotional spaces, and in so doing has transformative effects. The way of 

learning that is modeled and performed throughout the Treatise does redefine the reader's 

intellectual and existential perspectives, but it also retains applications that we might 

consider in our own contemporary space of modern pedagogy. In this process, readers 

align the astrolabe’s structured universe with their own thoughts and feelings, and in so 

doing one could imagine embodying some greater sense of the self within the world, 

which one might argue could both enhance cognitive skills and also lead to a greater 

sense of self-awareness, by which I mean the skill being taught—navigation via the stars 

using a complex instrument—simultaneously conditions the user of the technology to 

consistently imagine oneself in an exterior way inhabiting a much larger cosmos. 

Chaucer’s method of teaching in the Treatise showcases an anticipatory approach to 

instructing, harnessing an acute awareness of the learner’s needs and potential affective 

responses (i.e., how affect and intellect work together in the process of learning), which 

is, of course, vital for effective teaching and particularly crucial in crafting asynchronous 

learning experiences where what we know about how the student is interacting with our 

materials is largely left up to our own imagination and intuition. In lesson planning, the 

educator must imaginatively occupy the learner’s cognitive and emotional realms, 

anticipating challenges and structuring the learning path to support their journey. The 

cognitive work in teaching, especially with technology, is in part about relaying 

information, certainly, but it also involves creating an experience that nurtures personal 

and intellectual growth—an encouragement and a conditioning within students to set 
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their own habits of self-motivated inquiry and study. This aspect of teaching—prompting 

learners to probe their own cognitive habits—is reflected in contemporary educational 

practices where technology is utilized as a vector for deeper exploration and not just its 

overt utility in presenting information, but something that frequently exercises critical 

thinking and identity formation in the student. One could argue that the Treatise in its 

way foreshadows modern educational methods. It’s reminding us about the significance 

of empathy in lesson planning and the cognitive rigor required in designing engaging, 

asynchronous tasks, which could even include the asynchronous, in-advance experience 

of designing lectures and activities that are performed synchronously. This method can 

help us better practice metacognitive skills in how we imagine our pedagogy, when we 

find ourselves in those quiet moments of curriculum development trying to imagine the 

affective and intellectual responses our students might be undergoing as they engage with 

our efforts as teachers. 

VI. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I’ve been examining Geoffrey Chaucer’s A Treatise on the 

Astrolabe, working to link it to modern teaching methods. Written during a complex time 

in English history, the work, I have argued, shouldn’t be overlooked as just some sort of 

example of a late medieval manual (that is, something without literary merit). It’s 

apparent to me that we need to look beyond our own cultural conditioning regarding what 

makes something “fun” to read in order to appreciate the subtle (yet powerful) modes that 

Chaucer uses emergent genre spaces to explore themes of education and emotional 

connection. It’s been my hope that this analysis helps show the way that Chaucer layers 
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the Treatise in such a way that those of us tasked with teaching can see—and in some 

way apply—its lessons for the challenges we face, including those experienced during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and everything that has changed in pedagogy since then. Chaucer’s 

dialogue with his son Lowys in the Treatise isn’t meant to just be bland pedagogical 

instruction—even if Lowys is operating as a literary device rather than representing a true 

yearning on Chaucer’s part, the basic arithmetic of the Treatise is still performing an 

intimate emotional exchange. What we can take from this is—if not a framework for 

understanding the power of emotional engagement in education—then a text for 

rigorously reflecting on and thinking about how the objective lessons we intend on 

imparting to our students can be parsed through the innate subjectivities of the human 

experience. The intimate and instructional elements in the Treatise are worth reexamining 

in the context of the challenges of modern pedagogical methods, particularly in the 

sometimes murky region of asynchronous and digital learning environments—especially 

how we figure the emotional and intellectual states of our students when largely all we 

can do is surmise what they may be going through as they process our curricula and 

materials. In my analysis, I have worked to demonstrate how the Treatise navigates 

complexities of imparting knowledge across temporal and spatial divides, offering what I 

hope is a generative conversation about presence and empathy in times of physical 

absence. 

The way that the Treatise sets out the astrolabe as a metaphor for modern 

educational technologies can help us better approach thinking in more metacognitive 

ways with respect to how we integrate technological tools within our affective 

experiences of teaching and learning. Chaucer’s methodical and empathetic teaching 
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approach, which he repeats and carries throughout the Treatise, isn’t altogether dissimilar 

from modern techniques in both remote education and the general inclusion of 

technological mediation in the classroom. I think there’s an implicit understanding 

whenever we as teachers construct our materials and shape our guidance that—even 

though we might not have the precise language for it—are guided by a sense of the 

importance of emotional connections in the learning process. 

As I conclude this examination, I also wish to open avenues for future research 

that may delve deeper into trauma theory and intimate pedagogy. Beyond its pedagogical 

and technical merits, the Treatise presents an archive that is replete with the potential for 

exploring emotional realities shaped by historical dislocations and personal experiences, 

such as my suggestion that a text of this nature—the figure of Lowys as the son and 

Chaucer as the absent father striving to be present—could speak to the idea of a keenly 

felt parental loss during a time when it was not uncommon for children to lose parents. 

The potential of trauma theory and phenomenology to provide deeper insights into 

Chaucer’s work is exciting. This approach could unveil how the Treatise serves as a 

narrative scaffold, offering insights into the relationship between celestial mechanics and 

the emotional terrains navigated by Chaucer and his contemporaries with thoroughly 

earthly, flesh-and-blood matters. 

An additional avenue for exploration that contends more with harder science, the 

role of technological mediation in pedagogy, and affect theory is the phenomenon of 

“Zoom fatigue,” which researchers are formally referring to as VCF–videoconference 

fatigue. Serious research is underway on the neurocognitive and physiological experience 

of frequent video conferencing since the pandemic, with one study’s abstract describing 
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their study of the university lecture format done face-to-face over screens. They found 

that “the neurophysiological data—together with questionnaire data that we also 

collected—show that 50 min videoconferencing, if compared to a face-to-face condition, 

results in changes in the human nervous system which, based on existing literature, can 

undoubtedly be interpreted as fatigue. Thus, individuals and organizations must not 

ignore the fatigue potential of videoconferencing” (Riedl et al. 1). While much of my 

own study here has contended with what might be called a drift toward the positive in its 

interpretive attempts, it’s important to not overlook the other dimensions of “affective 

experience” that undergird our relationship to technology and pedagogy in our current 

socioeconomic paradigm (a term I am using in this space more for expedience rather than 

precision), which is that there are also qualitatively “bad” dimensions to what all of this 

might do to our individual and collective psyches. This concern is especially apparent 

when we must consider that discussions of “remote learning” inherently involve 

contending with isolation and alienation, as well as the replication of “24/7 availability” 

paradigms that increase patterns of stress across multiple platforms—expectations of 

presence when absence used to in fact be the norm. It’s my hope that my explorations of 

absence and presence can offer more toward that discourse. 

I suspect that such perspectives would both augment our interpretive capabilities 

for a text such as the Treatise as an educational archive as well as a document reflective 

of late medieval anxieties, familial relations, and an engagement with what it even 

means—the infinitesimally improbable chance that we don’t just get to exist and to be 

aware of our own existence but that we also get to share it with any other person—in the 

cosmos. By integrating trauma theory and phenomenology with affect theory and the 
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history of emotions, along with some STEM perspectives, we could further trace out the 

emotional and psychological dimensions of Chaucer’s work, offering contemporary 

reinterpretations and deeper scholarly inquiries. A Treatise on the Astrolabe is an ancient 

yet living document, its pedagogical insights and emotional power continuing to inform 

and to move the reader. 
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Chapter III: Polychronicity and Feeling in The Ruin and St. Erkenwald 

I. Introduction 

This chapter further investigates affective temporality in two examples of 

medieval literature composed a few centuries apart from each other. To recap, my 

analysis of On the Times in the first chapter explores how affective temporalities can 

bridge the chasm between historical events and contemporary sociocultural concerns; its 

concern is with societal decay and technological upheaval through a lens that melds 

affect theory with some historicizing context. The second chapter, which focuses on 

Geoffrey Chaucer’s A Treatise on the Astrolabe, reconceptualizes and examines its 

affective dimensions. In that chapter, I emphasize the significance of asynchronicity and 

intimacy in pedagogy, with the point being to draw parallels with contemporary 

challenges in education and the integration of technology. I take as my primary source 

texts for this chapter The Ruin and St. Erkenwald, two poems that offer archives of 

analysis for affective temporalities through their distinct narrative and thematic elements 

that perform a high conscientiousness of literary time. St. Erkenwald, like On the Times 

and A Treatise on the Astrolabe, is also a fourteenth-century work of literature, but The 

Ruin is contained in the late-tenth century Codex Exoniensis. Unlike the other texts, The 

Ruin is composed in Old English rather than Middle English. Exploring time, emotion, 

and intimacy in these poems involves engaging with heterogeneous spatiotemporal 

structures, which allows the reader to study how these compositions literarily elicit 

emotional responses that echo well beyond their temporal origins. What helps organize 

the analysis is juxtaposing the depiction of inert architectural structures and the narrator’s 

perspective in The Ruin with the liminal reanimation of the long-dead corpse in St. 
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Erkenwald. Through that organizational schema, an analysis can be carried out 

examining how the respective authors of these two poems written centuries apart used 

narrative devices to evoke emotional realities that are as pertinent today as they were in 

their own time. I draw upon the methodological and theoretical insights established in the 

preceding chapters while also building on them in order to refine the understanding of 

affective temporalities as a practical interpretive tool that can offer insights into the 

human experience across temporal divides. 

The comparison of The Ruin and St. Erkenwald serves, within the space of this 

analysis, the purpose of exploring the specific portrayals of time across different periods 

within medieval literature. While The Ruin, an early medieval elegy, provides a reflective 

gaze into the past through the lens of physical decay and emotional contemplation vis-à-

vis lost splendor, St. Erkenwald, from the later medieval period, contends with the 

question of religious transformation and temporal malleability. The two common links 

between these texts lies in the way their polychronic valences and, as a result, affective 

temporalities are embedded in their respective literary structures. Second, the use of 

alliterative verse in The Ruin and St. Erkenwald further forges a temporal link; the two 

poems are connected across the centuries through their shared poetic form. Discussing 

the poems in light of one another can open a conversation about the continuity and 

evolution of thematic concerns with time and memory in medieval literature while also 

simply focusing on how these two texts engage with broader existential and theological 

questions through their temporal structures. I’m very much interested in the shared and 

divergent strategies they employ to engage the reader in a meditation on time’s emotional 

and existential dimensions, and by extension how the human experience, as reflected in 
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the literary archive, is mediated via quiet relational positionings to time—and the feelings 

that arise as a result of these specific temporal dimensions. 

II. The Poems 

The Ruin, as mentioned, is an Old English poem, and specifically an elegy. The 

extant copy of the poem is in the Codex Exoniensis, or Exeter Book, which was an 

anthology compiled sometime in the late tenth century. The elegy itself, though, can be 

“conjecturally dated to the eighth or ninth centuries” (Alexander 13). Anne L. Klinck 

writes, “The essential element of elegy as it is found in these Exeter Book poems is the 

sense of separation: a distance in time or space between someone and their desire” 

(Klinck 225). The poem is fragmented, containing 49 extant lines. A number of the lines 

are damaged, so their potential meanings are open to interpretation and have been subject 

to significant scholarly debate. In some measure, the way it ends—trailing off in 

fragmentary pieces—performs the very nature of what the poem describes; that is, 

crumbling ruination and the evocative melancholy and wonderment that arises as a result. 

The city depicted in the story is unnamed, but it is “almost certainly Bath” (Alexander 

13). In R. F. Leslie’s telling, the poet of The Ruin “describes a place in ruins and muses 

on the fate and fortunes of its former inhabitants,” but that the “main point at issue is 

whether he is depicting one particular site which he has seen, or whether he is presenting 

a generalised composite picture of a number of ruins” (Leslie 22). The poem, regardless 

of the literal specifics of any geographical location, captures in stark relief the 

juxtaposition of the depicted city’s bygone grandeur and its contemporary decay. The 

descriptions link the crumbling stones of the contemporary era in which the poet wrote 

down the lines of verse to the once monumental architecture and the bustling life that one 
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could imagine having filled it. Emotionally, the poem oscillates between nostalgia and a 

certain resignation to the inevitable ravages of time, “a recognition of earthly mutability, 

mortality, and overshadowing fate” (C. Kennedy 22). 

The Middle English poem St. Erkenwald is generally dated to the late fourteenth 

century. Its authorship is sometimes attributed to the same unknown poet who composed 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Pearl, Patience, and Cleanness, although this debate 

has been long-running and robust, having “more or less originated by Carl Horstmann in 

his 1881 Altenglische Legenden” (Finch 2). In terms of the internal temporal dimensions 

of the poem itself, the “poet draws on two widely separated periods," writes Brian Stone. 

“The first is the remote and fancifully chronicled time of the events [of] . . . the late 

seventh century when Christianity was at last being consolidated in southern England, a 

period concerning which more conjecture than history survives” (Stone 13-14). 

Continuing, Stone explains that “the second is the late fourteenth century—possibly the 

actual year 1386, when Bishop Braybroke ordered St. Erkenwald’s two feast—days, 30 

April and 14 November, to be celebrated once more as major festivals” (Stone 14). While 

the works of the Gawain Poet “are to be found on folios 43-130 of a unique late 

fourteenth-century vellum manuscript . . . known as MS Cotton Nero a.x, Art. 3” (Finch 

1), St. Erkenwald “can be found in folios 72v-75v of another manuscript . . . known as 

British Library Ms. Harley 2250, and inscribed in the late fifteenth century” (Finch 1). 

However, the poem was likely composed around 1386, according to Friedrich Knigge, 

who first put forward the date in 1885, and affirmed by Israel Gollancz in 1922 (Finch 3). 

I will offer a brief synopsis of the structure and plot elements of St. Erkenwald. 

The primary storyline of St. Erkenwald involves an encounter between the historical 
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figure of Bishop Erkenwald of London and a well-preserved corpse from a time before 

the Roman conquest of Britain. The historical Erkenwald was the “most famous of 

London’s early bishops" and “who, fourth in succession after St. Augustine’s mission, 

was consecrated in the year 675 as bishop of the East Saxons” (Gollancz xxv). The 

beginning of the poem offers a historical backdrop, one that details the religious 

transformation of England from paganism to Christianity. It describes how, following the 

fall of the Roman Empire, pagan Saxons invaded Britain, pushing the native Britons into 

Wales and establishing their own belief systems in what would become England. St. 

Augustine of Canterbury plays a role here, sent to convert the English and replace their 

temples with Christian churches. The story then moves to focus on a specific incident 

during the construction of St. Paul’s Cathedral in London. A mysterious tomb is 

unearthed, and its undecipherable inscriptions baffle those who behold it. Erkenwald is 

called to the site to determine if he has any insights into the matter. After conducting 

prayers and a Mass, Erkenwald engages in a dialogue with the corpse, which has been 

reanimated. The corpse reveals himself to have been a virtuous judge from a pre-

Christian era, ruling under the mythological King Belinus, “the brother of Brennius 

whom Geoffrey identified with the Brennus of early Roman history, and no reader of 

Geoffrey of Monmouth could possibly have dated any event of the reign of Belinus, a 

thousand and more years B.C., as has been done by the scribe of the present text” 

(Gollancz xxx-xxxi). Despite living a just life, the judge’s soul is in Limbo due to his not 

having been baptized. Erkenwald is moved to tears upon learning of the judge’s story, 

and one of his stray tears accidentally falls on the corpse, effectively serving as baptismal 

water. This act liberates the judge’s soul, which ascends to Heaven as his physical body 
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disintegrates into dust. The thematic crux of the poem explores the concept of salvation 

for virtuous pagans and reflects on fourteenth-century England’s engagement with the 

religious history between paganism and Christianity; it raises theological questions 

around the necessity of a physical body for baptism and salvation, while providing fertile 

soil for interpretive avenues regarding what might be called the malleability of 

chronology in narrative and the production of affects as a response to encounters that 

trouble questions of our relationship to time. 

III. Polychronicity: Varieties of Time 

In this chapter, I contend with the question of polychronicity in these two poems, 

The Ruin and St. Erkenwald. I define polychronicity as the simultaneous presence of 

multiple layers of time within a literary work. Polychronicity is useful for thinking 

through the ways in which we might delineate and categorize an understanding of how 

these poems navigate different temporal dimensions that coexist simultaneously. In The 

Ruin, polychronicity can be seen in the overlay of the poem’s own historical moment 

with the distant past it recalls. Likewise, St. Erkenwald is something of an amalgamation 

of both historical and legendary periods, forming an overlapping internal present within 

the text. My analysis will explore how these temporal layers interact, how the poems 

convey connection over time, and how on an affective level the different temporalities 

may move readers to feel a certain way as a result of how the poets treat time in their 

texts—and how the these different temporalities may be thought to be present and felt 

within the entities inhabiting the textual universe of each respective poem, as well as 

those audiences we may imagine having composed or handled the texts in the long link of 

transmission and in terms of audience reception through the centuries. 
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An important work in the concept of polychronicity, especially with respect to 

premodern English literature, is Jonathan Gil Harris’s Untimely Matter in the Time of 

Shakespeare. Beginning with Michel Serres’s quote that an “object, a circumstance, is 

thus polychronic, multitemporal, and reveals a time that is gathered together, with 

multiple pleats” (Harris 1), Harris reads Renaissance material culture for the polychronic 

and multitemporal nature of objects from this period, his central thesis being that the 

concept of polychronicity, which he defines as the coexistence and interplay of multiple 

temporalities within a single object, challenges the traditional linear, chronological 

understanding of history—the ramifications of which suggest instead that objects can 

embody and reveal diverse times simultaneously (Harris 3). Harris traces the evolution of 

Renaissance historicism, and what he notes is a significant shift from a focus on early 

modern subjects to an engagement with material objects. He attributes this change to an 

ongoing cultural turn toward material culture, where “feathers, textiles, Communion 

wafers, mirrors, coins, laundry baskets, graffiti, embroidery, mantles, stage beards, and 

furniture” are scrutinized as closely as literature once was (Harris 1). In effect, what 

reading these objects allows for is an articulation of their “polychronic, multitemporal" 

nature, which gather those various moments and “pleats” of time, as articulated by 

Michel Serres, and citing Bruno Latour’s “recognition that all things and actions are 

‘polytemporal’” (Harris 3). Central to Harris’s argument are three models of temporal 

understanding: supersession, explosion, and conjunction. Supersession involves the 

replacement of older forms by new ones—Harris cites the example of Christian texts that 

overwrite Jewish scriptures (Harris 21-24). Explosion refers to the disruptive power of 

past texts or objects that fracture the present—the example given here is the Archimedes 
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Palimpsest, where older writings erupt into newer ones (Harris 15). He writes, “But the 

net effect of the Archimedes Palimpsest—within which, as the manuscript’s official name 

suggests, the pagan under-text about floating bodies buoyantly rises through and above 

the Christian over-text beneath which it has supposedly been submerged—is not just one 

of supersession. It is equally one of untimely irruption,” and continuing, he explains, “I 

call this the temporality of explosion: the apparition of the ‘old’ text shatters the integrity 

of the ‘new’ by introducing into it a radical alterity that punctures the illusion of its 

wholeness or finality” (Harris 15). The third model of temporal understanding is what 

Harris terms Conjunction—the dialogic interaction between past and present, and that 

which makes possible a continuous and reciprocal relationship between different 

temporalities (Harris 16). He writes, “It is only the temporality of conjunction that 

foregrounds what is suppressed by both supersession and explosion: how past and present 

work together, and how they are reworked by the imagination of the theorist, to produce 

the temporalities of matter” (Harris 16).  

In a similar vein, Edward T. Hall’s framework for discussing the non-singular 

nature of time provides a useful structure for thinking about The Ruin and St. 

Erkenwald’s polychronicity. His view that time encompasses a “cluster of concepts, 

events, and rhythms” (Hall 13) aligns with how these poems manifest multiple temporal 

experiences within their narratives. In The Ruin, the poem’s structure and imagery 

juxtapose the present ruins with the perceived glory of their past. Harris’s notion of 

explosion is one way of thinking about this too, where the past disrupts the present by 

surfacing through the contrasting imagery of decay and magnificence. For the reader, the 

poet’s polychronic approach positions the depiction of the ruins both as a contemporary 
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observer and as a participant in its former greatness. Similarly, St. Erkenwald blends the 

historical and legendary time frames while also considering what might be thought of as 

the intersection of sacred and profane time—the suspension of the experience of the 

afterlife until centuries of dormancy as a corpse in the material world have elapsed. 

Harris’s concept of the temporal mode of conjunction may apply here, where the dialogic 

interaction between past and present allows for a continuous and reciprocal relationship 

between different temporalities. The poem does not treat time as a linear or singular 

concept. This reality within the text creates what I referred to earlier as a peculiar internal 

present, where different time periods coexist and interact. Here Harris might contend that 

the poem’s narrative could be viewed through the lens of the temporal mode of 

supersession, where new sacred texts and experiences overlay the older profane ones—

the replacement of older forms by new ones within the temporal structure of the poem. 

Hall offers a map of time (that he also refers to as a mandala) that he divides into the 

following categories: biological time; personal time; physical time; metaphysical time; 

micro time; sync time; sacred time; profane time; and meta time. I will divide these nine 

formulations into three groups below, offering succinct explanations of his definitions in 

the order he presents them. After my explanation of his definitions of the nine varieties of 

time, I will offer a reorganization according to my own interpretation. 

Hall’s concept of biological time explains how life evolved in sync with Earth’s 

natural cycles— day-night and seasonal rhythms, for example, would be part of this 

formulation. These external cycles became internalized as biological clocks in various 

species. Internal biological clocks attuned to temporal rhythms lead to patterns of self-

regulation, such as—according to Hall’s own examples—foraging in fiddler crabs and 
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spawning in grunions, synchronized with environmental changes that involve embodied 

attunement to the natural cycles of any given environment. We, of course, also exhibit 

these rhythms, with daily hormonal shifts or our Circadian rhythms. This synchronization 

is a requirement for the healthy functioning of any species; disruptions for us (as people), 

such as jet lag, can cause physiological issues.  

The study of biological time via biological clocks and self-regulation can extend 

to understanding ancient life forms, but it also has practical, sociological applications. 

One such example that Hall discusses pertains to enhancing safety in Japan—specifically 

by aligning bus drivers’ schedules with their natural energy cycles (Hall 17-19).  

Personal time, according to Hall, refers to the subjective experience of time’s 

flow—these flows vary across different contexts, emotional states, and psychological 

conditions. Personal time is influenced by individual perception and can feel as if it’s 

moving slowly or rapidly, which contrasts with the regularity of biological time. Factors 

like changes in brain wave activity, heart rate, and breathing, especially during states like 

meditation, can significantly alter one’s perception of time, sometimes to the extent that it 

feels as though time has stopped. Psychological and environmental influences can be 

better understood through how individuals perceive and experience the passage of time 

(Hall 19).  

Hall’s concept of physical time encompasses objective measures of time related to 

natural and astronomical events. Humans historically tracked the sun’s movement to 

mark time for agricultural and ceremonial purposes. That process eventually set a 

foundation for establishing a scientific understanding of time. Physical time spans 

immense scales—from the universe’s billions of years to minute fractions of seconds. 
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However, human perception is limited to a small range within this vast spectrum (Hall 

20-22).  

His definition of metaphysical time acknowledges it as a distinct concept from 

physical time—as a concept, it isn’t fully explained by scientific theories. It is not the 

domain of science to encroach on metaphysical time, in Hall’s reckoning. Metaphysical 

time covers human experiences that are by nature transcendent, being above time and 

space and not quite subject to its laws. Hall compares it to the subjective experience of 

déjà vu and precognitive events. These subjective, cognitive phenomena are common 

across cultures, which—while they can be explained by cognitive science—impart a 

feeling that perhaps a clinical explanation might not do justice to. Subjective experiences 

that do not always fit within conventional scientific frameworks are, according to Hall, 

considered legitimate aspects of human life, and he argues for taking metaphysical time 

seriously as part of the whole spectrum of human experience. The suggestion he makes 

here is that certain difficult-to-explain experiences should not be dismissed just because 

they might not readily accord with current scientific understanding (Hall 22-23).  

Micro time is defined by Hall as a cultural-specific system of time, one that is 

ingrained and largely subconscious. Micro time is a force at play in helping shape the 

fundamental structure of a culture. Naturally, the specific ways micro time might play out 

will vary from one culture to another, and as a result how behaviors and perceptions of 

time within that culture play out will vary. Some examples of micro time might include 

monochronic and polychronic time patterns, which, although shared across North 

European countries, have distinct variations in each culture and region. To take an 

instance from American culture, micro time might be the varied significance given to 
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periods of waiting in a business context. Micro time is a major, albeit often unrecognized, 

component of primary level culture and is a key focus of Hall’s exploration in his work 

(Hall 23-24).  

In addition to this, his concept of sync time refers to the synchronization of 

movements and actions among individuals during interactions. Originating from the need 

to synchronize sound with visuals in early cinema, Hall suggests, it’s something that has 

since been extended to everyday human interactions. People naturally align their motions 

with each other, as seen in infants who synchronize their movements to human voices. 

Being out of sync in a group can lead to disruption and a sense of not fitting in. Sync time 

varies across individuals, cities, towns, and cultures, each with its own unique rhythm or 

“beat” (Hall 24).  

Hall describes sacred time as a concept distinct from ordinary chronological time, 

often challenging for Europeans and Americans to grasp. Sacred time is seen as 

imaginary and experiential—it exists within specific moments like ceremonies. Unlike 

regular time, sacred time is repeatable, reversible, and unchanging, and it might resemble 

a story where aging and the passage of time do not occur. The error lies in attempting to 

align sacred time with profane or ordinary time. In sacred time, people find that they are 

able to escape their everyday existence, often finding solace or meaning in that which 

might be described as the noncorporeal, the metaphysical, or the divine. Immersion in 

that spatiotemporality allows for a subconscious reaffirmation of one’s connection to the 

divine and an acknowledgment of the divine in life, according to Hall. He differentiates 

his view from Mircea Eliade’s interpretation of sacred time as imitating God, instead 

seeing it as a way of defining consciousness (Hall 24-25). Hall’s definition of profane 
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time characterizes it as a concept rooted in the sacred time of the Middle East, which 

itself evolved from physical time. Profane time predominates in daily life and is the 

explicit, commonly discussed, and structured measure of time in the Western world. It 

includes the minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, years, and even longer spans like 

decades and centuries that form the foundation of our calendar system. Despite its secular 

nature, profane time retains a connection to sacred time. That, then, leads to resistance 

against changes in it. Hall describes this resistance by citing the case of the public uproar 

over Pope Gregory XIII’s recalibration of the Julian calendar, removing ten days, and the 

strong public reaction to President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s attempt to change the date of 

Thanksgiving. These instances, in Hall’s reckoning, can give us a lexicon for discussing 

how ingrained and revered profane time is in societal consciousness (Hall 25). And 

finally, Hall defines meta time as the collective body of thoughts, theories, and 

discussions about the nature of time generated by philosophers, anthropologists, 

psychologists, and other scholars. As a concept, meta time doesn’t represent time itself 

but is an abstraction derived from various interpretations and analyses of temporal events. 

The inconsistencies and confusions found in the numerous theories of time often stem 

from viewing one type of time (like metaphysical time) from the perspective of another 

(such as physical time), or mistaking meta time for actual reality. Essentially, meta time 

is the intellectual discourse and analysis surrounding the concept of time across different 

disciplines (Hall 25-26). This dissertation, for example, is participating in meta time. 

For my purposes, I will reorganize Hall’s nine times into three different groupings. 

Personal time, metaphysical time, and sacred time can be grouped together into a 

category encapsulating experiential and subjective time–what I will call perceived time. 
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Next, micro time, sync time, and meta time can be organized into an overarching 

category of cultural and social time, which I will call sociotemporality. Third, biological 

time, physical time, and profane time can be grouped into objective and natural time, or 

for a more succinct term, ecocosmic time. Below I offer dictionary-style definitions and 

some further elaboration on these groupings. 

Perceived time, or experiential and subjective time, refers to the personal, 

transcendental, and subjective aspects of time as experienced by individuals. It covers the 

unique, subjective perception of time as it is felt and understood by an individual (Hall’s 

personal time), the phenomenological experiences that go beyond the usual linear 

progression of time, such as moments of déjà vu or foresight (Hall’s metaphysical time), 

and the encounters with a timeless realm typically found in spiritual or religious contexts 

(Hall’s sacred time). It accepts the notion that time can be a measurable sequence, but 

there’s a subjective, personal, and often inexplicable aspect to it. That aspect is formed 

and bounded by internal and external factors ranging from psychological states to cultural 

and spiritual contexts.  

Sociotemporality, or cultural and social time, refers to the collective and interactive 

dimensions of time as influenced by societal structures and communal interactions. 

Distinctive temporal patterns unique to each society are central. The specific ways in 

which those patterns in any given society shape time is perceived and organized within 

various cultural contexts (Hall’s micro time). Individual actions that align with 

movements in group settings establish temporal harmony or mark discord in social 

interactions (Hall’s sync time). Ideas and theories regarding time, which may be robust, 

span cultural, philosophical, and academic fields (Hall’s meta time). Put together, the 
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elements that make up this group help explain the integral, and integrated, role of time in 

constructing the cultural identities that undergird the general rhythms of social life. 

Ecocosmic time, or objective and natural time, refers to the measurable and 

universal aspects of time as dictated by the natural world and physical laws. This time 

grouping encompasses the alignment of life’s processes with Earth’s intrinsic cycles such 

as day-night shifts and seasonal changes. They provide a foundation for understanding 

time in relation to the natural environment (Hall’s biological time). The concept of time 

as an objective measure based on natural and astronomical events is included here too. 

Doing so grounds it in observable and quantifiable phenomena (Hall’s physical time). It 

also encompasses the secular and structured demarcation of time in everyday life. That 

formulation covers standardized units like minutes, hours, days, and weeks (Hall’s 

profane time). Ecocosmic time in effect operates as a lexicon for the observable aspects 

of time in relation to the physical world, and all those processes that impact and interact 

with all forms of life and matter. As a term, I decided on “ecocosmic” independently 

from its various and disparate appearances in the scholarly record; I did not consult any 

other texts in the choice of this term before integrating it into my framework. For an 

example of an independent use of “ecocosmic” as a term in another text, though, see 

Linda Connor’s Climate Change and Anthropos: Planet, People and Places (2016), 

whose first part is called “The Ecocosmic Sphere.”   

Next, building on these temporal groupings as a framework, I will contend with 

the question of affect in order to begin the process of constructing this particular 

theoretical lens. The relationship between time and affect is complex, as embodied 

affects, and the feelings that arise after the initial affects, are both experienced in time 
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while also influencing our perception of it. In my first grouping, experiential and 

subjective time, emotions play an important role in that personal time, being inherently 

subjective, is colored by individual emotional states.  

So, for example, we might say that moments of joy or sorrow can seemingly 

contract or expand our sense of time. Metaphysical time, though, can evoke a sense of 

wonder or unease, the result of which might involve some affective influences our 

emotional and psychological responses to (and perhaps over) time. Sacred time, which 

we might readily say is often associated with spiritual and religious experiences, can 

elicit emotional responses that add extra, hard-to-define dimensions to everyday temporal 

experiences—the kinds that might provide a sense of connection to something larger than 

oneself. In the domain of cultural and social time, emotions, we might say, are influenced 

by and reflected in the collective rhythms and interactions of a society, and here there 

might be more of a distinction between highly individualized, personal, subjective 

affective states versus the emotional descriptors we assign to them later, being as they are 

more susceptible to the emotional regimes and emotional communities of any given 

milieu.  

Here we might look at micro time, which is representing the cultural-specific 

perception of time, and includes emotional responses conditioned by cultural norms and 

practices—those extra layers of ritual and behavior defined by the specific dynamics of 

the previously mentioned emotional regimes and communities. Sync time, which 

involves the synchronization of actions in social interactions, can lead to feelings of 

harmony or discord, and they can impact group relations and emotional well-being the 

more one might fall out of harmony, as it were. Meta time, as an intellectual approach to 
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time, engages with the emotional underpinnings of various temporal theories, influencing 

how we emotionally respond to different interpretations of time.  

And, for my third temporal grouping, objective and natural time, though 

seemingly detached from human emotions, also interacts with affect in subtle ways. 

Biological time, which aligns with natural rhythms, can influence mood and emotional 

states, as seen in the impact of circadian rhythms on human behavior. Physical time, 

while objective, is subject to emotional interpretation; for instance, the vastness of cosmic 

time, spanning billions of years, can evoke feelings of awe on one end or insignificance 

on the other. Profane time, structuring everyday life, carries with it the stress or relief of 

managing time effectively, and which can certainly influence daily emotional states. 

Affect and emotion are embedded in our experience of time while also shaping our 

experience of time. This interrelationship is the subject of how I will seek to understand 

the way that polychronicity exists within The Ruin and St. Erkenwald, where temporal 

layers influence how characters within the texts perceive time and, in turn, how readers 

emotionally engage with these temporal dimensions.  

Pairing The Ruin and St. Erkenwald together in this study is driven by a practical 

approach to examining polychronicity within two medieval English texts separated across 

time by centuries. These two poems, while distinct in their content and style, offer 

complementary perspectives on the use of multiple temporal layers, which can more 

readily allow for a comparative analysis of how different texts from different ends of 

what we broadly classify as the medieval era handle temporal complexity. Placing them 

together does make for an interesting and generative practice of identifying and 

understanding the specific techniques and narrative strategies each poet employs to 
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represent time, but it is in some measure also performing in an analytical space what the 

two texts are performing in the literary space—the idea of collapsing time, folding it so 

two temporally dislocated moments in linear chronology are suddenly inhabiting the 

same chronotope (Bakhtin 84).  

IV. Polychronicity and Feeling in The Ruin and St. Erkenwald 

In this section, I focus on analyzing the interplay of multiple temporalities and 

their associated emotions in The Ruin. Characterized by its fragmented form and 

mournful tone, the poem operates as a kind of medium for investigating time and its 

emotional undercurrents. The literary chiaroscuro effect contrasting the past 

magnificence and the current ruins in The Ruin stirs feelings of loss and nostalgia while 

simultaneously opening a door to a more robust range of emotions, one that can be 

approached through a polychronic analysis. This contrast mirrors the poem’s polychronic 

characteristics and shapes its emotional tone, which I will examine closely. The aim is to 

perform a study of how the poem integrates the present reality and the imagined past to 

elicit a layered emotional reaction from readers and within the poem’s own narrative 

voice. As cited earlier, R. F. Leslie’s characterization of the potential for the imagery to 

also be a “composite picture” (Leslie 22) of different locations is also helpful in 

imagining the layered intersection of spatiotemporal mechanics that are at play within the 

elegy’s structure. The portrayal of decay in The Ruin, which has long invited readers to 

contemplate both the ephemeral nature of greatness and how history may weigh on and 

shape one’s sense of personal and collective memory, provides us with a variety of time 

scales that I will examine per my restructured categorization of Edward T. Hall’s time 

concepts. The ruins can function as an archive of affective temporal valences, exposing 
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different strata of history, emotions, and memories, thereby widening the interpretive 

potential of our comprehension of time in relation to space and feeling. In my ensuing 

analysis, I will draw out readings of potential affective temporalities in The Ruin via 

polychronic layering.  

Perceived Time in The Ruin and St. Erkenwald 

An effective and convenient entry into an analysis of polychronicity and affective 

temporalities in The Ruin is in fact the initial two verses: “Wrætlic is þes wealstan, wyrde 

gebræcon; burgstede burston, brosnað enta geweorc”—which Roy M. Liuzza translates 

as, “Wondrous is this wall’s foundation—wyrd / has broken and shattered this city; the 

work of giants crumbles.” These two lines set the stage for the theme of decay—the ways 

in which destiny, the ravages of time, and the monumental yet ephemeral achievements 

of the past converge into the narrator’s perception of time and reality. The intimacy of the 

narrator with the ruins is palpable. These lines of verse perform a personal engagement 

with time’s imprint on the physical landscape, while this observed closeness, shared 

between the voice within the poem and the reader, nurtures something that might be 

described as a moving emotional bond with the remnants of the past. It’s perhaps 

important to state that while The Ruin contends with time it is not interested in narrating a 

simple chronological unfolding. Linearity is not the point, even though the reader may 

catch glimmers, or fragments, of lines that carry a narrative charge. Departing from 

linearity to a more fragmented narrative mirrors the intimate process of memory recall, 

within which the emotional significance of past events often dictates their presence in our 

consciousness, rather than their chronological order—a form of associative memory.  
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Perceived time, in this reading, offers the reader a way of formulating a potential 

foray into the perspective of the elegy’s narrator, such that literal observation—which is 

then transmuted into verse forms laden with symbolic potential—is mixed by the poet 

with the subjective imaginings that informed the cultural and historical milieu in which 

the poem was composed. The wyrd or fate that breaks and shatters the city isn’t so much 

a historical event but a deeply affective experience, one that is mixing past, present, and 

potential futures into a singular moment of contemplation for the voice of the poet. The 

wyrd that ties together these temporal strands performs an intimate relationship with time 

itself, one in which the personal and collective experiences of loss and decay evoke a 

shared human condition. The confluence of temporal layers in the description of the 

literal physical remnants operate as markers of non-linear temporal flow, where the work 

of giants—once standing as being representative of human achievement and ambition—

now are just reminders of our mortality and the brevity of our time in this life. 

Considering this, the depicted ruins can be seen as a temporal paradox: they signify the 

passage of time and also act as gateways to contemplations that surpass linear temporal 

limits. The ruins thus become a space for intimate contemplation, where the observer is 

invited to traverse temporal boundaries through personal reflection, engaging with the 

physical remnants as touchstones for both historical inquiry and emotional exploration. 

The dual role prompts readers to consider how moments of destruction and loss can 

cultivate a metaphysical view of time—one that blends observable reality with the 

imaginative exercise of reconstructing past magnitudes from surviving fragments. 

Approaching the situation creatively can help fill in some gaps—or at least work out 

approaches to filling in those gaps—in historical understanding and invite a better 
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engagement with the possibilities of what once was. Grounding ourselves in the material 

is important, but we should also be willing to expand our conception of time and its 

possibilities for literary interpretation. Inherently intimate, the act of reconstruction 

requires the observer to immerse oneself in the textures of the past, with factual 

knowledge and affects converging in such a way as to fill in the gaps left by time’s 

passage. 

Perceived time covers all the ways in which personal experiences, cultural 

contexts, and spiritual beliefs collectively shape our understanding of time. How we 

incorporate our personal experiences into the continuum of time fosters intimacy through 

the affective experiences of recalling and reminiscing, and it changes how we perceive 

the abstract, objectifying nature of metrical seconds and years into something 

meaningful. This transformation parallels Jeffrey Jerome Cohen’s reflection on the power 

of ruins in his analysis of The Ruin. He notes, “Intrusions from the pretextual past also 

include the fragments of fallen cities, graves and monuments, the ruins of forgotten 

habitations, durable signifiers of vanished community, nonlinguistic messages replete 

with possibility” (Cohen 91). Cohen’s analysis connects some of the more subjective 

qualities of perceived time with its tangible representation in The Ruin. For the reader, the 

ruins aren’t supposed to just remain as literal historical markers but as intimate 

invitations to ponder, connect with, and emotionally inhabit the lives that once filled 

these spaces. Ruins, he suggests, are material traces of bygone eras as well as bearers of 

storytelling potential. They can draw our attention to the active dialogue between 

historical remnants and current understandings of time, a perspective that augments a 

theoretical understanding of time with an examination of how physical structures like 
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ruins can influence and inform our temporal perceptions. Cohen’s argument suggests a 

methodological approach to understanding The Ruin.  

By way of illustration, lines 3-4, “Hrofas sind gehrorene, hreorge torras, hrungeat 

berofen, hrim on lime” (“The roofs are ruined, the towers toppled, / frost in the mortar 

has broken the gate”) are descriptive while also showing how the material remnants of 

the past can actively shape our engagement with history. One can read an affective 

temporality in which the material evidence of decay can facilitate a dialogue between 

past and present, which also includes aspects of the imaginary—the affects of recalling a 

past that one imagines once was rather than what perhaps literally was so. They are a 

good example of the literary mechanics of how we construct and interpret temporal 

narratives from the physical world around us. This affective temporality, then, imbues the 

material remnants with an affective charge, which allows individuals to perceive the past 

intellectually and to also feel it viscerally. Literarily, this act transforms the ruins from 

historical artifacts into loci for emotional engagement and narrative imagination, which in 

turn can draw us into a more intimate engagement with history or a sense of the smallness 

of oneself in the vastness of time—and it might also urge us to feel the weight of time 

itself through imagining our haptic connection with the ruins. One might take this 

interaction a step further and say that in its way it produces a yearning so intimate that the 

observer becomes an active participant in resurrecting the emotional communities once 

witnessed by the ruins, if we imagine the ruins themselves through something of an 

object-oriented ontological lens (Harman).  

Viewing the elegy through this lens encourages a focus on the processes by which 

we link historical artifacts to our broader conceptualization of time, which also includes 
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the subjective creation of imagined narratives in our cognitive processes, transmutable 

into literary artifacts. The subjectivity of the act of creation is intimate as it brings the 

individual into a state in which there’s an infusion of personal interpretations and 

emotional investments into the skeletal remains of history—breathing some life into the 

silent narratives embedded within the ruins. Lines 3-4 evoke images of desolate roofs, 

frosty towers, and gates stripped of their adornments—symbols of decay and the 

continued pace of linear time (ecocosmic time). That imagery of decay is depicting 

physical transformation, while also being a space within which private reflections on 

change, loss, and the unbroken chain of human endeavors over time may take place. Yet, 

through the lens of perceived time, these ruins work beyond being a representation of 

physical deterioration. They become a medium through which the past communicates 

with the present, imparting to the observer a sense of connection to the bygone eras. An 

intimate tie establishes itself between the observer and the ancient, one which can pave 

the way for a personal interaction with history that amplifies our understanding of time 

and our standing within its current. The encounter with these ruins, as Cohen suggests, is 

a narrative in itself—a story about how the physical remnants of the past grasp beyond 

temporal divides. The physical landscape of decay is inextricable from temporal 

experience. Perceived time and the material remnants of history converge, all providing a 

literary locus of reflection on the nature of time, memory, and the human experience. 

Reading lines 21-24 of The Ruin through the lens of perceived time, simply put, 

contrasts the past’s better days and the inevitability of change brought by fate. The lines 

describe bright and bustling mead halls, towering treasures, and the sounds of joy and 

festivity. They read, “Beorht wæron burgræced, burnsele monige, / heah horngestreon, 
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heresweg micel, / meodoheall monig ᛞ dreama full, / oþþæt þæt onwende wyrd seo 

swiþe” (“Bright were the buildings, with many bath-houses, / high noble gables and a 

great noise of armies, / many a meadhall filled with men’s joys, / until mighty wyrd made 

an end to all that”). The description draws the reader into an intimate encounter with a 

bygone era—the literary performance operates in a way that has the capacity to create a 

feeling of collapsing centuries into a personal connection with the ancient community’s 

daily life. Painting a picture of a community at its zenith—which will allow for a reading 

via sociotemporality in the next section—also introduces a temporal shift with “oþþæt 

þæt onwende wyrd seo swiþe” (“until mighty wyrd made an end to all that”).  

The abruptness of that narrative pause produces a kind of affective schism that 

then moves the reader to think about the nature of the transience of joy and prosperity—it 

can allow for an emphasis on the personal impact of historical cycles on individual lives. 

What perceived time allows readers to engage with in the literary space of the poem is, 

on a personal level, the feeling of the weight of moments filled with joy and abundance, 

which are then, like in this scene, abruptly contrasted with their impermanence. As an 

aesthetic technique, this aspect of perceived time within the narrative can move readers 

into a space where time is felt emotionally and spiritually rather than just as a linear 

marking of chronology—the abruptness, for example, might register as abrupt within the 

space of the poem, but in terms of the reality being asked of the reader to imagine, much 

actual time may have theoretically passed when we assume the actual reality, or history, 

that the poem is gesturing toward. The mention of wyrd (fate) presages the inevitable 

transformation, hinting at a premonition or a deep sense of familiarity with the future’s 

uncertainties.  
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The anticipation of change, conveyed through the mention of wyrd, creates an 

intimate foreboding that might connect with the reader’s own experiences of uncertainty 

and change. Lines 21-24 facilitate a dialogue with the past, not as a chronicle recounting 

events, but as an affective archive, where the ruins speak to the cyclical nature of time, 

blurring historical memory with the personal and collective experience of change. What 

one sees in this moment is a dialogue with the past that becomes an intimate encounter 

for the reader, transforming the ruins from silent stones into voices that whisper tales of 

cyclical change and continued human existence. Anne L. Klinck writes that she “find[s] 

no particular reason for the inclusion of the [ᛞ]-rune in The Ruin” (Klinck 26), but I think 

the rune is laden with affective temporal charges. The inclusion of the ᛞ rune, 

corresponding to the letter “d” and commonly associated with “day” (dæg) or temporal 

concepts, in the center of line 23, introduces a specific temporal marker within the elegiac 

structure. The ᛞ rune embeds an intimate moment within the narrative—it is connecting 

the reader’s personal sense of time with the unfolding saga of history. This rune, when 

analyzed within the framework of perceived time, operates as a textual element that both 

segments the scene in this moment about the mead hall and signals a thematic focus on 

the passage of time—it intensifies the temporality of the scene by simultaneously 

drawing on the Elder Futhark runes, which to the poet might have felt just as archaic as 

Old English feels to us today. Its presence demarcates a shift from the recollection of past 

splendor to the contemplation of current decay while also embedding a concrete symbol 

of time’s measurement directly into the verse’s structure. The ᛞ rune functions, in terms 

of its literal positioning, as a fulcrum in the poem’s treatment of temporality. It embodies 

the transition point in the narrative—it’s the contrasting point between the remembered 
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past and the observed present. This rune’s symbolic association with “day” renders the 

abstract concept of time into something more literal, linking the grand historical narrative 

to the daily, lived experience of time. It suggests a dual focus on both the cyclical nature 

of history and the individual moments that comprise human experience of time, and it’s 

especially made evident through the strategic placement of the rune within the text—it 

becomes this focal point for considering how time is represented and experienced within 

the poem and it prompts a meditation on time’s dual nature as both a universal, cyclical 

phenomenon and a personal, subjective experience. The rune’s inclusion heightens the 

elegy’s engagement with perceived time by providing a textual feature that invites 

readers to reflect on their present through the immediate intrusion of a representation of 

the past; the rune is a fragment of the past just as the crumbled stones are themselves, and 

just as The Ruin is itself for a twenty-first-century reader.  

Photography may help augment some of this investigation into perceived time in 

The Ruin. To start, John Collier, Jr., in observing the methodological role of photography 

in anthropology as outlined in Visual Anthropology: Photography as a Research Method 

(1967) explains that “[w]hen we use photography as a method and a source of 

orientation, we make use of its popular illustrative function,” and that “we exploit 

photographs as independent specimens of data, not fully perceived until held in place by 

the camera record. It is difficult and sometimes impossible to observe accurately 

phenomena we do not understand” (Collier 9). Collier’s perspective on photography’s 

role in capturing and interpreting phenomena not immediately graspable can work with 

the way The Ruin employs language to frame the ruins as carriers of varied temporal and 

emotional significance that inert physical remnants might not imply on their own.  



196 
 

Just as photography freezes moments in time, offering them up for detailed 

examination and interpretation, the poem crystallizes the essence of temporal decay and 

transformation. Readers are pulled into an imaginative temporal space that is not 

presented as a linear sequence of events, but as a complex of emotions, memories, and 

physical realities that defy simple chronological understanding. Through this lens, The 

Ruin might be said to be acting much like a photograph within the textual medium—the 

images are history captured in verse, allowing readers to behold and interpret the 

sedimented layers of time, emotion, and materiality in a way that, as Collier notes, 

becomes “not fully perceived until held in place” (9) by the poem’s imagery and verse 

structure. Walter Benjamin’s concept of the “aura” of objects in his 1935 essay “The 

Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” can also be interesting here—

specifically, I point to when he writes “that which withers in the age of mechanical 

reproduction is the aura of the work of art” (Benjamin 221). Mechanical reproduction, he 

explains, detaches the reproduced object from the domain of passed-down knowledge and 

handicraft, resulting in a “tremendous shattering of tradition” (221). The “aura” is defined 

as “a unique phenomenon of a distance however close it may be” (222). Benjamin relates 

the aura directly to the cult value of the artwork, which conceptually embeds it within 

categories of space and time perception (Benjamin 243). That “distance” or 

unapproachability is an essential quality of the cult image—it’s what allows it to maintain 

its ability to inspire reverence and a sense of its sacredness regardless of one’s physical 

proximity to it. In The Ruin, this idea can translate into how the poem engages readers 

with the temporal and emotional layers that are embedded within the decayed structures it 

describes—that is, the ruins evoke a sense of historical distance and reverence, which at 
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heart is what is creating an affective temporal space where past and present produce an 

affective response in the beholder of the ruins and in the reader who is imagining what 

that beholder may be feeling.  

This space shouldn’t be considered a linear progression of time but a convergence 

point of emotions, memories, and physical remnants that produce charges of nostalgia, 

wonder, wistfulness, longing. Capturing the aura of the ruins, to use Benjamin’s concept, 

the poem allows readers to experience this affective temporality, much like his example 

of the cult image that holds its power through its unapproachable and sacred nature. The 

ruins, through their evocative power, are working as a medium for engaging with the 

ephemeral and intangible aspects of time. Detachment and reproduction make the artwork 

accessible in new contexts and allow for different kinds of interactions, but all of that can 

simultaneously erode an art object’s unique presence while simultaneously creating new 

meanings and experiences. Benjamin elaborates that “[e]ven the most perfect 

reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one element: its presence in time and space, its 

unique existence at the place where it happens to be” (220). That unique existence and 

the history it embodies are central to the aura of the artwork, which is fundamentally 

altered when reproduced. So if we return to The Ruin to apply this concept, the poem’s 

depiction of ruins serves a similar function to photography, capturing and preserving a 

moment, allowing readers to experience the historical and emotional layers embedded in 

the physical decay, capturing the aura of the ruins, preserving their temporal and 

emotional resonance in a way that allows for deeper engagement, even if much of it may 

be imagined—which isn’t altogether different from the act of reimagining that we 

participate in whenever we behold a photographed moment. The affective temporal 
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experience here puts readers in a space where they might interact with the poem as a 

living emotional experience, one in which the past continuously interacts with the 

present. By way of modeling, the comparison offers a potential for the poem’s capacity to 

serve as an experience that operates affectively in ways similar to photography, one that 

provides a record that holds the ephemeral and the intangible in a fixed form, enabling an 

engagement with the phenomena of time and memory. 

The bathhouses, we are shown in the poem, are surrounded by warm streams. I’d 

like to read this passage in light of John Collier, Jr.’s notion of photography as a method 

for seizing interplays of time and emotion. Lines 38-41 of The Ruin read, “Stanhofu 

stodan, stream hate wearp / widan wylme; weal eall befeng / beorhtan bosme, þær þa 

baþu wæron, / hat on hreþre. Þæt wæs hyðelic” (“Stone buildings stood, the wide-flowing 

stream / threw off its heat; a wall held it all / in its bright bosom where the baths were, / 

hot in its core, a great convenience”). It’s a pleasing moment within which we can 

imagine this place of relaxation enshrouded with warm steam, perhaps with residents of 

the town entering and exiting and taking their ease and chatting with one another. The 

imagery here, much like one could imagine encountering a photograph that stills a 

moment in time, brings a past aliveness that once was, if even for a fleeting moment, 

within the silence of the present. The physical structure of the bathhouses also, in a 

literary sense, can be interpreted as carrying a charge of life that the present depiction of 

the ruins might not, and it does so through the invocation of warmth and communal life. 

As Walter Benjamin explains, “The presence of the original is the prerequisite to the 

concept of authenticity. Chemical analyses of the patina of a bronze can help to establish 

this, as does the proof that a given manuscript of the Middle Ages stems from an archive 
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of the fifteenth century. The whole sphere of authenticity is outside technical—and, of 

course, not only technical—reproducibility” (Benjamin 220).  

That sense of the authentic, much like the original presence of the bathhouses, 

more readily works on an affective, imaginative level, to produce those senses for the 

tangible to the inherently intangible qualities of time and memory that are preserved and 

performed in the poem’s narrative. A mirroring process plays out here when Collier 

describes how photography, beyond its mechanical functions of showing images, acts as 

a tool for deeper analysis and understanding of complex phenomena. Similarly, The Ruin 

employs its verse as a lens through which we can examine the layers of emotion vis-à-vis 

historical and cultural significance embedded within the act of beholding—even if in 

one’s mind’s eye—these ancient structures. The poem’s ability to freeze time, to hold the 

ephemeral moments of joy, community, and warmth in the “beorhtan bosme” (“bright 

bosom”) of its verses performs something that isn’t meant to be processed in terms of 

clinical observation—as if one is simply regarding objects one has happened upon—it 

relies on affective resonances that cross temporal matrices involving the invention of 

memories in order to interact contemplatively with what remains and what has been lost. 

The descriptive potential of these lines, contrasting the warmth of life and the coldness of 

decay, affords us a glimpse of the temporal dichotomy inherent in the ruins. I would 

argue that this contrast is another locus of affective temporality within the poem, as it 

operates on some level within the genre space of a threnody of what is being mourned, of 

the physical structures themselves and the vivacity they once housed. The warmth of the 

stream and the enveloping enclosure of the walls serve as metaphors for the human 

experiences and emotions that once filled these spaces, now preserved in the poem’s 
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narrative much like photographs preserve moments gone by. Accordingly, as an elegy, 

The Ruin emulates the role of photography as described by Collier, acting as a framework 

that seizes the thread of time, feelings, and memories, what Jonathan Gil Harris in 

discussing polychronicity describes as “a practical theory of how to rework temporality, 

of how we might use the past to imagine alternatives to the present and to chronology 

itself. Untimely matter likewise suggests the simultaneous agency of past matter and 

present subject in reworking our conceptions of temporality” (Harris 13). The Ruin is a 

literary means through which one might connect on both a visual and affective plane to 

conceive of the past not as a static ledger but as an active synthesis of existence, 

disappearance, and the indelible mark of perceived time. 

In The Ruin, the theme of physical decay operates within the text as a meditative 

reminder of the inevitable degradation that time imposes on human creations. In contrast, 

St. Erkenwald, which I will be exploring in more depth, contends with themes of spiritual 

revelation and continuity, presenting a narrative in which divine truths are not bound by 

temporal limitations, something that the space of the literary can allow for and perform. 

The juxtaposition of these themes shows the simultaneous existence of material 

deterioration and spiritual constancy. What these literary performances offer are 

interpretive veins on time, materiality, and immortality. The Ruin employs descriptions of 

desolation to anchor its temporal exploration, while St. Erkenwald involves a narrative of 

divine intervention. These are distinct temporal frameworks that offer the reader loci 

through which to search out the ideas prompted by their respective thematic concerns. 

Each text has something of a haptic quality to them—a sense of time collapsing such that 

one can feel one’s way through time, taking on memories from something inert and 



201 
 

revivifying them in a present—almost as if one is drawing out that past and bringing it 

back to life via the affects of nostalgia, wonderment, and longing. In the context of these 

poems, how this experience manifests is through the detailed depictions of physical decay 

and narratives of spiritual endurance (Cohen 80).  

These literary elements in The Ruin and St. Erkenwald seem to veer toward a 

desire to make sense of human temporality with inhuman scales while also confronting 

the reader with the polychronic complexities of time—leading to what Cohen describes 

as a “frustrated geologic embrace” (Cohen 80). Thinking with his framing, the concept 

gets at the core of this affective engagement with the poems’ temporal dichotomy. They 

embed human narratives within the expansive, often alien framework of geological 

time—there’s a struggle in trying to even comprehend, or feel, these inordinate, different 

scales of existence. The Ruin anchors its emotional framing in the tangible remnants of 

the past, while St. Erkenwald frames its narrative around a saint’s miraculous discovery, 

which is something of a performance of the fantasy of this reconciliation. Affective 

temporality here can make the alien vastness of time, almost as if through its contrast 

with our own temporal scale, feel a lot more intimate, and more humanized—which gives 

some shape and form to the affective dimension of one’s temporal comprehension and 

emphasizing the emotional and intellectual endeavor to make sense of time’s immensity 

from one’s subjective perception. Commingling tangible and transcendent elements in 

this manner can help shape an approach to interpreting early medieval and late medieval 

perspectives on time and the act of remembering and interpreting the past.  

Both poems complicate and slightly render their conceptions of time unstable. 

The roles of the witnesses in The Ruin and St. Erkenwald express affective temporalities 
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that both collapse time frames within their respective narratives. For The Ruin, the 

unknown author of the poem may have lived in the eighth or ninth centuries, poetically 

describing an encounter with the remnants of Roman Britain, in effect creating a literary 

artifact that by its nature involves an encounter across centuries. When the poem was 

saved in the Codex Exoniensis in the late tenth century, the compiler experienced the 

tactile process of preserving the work. It is reasonable to assume that during this process, 

the compiler might have contemplated the original author’s intentions and the time 

elapsed since its creation, a process replicated across the next millennium to our 

contemporary moment in all the various iterations in which the poem has existed. St. 

Erkenwald similarly involves a fourteenth-century imagining of a much earlier era, 

bridging the gap between the past and the present through narrative. Preserving and 

reinterpreting the past is an act of continuous meaning-making via time, and just as the 

compiler in the tenth century may have reflected on the poem’s lineage, readers and 

scholars today partake in a similar dialogue with both The Ruin and St. Erkenwald when 

connecting with earlier and later medieval imaginations and their interpretations of time, 

spirituality, and materiality. So we might say that, in its way, St. Erkenwald introduces 

the notion of “un-ruining” through its depiction of spiritual revelation. There’s a 

suggestion that divine truth can reinterpret and revitalize the past. The theological 

underpinnings of St. Erkenwald alongside the secular reflections in The Ruin can show 

how the sacred and profane aspects of time work together within a text, and in turn afford 

a glimpse of how these two texts—separated by centuries in their respective 

composition—when put together can demonstrate a cross-temporal navigation of the 

eternal and the ephemeral, the prism of which focuses on both spiritual and material 



203 
 

aspects of the human condition. Through Cohen’s lens, one can appreciate how the 

poems not only explore affective temporality through their individual narratives but also 

serve as markers of temporal and cultural shifts within the medieval literary tradition, 

while also reflecting changing historical and cultural conditions that shaped these 

narratives. 

In St. Erkenwald, there’s a moment where workmen unearth a “ferly faire 

toumbe” (“fairly fair tomb”) (line 46) while digging to build a new church. This event is 

useful as a space for further exploring my concept of perceived time, which, as a 

reminder and in the context of Edward T. Hall’s concepts of time do acknowledge linear 

progression, but they also touch on personal, metaphysical, and sacred aspects of time. 

The discovery interrupts the normal flow of time by linking the present with the historical 

past, which could be read as an example of Harris’s idea of polychronicity, with these 

multiple temporalities coexisting and interacting within a single object. The workmen’s 

physical encounter with the past reifies that past into the present—time collapses here, 

that continuum of time being a space within which temporally dislocated characters live 

out of time—the tomb’s discovery could be interpreted to be embodying Harris’s model 

of conjunction—the dialogic interaction between past and present. The narrative 

mentions the tomb’s memory as “kydde þe memorie” (known in memory) (line 44) and 

recorded in “crafty cronecles” (crafty, or skillful, chronicles) (line 44), indicating a 

metaphysical layer of time where past, present, and future converge, signaling as well the 

nature of text and memory (the cronecles), the convergence of which is another example 

we could cite as fitting the bill for Harris’s definition of polychronicity.  
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One way of interpreting this moment is that it suggests a kind of inevitability, 

with people connected across time in a shared space, making the discovery seem in some 

measure destined. The unearthing of the tomb blurs temporal boundaries, establishing a 

connection beyond time’s conventional limits—and that blurring is akin to Harris’s 

concept of explosion, where the past disrupts the present. This metaphysical connection 

turns the discovery into a communion across different eras. The tomb, described as a 

“ferly faire toumbe,” is both an archaeological find and a sacred relic, suggesting the 

spiritual dimensions of the find, imbuing the experience (both as one may imagine it 

literally and as it exists in the imaginative space of the literary artifact) with an affective 

temporality of spiritual awakening and connection, which brings us to the potential for 

reading into this passage Harris’s notion of supersession—the Christian context of the 

tomb is overwriting the older pagan past. One might conceive of tombs and relics 

symbolizing literary gateways to divine realities, making this discovery a move from 

ordinary to sacred time, inviting a connection to the eternal. The event in St. Erkenwald 

of the tomb’s discovery serves as an example of how perceived time, with its various 

dimensions, calls attention to literary dimensions of time and feeling that encapsulate not 

just human experiences in reality but also, as follows, in their depictions, a reality that is 

not beholden to chronological measurement as a limitation but rather as one variable in 

the construction of a more complex framework. The tomb’s discovery is a convergence 

point for these dimensions, a locus for multiple temporalities and meanings. 

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari outline a transition from “forces of chaos to 

forces of the earth” and from “milieus to territory” (Deleuze and Guattari 322). The 

poem’s depiction of the tomb’s discovery can be interpreted as a transition from a broad, 
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chaotic history to a precise, territorialized moment where the past and present intersect—

and that intersection is literally a physical demarcation as well as an emotional and 

spiritual territorialization, akin to Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the “territory” being 

“the first assemblage” (Deleuze and Guattari 323). What these terms mean is that 

territorialization involves defining and creating order within a space, while assemblage 

refers to the coming together of varied elements to form a system. In the poem, the tomb 

acts as both a physical and symbolic site where these processes occur. The concept of 

“the becoming-expressive of rhythm” and the transition “from functional rhythms to the 

becoming-expressive of rhythm” (Deleuze and Guattari 322) parallels the narrative 

technique in St. Erkenwald. These terms mean that rhythms, which are repeated patterns 

of sound or movement that organize time and space, evolve from serving some sort of 

basic functional purpose to expressing deeper emotional and symbolic meanings. So the 

poem’s rhythm and its description of the tomb contribute to the creation of a territory that 

is both emotional and spiritual. In this framework, the literary territory acts as an 

“assemblage” where time, emotion, and spirituality converge—what Deleuze and 

Guattari describe as “the territory itself is a place of passage” (Deleuze and Guattari 

323).  

In the liminal space between these concepts, the poem’s depiction of the tomb can 

be read as a literary performance that carries the affective charge of what happens when 

the temporal, the emotional, and the spiritual intersect—embodying Deleuze and 

Guattari’s idea of territory as a locus of passage. I would argue the convergence is not 

static—it’s got a vibrancy as a living process that captures the essence of becoming, by 

which I mean the perpetual transformation and emergence of new states of being. The 
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notion of “territory” here is humming with certain valences that aren’t limited to 

geographical or physical confines in that there’s an additional layer of affect and 

spirituality, marking a site where the past isn’t so much just remembered as it is actively 

engaging with the present. This reading, then, is emblematic of the processes of 

territorialization, where the act of marking boundaries—whether through narrative, 

rhythm, or motif—delineates a space as well as charges it with meaning, transforming it 

into a repository of collective memory and a new space within which emotional states 

may be encountered and acted upon.  

It’s also possible to discuss this passage in relation to Emmanuel Levinas’s concept in 

Totality and Infinity (1961) of the “face to face” encounter, that “the immediate is the 

face to face” (Levinas 52), that true engagement occurs in direct, ethical relationships 

with others—the discovery of the tomb in St. Erkenwald can be read as the beginning of 

an ethical moment (or rather the moment that begins the literary performance of the long 

ethical moment of the relationship between the long-dead pagan judge and the bishop, 

along with the entire community), where past and present, self and Other, converge in 

this way that allows for an affective temporal backdrop for the performance of an ethical 

understanding.  

That convergence disrupts linear temporalities and opens up that space for ethical 

and emotional exchange—the tomb is the face-to-face encounter where an ethical 

demand of the distant past interrupts the present, within which a ritualized yet intimate 

experience between old and new paradigms (that is, pagan and Christian ones in the 

context of St. Erkenwald) creates a space of responsibility and memory, and thereby 

augmenting the concept of territorialization as applied to the initial reading of this 
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passage. It’s not so much just about physical demarcation—the spatial is also shaped by 

the temporal in a way where history and memory are actively forming present actions and 

relationships.  

They also discuss the role of the “refrain” in constituting territory. The refrain in 

this context is defined as an “aggregate of matters of expression that draws a territory and 

develops into territorial motifs and landscapes” (Deleuze and Guattari 323). Their 

concept can be applied to the way St. Erkenwald uses the motif of the tomb to draw a 

narrative and emotional territory. The tomb as a refrain operates in such a manner that 

defines the spatial and temporal boundaries of the story while also getting at the emotions 

and spiritual significance of the encounter. That refraining action thus transforms the 

narrative space into a territory marked by emotional and spiritual significance, and they 

are fundamentally linked to expressive qualities and assemblages. One way of 

interpreting this refraining action is that it transforms the narrative space into a territory. 

That territory is marked by emotional and spiritual significance—it is fundamentally 

linked to expressive qualities and assemblages. St. Erkenwald is performing the transition 

from chaos to territory, as well as from the general to the specific, through the motif of 

the tomb. Bearing this in mind, the tomb-as-motif acts as a refrain that draws a territory 

of emotional and spiritual assemblage, paralleling the expressive qualities that define 

territories and the passage from milieu components to territory components (Deleuze and 

Guattari 323). The poem’s use of temporal progression, memory, and spiritual inquiry 

operates within a complex where emotional and temporal experiences are explored for 

their malleability.  
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The event of discovering the tomb performs a function in the text as a focal point, 

a kind of punctuation in time, for examining perceived time, in that it is narratively 

integrating emotional, spiritual, and metaphysical dimensions into its temporal 

framework, and the way this integration is achieved is through the poem’s use of motifs 

and refrains that establish a territory where time is experienced as layered rather than 

linear. So, in this reckoning, the tomb, as a central motif, functions as a narrative segue 

while also still operating as a symbol through which the poem articulates a philosophy of 

time, one that prizes the fluidity between past and present within a framework of sacred 

time that conceives of an eternity that exists outside of mortal timelines. The narrative’s 

approach to time, which captures both memory and spiritual reflection, fits with the ideas 

of territory and assemblage, and it perhaps suggests that the poem constructs a space 

where temporal boundaries are navigated and redefined, and within which new meanings 

can be made as history is reinterpreted and reimagined. This construction allows for a 

reading of St. Erkenwald that foregrounds the complexity of temporal experience, and it 

positions the poem as a kind of pantomime that performs how perceived time can make 

malleable the sense of chronological measurement such that it also takes in and makes 

manifest emotional and spiritual dimensions. 

Sociotemporality in The Ruin and St. Erkenwald 

In this section, I explore the next polychronic lens, sociotemporality, as it relates 

to The Ruin and St. Erkenwald. The way I frame the discussion is by looking at the 

collective experience of time and its integral role within society, in particular how society 

organizes itself around time and conceives of itself via temporal reckonings. 

Sociotemporality, or what we might also regard as the communal dimension of time, is 



209 
 

meant to be a term that helps identify and define how societal norms and interactions 

among groups govern the shared perception and organization of time—in Barbara 

Rosenwein’s terms, it may also extend to questions of how emotional regimes and 

emotional communities conceive of time in the performance via emotives of their own 

affective states. Exploring these varieties of temporality acknowledges the elements that 

collectively make use of the role of time in literary spaces for constructing and affirming 

communal identities, so an analysis of this sort can help lay the groundwork for 

understanding some of the foundational social constructions of any community, but for 

all intents and purposes I will direct my analysis again to The Ruin, within which 

sociotemporality offers robust opportunities for analysis. Simply put, the elegy evokes 

the lost rhythms of communal life that once filled the perceived and imagined space of 

the depicted ruins. The poem’s reflection on the bustling activity, communal gatherings, 

and the orchestrated life within the walls of the past depicts how the poet imagined how 

time was lived and experienced collectively by those who presumably inhabited the space 

of those ruins in their former status as inhabited structures. The Ruin offers intersecting 

chronological strata within its lithic depictions but also the shared temporal patterns that 

orchestrated the community’s life. This section focuses on reading the network of 

sociotemporal relations in The Ruin before ultimately moving on to St. Erkenwald. 

The relationship between emotions and the communal experience of time in the 

medieval period demonstrates how both are subject to the influences of evolving societal 

norms and values. “If emotions are involved in assessments of weal and woe,” writes 

Rosenwein, “then they must respond to social, political, and economic changes, because 

those are the things that create the stimuli that both require and shape judgment and 
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action” (Rosenwein, Emotional Communities 199). Her observation describes the 

relationship between affective experiences, and specifically what I am calling 

sociotemporality, and the collective rhythms that define communal life. Mutual 

responsiveness, especially in how people feel and emote, to external fluctuations in 

society. Via affective temporality, one can further build upon Rosenwein’s ideas by 

considering the perception of time in relation to the emotional communities she 

describes. How time shaped the cultural and historical contexts in which they arose and 

existed as depicted in literary texts of the medieval period can be seen as a kind of 

feedback loop where emotions and sociotemporality not only react to changes in societal 

norms but they also actively participate in the formation and reinforcement of communal 

identities. Emotions mediate our experience of time. That suggests that emotional states 

can accelerate or decelerate our perception of temporal flow, which then, we might 

imagine, further enacts a smudging of the lines between individual and collective 

experiences. Affect and time as interdependent concepts might serve to challenge, and 

hopefully enrich, traditional historical narratives that often compartmentalize emotional 

and temporal analyses. I advocate for a more integrated approach that acknowledges their 

symbiotic relationship. As societies navigate through periods of turmoil and stability, the 

evolving patterns of affective temporalities can help find a way toward articulating how 

communities collectively adapt to and influence the course of history—a metacognitive 

approach to thinking about how emotions and time coalesce to form and harden 

communal identities, which drives the continuous give and take between personal 

experiences and the more macro sociohistorical currents that shape them. 
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I would like to return to lines 21-24: “Beorht wæron burgræced, burnsele monige, 

/ heah horngestreon, heresweg micel, / meodoheall monig ᛞ dreama full, / oþþæt þæt 

onwende wyrd seo swiþe” (“Bright were the buildings, with many bath-houses, / high 

noble gables and a great noise of armies, / many a meadhall filled with men’s joys, / until 

mighty wyrd made an end to all that”). The depiction of the luminous structures and 

bustling halls offers an avenue through which to read sociotemporality within a once 

thriving community. Mead-halls were, of course, gathering spots in reality, but to appear 

within the space of a literary artifact allows for interpretive valences in which they signal 

notions and feelings of belonging via recalling sites for celebration and as foundational 

pillars where societal norms were enacted and communal bonds were forged. These 

spaces, which are alive with the joy and triumphs of the community, might allow for the 

glimpsing of a microcosm of how societal norms and group interactions collectively 

shape (and have shaped) the experience of time. Communal gatherings, being depicted as 

they are against the backdrop of buildings that are coded as being bright and lively, also 

are operating within the text as pointing toward the creation of known rhythms, what 

might be considered the hallmarks of the community’s shared temporal understanding for 

carrying out the daily routines and expectations and desires of life. Individual moments 

converge to form memory and identity.  

This collective experience of time, embedded in the community’s fabric, sketches 

a scene of how time was navigated and understood. A framework of temporal perception 

in the construction of the communal aspect of time in a wider cultural context can be seen 

here—how it was lived, experienced, and remembered by the society. The mead-halls, as 

symbols of communal life, hum in the imagination of the poet and the presumed 
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contemporary audience of the poem as shared spaces in maintaining the social fabric, 

where every success contributed to the communal narrative, all of which worked in 

reinforcing connections and shared identity. This shared temporality, as seen through the 

lens of festivals and communal achievements, connects time, space, feeling, and social 

interaction.  

Communal rhythms abruptly ceasing (“oþþæt þæt onwende wyrd seo swiþe,” or 

“until mighty wyrd made an end to all that”) can be interpreted and understood as both a 

turning point in the literary structure of the elegy as well as a means for the poet to create 

a space for reflection on the temporality of human endeavors in terms of the affects that 

might be produced by such a performance. Lisa Weston notes, “In their anthropocentric 

pride, the city’s inhabitants may have wrongly imagined their earthly kingdom broad in 

both space and time, as everlasting. They were not wrong, however, about its ideal 

beauty—or perhaps, as we look on that beauty, its prediction of a present/future beauty” 

(Weston 35). Her observation fits with a sociotemporal analysis, where the end of 

communal gatherings and the disintegration of societal structures are performing and 

depicting the ephemeral nature of human attempts to establish a lasting temporal and 

spatial order.  

The force of wyrd, in transforming communal time markers—like the mead-

halls—into ruins, is in its way both voicing existential concerns about the fleetingness of 

human achievements and the decay of social ties while also creating a literary structure 

for the performance of these emotions. The contrast between the once lively community 

and its sudden demise is a sobering meditation on the temporal aspect of human effort 

and collective memory. It poses questions about how communities memorialize their 
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history, process their losses, and envisage their future amid such irrevocable changes. 

The ruins, both literal and metaphorical, facilitate a deeper comprehension of how past 

reconstructions in communal memory shape societal perceptions of their history and 

future visions in a constantly evolving temporal conception. As Weston notes, “this scene 

as the object of a shared gaze: the past observer of this ideal beauty elides with the 

present poet observing the observer, who is, in turn, observed by present/future readers 

gazing on the ruins of as well as in the poem” (35). Thus, the poem, through its depiction 

of wyrd’s influence, carries with it a charge that operates for the reader as a poignant 

reminder of the transient nature of human constructs—physical and social alike—and the 

desire to connect with, commemorate, and potentially move well beyond any limitations 

of linear temporality. The lines show how quickly all of this can end due to the force of 

wyrd. This sudden end forces us to think about how fragile our collective moments of 

happiness are.  

The contrast between the lively past and its quiet end makes us reflect on how we 

remember and lose these moments. Everything temporary can evoke a mix of feelings, 

from happiness in remembrance to sadness over loss. The text performs an emotional act 

that brings the audience into a state of contemplative wistfulness, one that can draw a 

reader toward a deeper understanding of one’s personal narratives of time’s march and 

loss’s toll. By looking back at these communal moments, now gone, we are prompted to 

value our current connections and the memories we're making, despite knowing they too 

are fleeting. And in the context of the history of emotions, to imagine historicizing the 

subjective states of the original author and contemporary audience of the poem might 
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invite an interpretation of the importance that emotional community placed on thinking 

and feeling about matters of ephemerality and permanence. 

The intersection of Stephen J. Herben’s 1939 essay on The Ruin in Modern 

Language Notes at the outset of World War II provides a perspective worth pausing on 

when one considers sociotemporality within scholarly discourse on the poem. Herben 

states, “The first twenty-five lines are appropriate to Hadrian’s wall and contain allusions 

to a multitude of towers, many bathing halls, pinnacles and banqueting halls which 

suggest to the present writer various localities on or near the wall, collectively 

considered” (Herben 38). In his argument, he is interested in making the case for 

Hadrian’s Wall being the location of the poem, rather than Bath; however, while my 

analysis is not interested in rehashing this debate, it’s worth noticing that the idea of 

Hadrian’s Wall in 1939, as Europe was going to war, may have for scholars like Herben 

held certain affective resonances. Herben’s observation on the poem, made at that 

particular juncture in history, allows for an examination of how external sociopolitical 

contexts can imbue scholarly work with additional layers of meaning, in other words.  

One interpretive possibility for readers many decades removed, for example, is 

that Hadrian’s Wall exists in the cultural consciousness as Rome’s outermost defense 

against the menacing hordes, coded with all the valences of civilization on the edge, 

holding away ruination. In 1939, making the case for Hadrian’s Wall as the site of The 

Ruin, one might read, is perhaps in some way an argument imbued with affective 

temporal charges, with thoughts about the fall of Rome in light of the rise of the Third 

Reich. For contemporary scholars, Herben’s timing in engaging with The Ruin introduces 

a level of sociotemporal complexity, one that flies over the actual archaeological 
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considerations of the academic debate over the poem’s geographical inspirations; that is, 

it is introducing the now-decades-removed specter of the impact of World War II on 

scholarly interpretation and emphasis. We might consider the fact that Herben’s work 

was published as the world stood on the brink of monumental cataclysm adds a poignant 

dimension to his analysis, which can give contemporary scholars a point of reflection on 

how the context of scholarly work can influence its reception and relevance. Considering 

the thematic concerns of The Ruin, which itself contemplates the impermanence of 

human endeavors and the ravages of time on communal structures—especially when we 

might consider the fragmentary nature of the textual manuscript itself and the previous 

explorations of the depictions of wyrd ceasing the communal life depicted in lines 21 

through 24—we could also add to discussions analyzing the genre space of the 

historiography, and in particular the role of the individual scholar’s contributions in 

constructing and navigating collective memory and identity through time.  

Herben’s focus on the architectural and communal aspects of Roman Britain, 

juxtaposed against the backdrop of impending global conflict, offers a way of figuring 

how temporal contexts can shape the thematic priorities and interpretive angles of 

academic work. Engaging with Herben’s essay from a 2024 perspective—a moment in 

time that is itself at the temporal intersection of a complex array of climatological crisis, 

geopolitical terror, ruination, and dread—also allows for a meta-analysis of the continuity 

and evolution of scholarly interests and methodologies. It prompts a consideration of how 

current global and societal challenges inform our understanding of historical texts and 

their relevance to contemporary issues. We can, in other words, explore the 

interconnectedness of time, scholarship, and temporal fragmentation and dislocation, the 
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elegy becoming an exploration of sociotemporality within the text itself as well as a locus 

of contemplation on how temporal and contextual flows influence the scholarly endeavor 

across generations. 

Herben’s analysis introduces a temporal dialogue between past and present 

understandings of ruination and communal life. W. G. Sebald’s comments on memory 

and time may add something to this dialogue. He writes,  

The gathering and mental organization of experiences is usually 

determined by the emotional states associated with them, and does not 

shatter the diachronic framework. For the victims of persecution, however, 

the thread of chronological time is broken, background and foreground 

merge, the victim’s logical means of support in his existence are 

suspended. The experience of terror also dislocates time, that most abstract 

of all humanity’s homes. The only fixed points are traumatic scenes 

recurring with a painful clarity of memory vision. (Sebald 150)  

While Sebald focuses on the individual experience of trauma in this passage, which is 

taken from On the Natural History of Destruction (1999), his insights are applicable in a 

framework contending with sociotemporality. In particular, how scholars work through 

historical narratives amid personal and global unease and instability, Sebald’s reflections, 

when one thinks of Herben’s essay, can help contribute to an ongoing conversation about 

the nature of trauma, memory, and the construction of history, and, in an affective 

sociotemporal vein, help us observe the fluidity and fragmentation of time in the face of 

overwhelming events. Sebald’s notion that “the thread of chronological time is broken” 

(150) accords with the thematic essence of The Ruin, where the physical fragmentation of 
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the depicted ruins replicates the temporal fragmentation experienced by those who 

engage or have engaged with the text, whether that process might be in the past or the 

present.  

The implication of Sebald’s analysis for understanding The Ruin, while it does 

touch on trauma, is how the larger currents of history are remembered and interpreted. 

There’s an idea at play that contending with historical texts is itself a form of navigating 

disrupted temporalities, where the linear progression of time gives way to a more 

polychronic understanding of the past. How this idea is relevant in the context of 

Herben’s essay is that the historical backdrop of impending global conflict contributes to 

a sense of urgency and poignancy to the scholarly engagement with the poem, even if 

Herben does not explicitly state so—Herben was not immune to the geopolitical forces 

besetting his life at the time. If we examine Sebald’s emphasis on the role of emotional 

states in organizing experiences, we might be able to better reconsider how affective 

responses to texts like The Ruin can contribute to the construction of historical narratives. 

  

This affective dimension, which might run the risk of being overlooked in 

traditional historical analysis, can inform the shaping of the sociotemporal framework 

within which scholars operate. Acknowledging the emotional dimensions of historical 

texts is a significant aspect of the literary archive in any given text, both as artifacts of the 

past and as living documents that continue to influence contemporary perceptions of how 

time and memory affected past senses of community and inform contemporary attempts 

to work out how we conceive of our own communities, with its values and shared stories 

of identity and belonging. Herben’s and Sebald’s works collectively offer a lens through 
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which to explore the intersections of feeling, memory, and temporality, while prompting 

an active reevaluation of the ways in which scholarly discourse contributes to the 

ongoing dialogue between temporalities in the construction of meaning. If we place The 

Ruin in these wider sociotemporal and emotional contexts, we can open up a more 

comprehensive understanding of its continuing, living ability to influence the present and 

the complexities involved in interpreting history and constructing memory. 

Weston’s observation that “the ruined state of The Ruin has attracted many 

modern readers, translators, and critics of Old English poetry” and that “our reading 

requires us to engage and collaborate with both the poet’s extant words and wyrd’s silent 

spaces” (Weston 35) offers us another further point of contemplation, in relation to the 

previous discussion on Herben and Sebald, regarding the physical remnants of the past 

and the interpretive efforts of the present. In a sociotemporal framework, it can 

demonstrate how contemporary scholars and readers, through the act of thinking through 

and with The Ruin, become part of a temporal community that can slip through the 

historical divide across time. Returning to the poem text itself, lines 19 and 20 describe 

the binding of walls with wires in a manner that evokes both craftsmanship and 

connection. In the context of my analysis, this image can work as a metaphor for 

scholarly collaboration across time: “hwætred in hringas, hygerof gebond / weallwalan 

wirum wundrum togædre.” Liuzza translates the two lines as “and subtle system of rings; 

one of great wisdom / wondrously bound the braces together with wires”; I would like to 

offer my own interpretation of them as “wreathed in rings, skillfully bound / the wall-

stones with wires, wondrously together.”  
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When interpreted through the lens of sociotemporality in the context of the 

discussion of communities of scholarship, these two lines depict the physical construction 

of the past as well as suggest the intellectual and emotional reconstruction of the present. 

Scholars, by engaging with these lines, engage in a form of temporal masonry, together 

building interpretations and insights that bridge the gap between the poem’s creation and 

contemporary analysis. One can also imagine, as hinted at by the craftsmanship, the 

tempo and movement in the creation of things. The act of “wreathing in rings” (as I 

interpret “hwætred in hringas”) and skillfully binding “the wall-stones with wires, 

wondrously together” (“weallwalan wirum wundrum togædre”) speaks to the effort and 

rhythm inherent in the construction of material artifacts and structures as well as 

metaphorically being suggestive of the deliberate pace of academic inquiry and scholarly 

composition.  

In this context, the tempo of creation—whether of ancient walls or modern 

interpretations—suggests a deliberate, thoughtful progression, one defined by the 

iterative nature of both construction and interpretation—each element or insight is 

carefully placed and connected to others, contributing to the overall integrity and 

coherence of the structure or argument. It is a rhythmic process that is characterized by 

both patience and precision, and the tempo at which scholarly communities operate can 

be read here: slowly threading together insights across time, each scholar adding to the 

understanding that encompasses and offers more than individual contributions; it is the 

living mesh of scholarship and citation. The movement inherent in the act of binding 

together both evokes the physical labor involved in ancient constructions and symbolizes 

the flow of ideas and interpretations that animate scholarly discourse. Just as the ancient 
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builders depicted in The Ruin wrought the wall-stones into a unified structure, 

contemporary scholars engage in a metaphorical ring-wreathing of disparate theories, 

evidence, and insights for the creation of cohesive analyses implicitly participating in a 

form of trans-sociotemporality. 

Weston’s emphasis on the necessity of collaborating with both the “extant words 

and wyrd’s silent spaces” of the poem (Weston 35) is an interesting moment to pause on. 

One way of interpreting this is that it reflects the collective endeavor to interpret and give 

meaning to the past—to not presume it is a static entity, but perhaps something akin to a 

conversation that encompasses how we might regard the ruins of history, how we 

continue to work out our interpretations of the present, and also how we grapple with and 

contend with the uncertainties of the future.  

The expression that time, within the realm of scholarly inquiry, operates as a 

continuum requiring active engagement and reinterpretation, is one whose contours and 

parameters are constantly shaped by the communal efforts of those who seek to 

understand it. Incorporating that which is overtly stated and that which is not, wyrd, or 

the forces that shape our political realities in any given era, are inherently at play in the 

bringing-together of disparate insights. Weston offers a reading that can encourage an 

exploration of the relationship between silence and knowledge, positioning the poem’s 

“silent spaces” as fertile ground for scholarly imagination, and the gaps in turn invite a 

form of art—something of an art of speculation—that allows for the crafting of 

possibilities in order to creatively reconstruct the past’s physical and lived realities, in 

effect a mirroring of the perspective of the voice within The Ruin, as well as the ancient 

craftsmanship depicted in the poem, where stones are “wondrously together” bound, 
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symbolizing the iterative nature of both ancient construction and modern academic 

inquiry. And in a similar vein, Walter Benjamin’s concept of history in his “Theses on 

the Philosophy of History” (1940) can be another way of thinking through this more 

active and fluid contention with the past. For Benjamin, discussing history is not 

necessarily about the factual reality of it, but rather “[i]t means to seize hold of a memory 

as it flashes up at a moment of danger” (Benjamin 255). Weston’s idea of engaging with 

the “silent spaces” of the past—those moments and gaps that require active interpretation 

and imaginative reconstruction—connect here with Benjamin. Benjamin’s notion that 

“[h]istorical materialism wishes to retain that image of the past which unexpectedly 

appears to man singled out by history at a moment of danger” is a way to communicate 

the urgency and relevance of these historical “flashes,” which, like the silent spaces 

Weston discusses, demand our attention and reinterpretation. The danger Benjamin refers 

to—“affect[ing] both the content of the tradition and its receivers”—parallels the 

precarious nature of the wyrd in Weston’s reading—our understanding of the past is 

continuously shaped by present crises and the interpretative efforts they provoke 

(Benjamin 255). 

Thinking of the ways in which we might momentarily inhabit a poem’s world, 

and how we might in an affective sense collapse temporal divides and be able to imagine 

a small sampling of the rhythms of premodern life, sometimes it’s helpful to think in 

different mediums—not just in photography as explored earlier, but something akin to 

Seeta Chaganti’s study of installations of the danse macabre. She writes, 

The passage of light through the windows marks one only kind of time. 

There are other, stranger, time signatures to be experienced in the 
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perception of those virtual forces emerging from danse macabre’s 

manifold and multidimensional interstices. These temporal experiences 

find themselves further multiplied by the virtual forces that present 

themselves to the eye while the sun, tracing its quotidian arc, directly 

illuminates the installation’s marvelous, liminal figures. In one sense, 

danse macabre offers some obvious temporal trajectories that the speaker 

might inhabit, particularly intending forward to the possibility of death. 

(Chaganti, Strange Footing 141) 

Just as the danse macabre installation, one might contend, can shine a light on the layers 

of time through the ways in which light and shadow interact, The Ruin similarly shows 

temporal layers through its depiction of decay and continued presence. The architectural 

remnants depicted in the elegy conduct both the linear progression of time and its cyclical 

and recursive natures. These structures, passing through centuries in their place, embody 

the poem’s engagement with time as a polychronic phenomenon. Chaganti’s observation 

about “other, stranger, time signatures” (141) experienced through the danse macabre’s 

“manifold and multidimensional interstices” (141) parallels the way The Ruin invites 

readers to navigate through its historical depths and speculative silences. The poem, 

much like the danse macabre, recounts the passage of time, yes, but it is also 

simultaneously performing the act of immersing the reader in the temporal disjunctions 

and continuities that define human existence. The silent spaces within the text, even 

though they may be voids of a sort, are pauses within which deeper temporal currents 

flow.  
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Contemporary reflections on mortality, legacy, and the cyclical nature of 

destruction and rebirth can be considered when we imagine The Ruin as an aspect of the 

danse macabre. The notion of “virtual forces” (141) that Chaganti identifies as shaping 

the viewer’s perception of the danse macabre also finds a corollary in the way The Ruin 

prompts readers to imagine the lives and labors that are embedded in the architectural 

vestiges, or perhaps in the feelings that one might have in beholding those architectural 

vestiges. These forces—whether they be the sociopolitical currents that shaped the 

poem’s creation or the personal and collective memories that its ruins evoke—trouble the 

poem’s temporality. Strata of meaning are within it, and they can be seen to be extending 

beyond the physical decay the poem text describes.  

This concept of vestigiality, as explored by Chaganti, also reinforces the transition 

to St. Erkenwald. In her book The Medieval Poetics of the Reliquary: Enshrinement, 

Inscription, Performance (2008), she notes that alliteration in the poem’s structure 

reinforces a pattern of vestigiality: “letters are repeated in pagan and Christian names, so 

that the past not only prefigures the present, but also leaves behind pieces—letters, like 

statues and buildings…” (Chaganti, Reliquary 67). The alliterative verse form in St. 

Erkenwald thus serves as a mechanism for repurposing space and time, echoing the 

temporal layers and architectural vestiges seen in The Ruin. In this context, Juhani 

Pallasmaa’s reflections on architecture’s sensory and temporal dimensions in The Eyes of 

the Skin: Architecture and the Senses (1996) can provide a helpful complementary 

perspective, in that he argues that “architecture has to address all the senses 

simultaneously, and help to fuse our image of self with the experience of the world” 

(Pallasmaa 12). The creation of a multivalent, multisensory connection between 
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individuals and their environment is key. The same is happening in the imaginative 

engagement in The Ruin. Readers must not think solely of temporal divides but feel the 

historical layers through the poem’s depiction of architectural remnants. Sitting with the 

scholarship of The Ruin becomes an act of temporal archaeology, might be one way of 

putting it, where scholars and readers excavate beneath its surface to uncover the myriad 

ways in which time, memory, and imagination mingle in an archive that operates 

similarly to a danse macabre installation—temporal palimpsests that offer a meditation 

on mortality and time’s passage and artifacts of the human capacity to find meaning, 

beauty, and continuity in the face of transience and oblivion. The sociotemporality of The 

Ruin can offer a perspective that suggests the act of reading itself becomes an act 

centered as much on discovering the past as it is about inscribing the present into the 

continuum of human history. 

Rosenwein emphasizes the importance of examining the source and function of 

emotions; while many expressions are rhetorical, they also bear deeper implications for 

understanding the texts (Rosenwein, “Thinking Historically” 834). Her approach is 

helpful for The Ruin, where the lament over decay takes on qualities whose rhetorical 

inclinations are reflecting a societal yearning for past coherence and stability. One might 

read how this emotional depth signifies a sociotemporal disruption, one that is setting a 

foundation for the subsequent analysis of St. Erkenwald. In this poem, the encounter 

between Bishop Erkenwald and the pagan judge is a pronounced moment of cultural and 

temporal intersection. The scene performs and embodies the potential for reconciling 

historical divides and working toward community integration (Rosenwein, “Thinking 

Historically” 835). Sociotemporal fragmentation in The Ruin is one thing, but societal 
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harmony in St. Erkenwald is helpful for exploring how these texts navigate the 

complexities of cultural memory, loss, and redemption. Rosenwein’s framework, if 

applied here and thought through, can help chart out some of the emotional landscapes of 

The Ruin and St. Erkenwald. Each poem in their respective ways perform distinct facets 

of sociotemporality.  

In The Ruin, the lament is both operating as a poetic mourning of physical decay 

as well as a reflection on the loss of societal structure and the fragmentation of a once 

cohesive community. Instead of just reverting to the past, the emotional undertones in 

this discourse act as a comprehensive observation of the now and the yet-to-come. 

Communal craving for predictability and unchanging continuity even as transformations 

occur is one way of interpreting and describing the feeling here. Transitioning to St. 

Erkenwald, Rosenwein’s framework might allow us to scry out how it navigates the 

complexities of temporal and cultural synthesis. That encounter between Bishop 

Erkenwald and the pagan judge is emblematic of the potential for understanding and 

reconciliation across temporal divides. Its basic narrative function surpassed, the 

disparate temporalities and ideologies that suddenly merge into one temporal frame 

suggests, at least in a literary sense, that societal harmony is achievable not through the 

erasure of difference but through the recognition and integration of diverse historical 

narratives—that alterity might collapse as figures across time touch.  

When combining these readings of the two poems—that is, going from the 

fragmentation of The Ruin to the integration of St. Erkenwald—we can make a modest 

case for exploring how societies can move from discord to cohesion. Memory is, as well, 

part of this juxtaposition of these two texts—or perhaps more accurately, the literary 
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depiction and performance of memory as something of a living agent. Memory plays a 

role in shaping communal identity. The Ruin and St. Erkenwald aren’t so much interested 

in just narrating past events in some sort of historical materialist sense, nor are they just 

interested in pantomiming some aspect of history. They are, I would put it, participating 

in the active construction of cultural memory, and emotional expressions are a natural 

medium for reflecting on and negotiating societal values and identities across time. As a 

process, remembering and interpreting the past is inherently linked to the construction of 

a shared cultural narrative. It’s one that acknowledges the pain of loss while also 

envisioning a path towards collective reintegration and renewal. 

The climactic scene of St. Erkenwald—the dialogue between Bishop Erkenwald 

and the miraculously preserved pagan judge—is a performance of the themes of temporal 

justice, spiritual redemption, and the eternal implications of mortal actions. The judge, 

who as a character is described as having llived shortly after Brutus established Britain 

and before Christianity reached the region, describes his commitment to justice and 

equity, unaffected by wealth, fear, or favoritism, which earned him a regal burial despite 

his pagan status. As part of the performance, he also expresses a keen awareness of his 

spiritual predicament, acknowledging that he is separated from Christian salvation due to 

the timing of his life and his ignorance of Christ’s teachings. The poem reads, “In al þis 

worlde no worde, ne wakenyd no noice / Bot al as stille as þe ston stoden and listonde / 

Wyt meche wonder forwrast, and wepid ful mony” (“In all this world, no word, nor did 

any noise awaken, / But all stood as still as the stone and listened, / With great wonder 

overwhelmed, and many wept”; translation mine) (lines 218-220). Witnessing this scene, 

the audience of this revelatory performance is depicted as a silently awestruck crowd in 
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that the themes of justice, the passage of time, and the quest for divine mercy move the 

audience within the poem to assume a kind of reverie that acts as a performative script for 

the reader of the poem itself. The judge’s focus on the juxtaposition between earthly 

justice and divine judgment places emphasis on the lasting significance of one’s actions 

and the nature of spiritual redemption beyond the temporal boundaries of life and death.  

The dialogue between Bishop Erkenwald and the miraculously preserved pagan 

judge also prefaces a deeper inquiry into the individual’s role within societal and 

temporal frameworks. As the judge recounts his dedication to impartial justice in a pre-

Christian Britain, saying, “I was committid and made a mayster-mon here / To sytte vpon 

sayd causes, þis cité I ȝemyd / Vnder a prince of parage of paynymes laghe, / And vche 

segge þat him sewide þe same faythe trowid” (“I was appointed and made a master here / 

To sit in judgment on said causes, I governed this city / Under a noble prince of pagan 

law, / And every man who followed him believed in the same faith”; translation mine) 

(lines 201 to 204) his narrative offers a glimpse of temporal norms and societal 

expectations. He makes clear his judicial responsibilities and allegiance to pagan laws but 

also emphasizes the transcendence of communal values over religious divides. 

Delineating his position within a transitioning society, the poem text engages in the 

production of affects that prompt reflection on how justice serves as a constant thread 

amid the flux of societal transformations and the emotional valences we might feel as a 

result—there’s an intellectualized component to the performance but it is at heart an 

affective experience. One may then further derive potential insights into the reshaping of 

communal standards and expectations in the face of temporal and spiritual shifts. This 

scenario, therefore, both bridges historical periods and belief systems while also subtly 
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interrogating the possibility of moral and ethical continuity in a world where the only 

constant is change itself, and never forgetting that justice itself involves a spectrum of 

feeling. 

The pagan judge in St. Erkenwald along with the dialogue and the depictions of 

people’s responses to it present some interesting and generative avenues for considering 

the relationship between affective temporality and justice, or perhaps what might also be 

described as some of the affective states within the constellation of ethical leadership and 

wisdom. There’s a searching quality to the performance that unfolds in the poem—how 

to conceive of justice across time as belief systems alter. The judge’s commitment to 

fairness without being swayed by anything that would corrupt his impartiality is 

reminiscent of the transformation that Martha Nussbaum identifies in the governance of 

societies: a shift from basing judgments on individual emotional reactions and personal 

vendettas to the establishment of standardized legal frameworks. Nussbaum cites 

Athena’s intervention in ancient Greece in her treatment of this subject, stating, “Athena 

introduces legal institutions to replace and terminate the seemingly endless cycle of blood 

vengeance... she announces that blood guilt will now be settled by law, rather than by the 

Furies, ancient goddesses of revenge” (Nussbaum 1).  

While Nussbaum’s analysis is rooted in Greek mythology, the essence of her 

argument—that the move from a personal to a juridical approach in resolving conflicts 

signifies an evolution from a fleeting, individualistic concept of justice to a lasting, 

communal form of societal governance—is in principle something that is being worked 

out in the particular performance of the judge’s meeting with the bishop and the Christian 

audience centuries removed from his own respective temporal context. A way of looking 
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at this shift is that it represents a legal and political evolution as well as a metamorphosis 

in the emotional and ethical mesh that touches all of society—that the text dramatizes a 

notion of fairness that touches across temporalities to conceive of shared values in spite 

of religious otherness, and the collective quest for harmony and justice through the ages 

that can strive for something approaching a universal moral framework that exists outside 

of the linear unfolding of (in this particular situation) the Christian narrative. That is, is it 

fair that someone should be denied salvation if they were born well before Jesus? The 

ethical leadership exhibited by the judge, particularly his dedication to delivering 

impartial justice—“Ne for maystrie ne for mede ne for no monnes aghe” (“Nor for 

mastery, money, or malice’s sake”) (line 234)—can be read in this context as an early 

indication of these societal changes. Justice acts as a steadfast thread amid the 

fluctuations of societal transformation, in other words. It suggests that while the 

mechanisms for administering justice and the structures of societal governance may 

change owing to politics or ideology, on an affective level it is not altogether unexpected 

to feel some underlying sense of fairness, which then through the social history of 

emotions we might be able to see how those were worked out to achieve the reification of 

that sense, that understanding, that might potentially exist in a preconscious state. I am, of 

course, not offering any sort of concrete philosophy of law here, but I do think the 

“project” of St. Erkenwald is participating in its way in answering these questions. 

The description of the body’s preservation and the honors bestowed upon it in 

death—“Þai coronyd me þe kidde kynge of kene iustises” (“They crowned me the 

renowned king of keen judgments”; translation mine) (line 254) speak to a recognition of 

justice as a virtue that outlives the individual, one that echoes through time impacting 
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future generations. The physical and symbolic preservation of the judge’s legacy can be 

seen as a metaphor for the lasting impact of ethical leadership on society, where true 

justice and righteousness are rewarded in both the temporal realm as much as in the 

memory and history of a community. The poem seems very much concerned with the 

question of an ethics that can govern in some sense that rises above the temporality of the 

linearity of the Christian temporal framework—a sense that some power does recognize 

the nobility of a certain life and that the body must remain in stasis so that its soul may at 

some point experience the salvation that future communities are promised. The bishop’s 

inquiry into the state of the judge’s soul and the body’s response also perform a 

preoccupation with the afterlife and the eternal consequences of earthly actions. The 

body’s assertion that its preservation and honor are due to the “riche kynge of reson” 

(line 267) who values justice above all serves as a reminder of the divine oversight of 

human affairs and the ultimate judgment that awaits all individuals. So here we have an 

entanglement of earthly justice with divine judgment, implicitly outlining the cosmic 

order where ethical conduct and leadership are integral to both temporal success and 

eternal salvation. One can read into this passage the affective dimension of leaders’ 

emotional integrity and commitment to justice—that the ephemerality of a feeling in fact 

has a kernel of the eternal in its ability to touch, and be felt, across time. This affective 

temporality, the emotional underpinning of the judge’s narrative, is a literary 

performance of that emotional community’s notion for what a leader steeped in ethical 

values can create in terms of a continual stability in a world marked by constant change 

and uncertainty—if the world itself is unstable, perhaps actions performed in one moment 



231 
 

that have the power to be remembered and felt across time can be a ballast in the face of 

that uncertainty.  

Ecocosmic Time in The Ruin and St. Erkenwald 

To sum up where we are so far in the chapter, I have explored perceived time and 

sociotemporality in The Ruin and St. Erkenwald. Personal, intimate moments that are 

charged within these temporal spaces are also at play, alongside the revelation of a 

collective temporal experience. Now, in this section, I will explore ecocosmic time and 

affective temporality in the two poems. Again, I will begin with The Ruin. The Ruin, as 

discussed earlier, is an archive in the form of an elegy that evocatively depicts, and 

captures, the fleeting nature of human achievements, but one might also say that what 

enhances the efficacy of this aspect of that elegy is that it is positioned against the 

backdrop of the natural world. What I mean here is that human connections, though brief, 

impact our perception of time with a lasting effect, but the natural world’s permanence 

overshadows humanity’s ephemeral endeavors. So by integrating the concept of 

ecocosmic time with affective temporality, I will analyze the poem’s depiction of decay 

and how it engages with both the emotional dimensions of time and the notion of 

polychronicity. Reflecting on this sense of decay also invites us to consider the intimate 

emotions entangled with these temporal layers, where personal losses and memories are 

set against the backdrop of persistent natural cycles. The Ruin, in its presentation and in 

its reflection on the impermanence of human constructions, is also implicitly built upon 

considering how emotions within these temporal layers are expressed within a framework 

that practices an awareness of humanity’s temporal constructs with the deep time and the 

concomitant rhythms of the cosmos apart from the biological limitations of humankind. 
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The Ruin does lament the erosion of past magnificence, but it is also by default calling 

some attention to—or at least relying upon an internalized notion of—the cyclical process 

of the world’s natural order and seeming agelessness in the face of human mortality. 

Similarly, we might also extend any meditation on the cycle of degradation and renewal 

observed in the natural world in some measure the cycles and patterns of human 

intimacy, where moments of connection are both lost and rediscovered. 

To reformulate what I mean when I use the term ecocosmic time, which might also 

alternatively be known as objective, natural, and environmental timing, I define it as the 

concept of time that captures the quantifiable and universal characteristics of time as 

influenced by the cosmos and natural laws. This category includes how biological 

rhythms sync with the Earth’s inherent patterns, such as diurnal cycles and seasonal 

shifts, grounding our comprehension of time within the context of natural surroundings 

and climes. It also covers time’s objective measurement through celestial and terrestrial 

events, anchoring it in phenomena that can be empirically observed and measured. The 

concept extends to the conventional segmentation of time for practical daily use, through 

universally recognized units. Collectively, these elements offer a framework for 

understanding time’s role in the observable universe—they by nature affect and 

interrelate with all living beings and matter. At its core, it is a variant of cosmic time, 

which we might define as the time coordinate in cosmology that measures the age and 

evolution of the universe uniformly across all points, based on the perspective of a clock 

moving with the universe’s expansion (Rugh and Zinkernagel). Ecocosmic time as a term 

allows for an Earth-centric framing for the purposes of positioning cultural artifacts in 
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relation to the specific processes of our world, as also governed by cosmological 

principles to which the rest of the universe is also subject. 

To begin this analysis, we shall take lines 25 to the first half of 29: “Crungon walo wide, 

cwoman woldagas, / swylt eall fornom secgrofra wera; / wurdon hyra wigsteal westen 

staþolas, / brosnade burgsteal. Betend crungon / hergas to hrusan.” Liuzza translates these 

lines thus: “The slain fell on all sides, plague-days came, / and death destroyed all the 

brave swordsmen; / the seats of their idols became empty wasteland, / the city crumbled, 

its re-builders collapsed / beside their shrines.” The depiction of widespread death and the 

desolation of sacred sites is an example of the theme of universal entropy, and it is also 

one that evokes a sense of personal loss. Intimate experiences of grief mirror the cycles of 

nature, one might argue. In her note on line 25, Anne L. Klinck writes that the “a- and b- 

verses imply, without actually asserting, death by warfare and pestilence, respectively. 

Cringan, ‘fall,’ and wæl, ‘corpse’ or, collectively, ‘corpses,’ are both associated with 

death in battle. The [plural] noun is found elsewhere only in [Beowulf] 1042 ðonne walu 

feollon. Wol means ‘pestilence,’ but often in a figurative sense, especially in compounds” 

(Klinck 215).  

The implicit violence and suffering, hinted at through the language of fall and 

pestilence, speak directly to the heart of personal experience, where the pain of loss and 

the intimacy of mourning are component parts of the narrative theme of decay and 

renewal. Through an ecocosmic temporality reading, these lines emphasize the inherent 

tension between human experiences and the unending, repetitive cycles of nature. As one 

contemplates the entropy inherent in these lines, one may be reminded of the intimate 

human experiences of watching the familiar crumble, the kind of reflection of personal 
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encounters with loss and the inevitable passage of time to which we are all subject. 

Entropy, or the measure of disorder and randomness in a system, as a concept is useful in 

aiding any reading of these lines when one thinks of the natural progression toward 

disorder and decay within the universe. The lines depict the aftermath of warfare and 

pestilence as a physical manifestation of entropy in the human world. Through the lens of 

ecocosmic temporality, then, the disintegration of structures (brosnade burgsteal) and the 

fall of warriors (Crungon walo wide) are presented as a kind of gesture toward the 

memory of historical events, but that does not preclude a reading that acknowledges the 

universal law of entropy, which governs all matter and energy in the cosmos.  

The crumbling of the city and the fall of its defenders serve as metaphors for 

entropy while simultaneously bringing to the fore intimate memories of those lost. They 

carry an affective charge of personal loss amid the cosmic scale of decay. This inevitable 

drift towards chaos and decay is mirrored in the natural cycles of life, death, and rebirth 

that define ecocosmic time. The poem’s focus on the ruins of human achievements, now 

reclaimed by nature, on an affective level brings the reader into a state of contemplative 

wistfulness on the transient nature of human endeavors placed against the backdrop of 

cosmic temporality. Here, entropy is operating both as a physical principle and a 

metaphor for the cyclical processes of transformation and renewal inherent in the natural 

world. Woldagas, the “plague-days” as Liuzza translates the compound word, and the 

collapse of the city’s defenders alongside their idols also offers the idea that entropy 

affects both the physical and the cultural spheres. The vulnerability of human 

constructs—both material and ideological—is performed in this space, exposed to the 

forces of time and nature. There is, in these lines, a bridging of the gap between the 
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observable phenomena of decay and the broader, ecocosmic perspective, which sees 

entropy as an essential component of the universe’s dynamism, driving the cycles of 

destruction and regeneration that characterize our understanding of time itself. Human 

history is thus offered as a minor and ephemeral drama amid the vast, cyclical patterns of 

ecocosmic time. Within ecocosmic time, the intimate episodes of love, loss, and 

resilience show and perform the intersection of individual lives with the cosmic patterns 

of appearing and fading. It suggests that the processes of coming to be and passing away, 

observed in the fragmentary remnants of those who came before us, are reflective of the 

broader, cosmic architecture of creation and dissolution governed by the principles of 

entropy.  

The repetition of crungon (“fell” or “collapsed”) at the beginning of line 25 and at 

the end of line 28—as if on the precipice of the line’s edge—is also rhetorically 

performing that cyclicality: Crungon walo wide (“The slain fell on all sides”) and Betend 

crungon (“its re-builders collapsed”). In other words, the repetition of crungon at both the 

start and again later in the passage is an aesthetic element that performs the themes of 

cyclical destruction and reconstruction within the text. The initial use of Crungon walo 

wide (“The slain fell on all sides”) places the reader into a scenario of extensive downfall, 

one that inherently is indicating a moment of defeat or loss that is both literal, with 

physical collapse or death, and metaphorical, hinting at the wider existential and cyclical 

patterns of life, all while conveying the inevitable and universal nature of decline, and 

signaling the start of a cycle of change and transformation. Universal downfall as a 

moment here inhabits the grand narrative of cyclic decay, one that also is ushering in a 

reflection on the intimate losses that are endured as a part of living—they are the 
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existential patterns in the personal grief and resilience humankind must navigate. The 

subsequent appearance of crungon in Betend crungon (“its re-builders collapsed”) 

reinforces the notion of cyclical recurrence, in that the collapse of those striving against 

decay performs or plays out both the physical and the personal struggles against time.  

The ambition and the endeavor to build and rebuild amid the ruins of what was 

once cherished can also be read as a tacit acknowledgment of all these things succumbing 

to decay, even if they are hewn of stone. And so too do the individuals striving against 

this inevitability ultimately face the same end. This use of “fall” links the tangible 

destruction with the human attempts at mitigation, which suggests that the cyclical 

patterns of rising and falling include both the physical and the spiritual. The collapse of 

the rebuilders, along with their structures, is working as the text’s means of 

contemplating the ineffectiveness of opposing the natural and cosmic order, as all efforts 

are ultimately subsumed by the cyclical nature of time and existence. In recognizing the 

futility of these efforts against the cosmic cycles, we also observe moments of human 

connection and determination—the action and literary performance of resilience in the 

face of inevitable decline. We might say, then, that the repeated use of crungon functions 

at several levels; the poem’s focus on cyclical existence mirrors the concept of ecocosmic 

time, where destruction and renewal are fundamentally connected. This rhythmic 

invocation of decay and renewal, while echoing the vast cycles of the cosmos, 

simultaneously whispers of the quieter, intimate cycles of love, loss, and rebirth that mark 

the human condition, binding us to the cosmic rhythm with threads of shared emotion. It 

also intimates the relationship between human endeavors and the larger cycles of the 

environment and cosmos–a sketch of the ephemeral quality of human achievements in 
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contrast to the perpetual cycle of the cosmos. It’s a kind of strategic repetition of a single 

term that rhythmically provides a reflection on time, life, and the continual cycle of decay 

and renewal. 

Given the respective temporality in which this dissertation is being written, some 

time ought to be given to a discussion of woldagas (the “plague-days”) in the context of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 2020 in particular forced a reevaluation of personal 

connections and how society as a whole had to reckon with the challenges of isolation 

and loss. The renewed and sustained appreciation for the intimate bonds that sustain us in 

a time of increasing technological mediation of intimacy also had ramifications for the 

ways in which we maintained connection in spite of distance, and even though at the time 

of this writing, it has been over four years since the emergence of COVID-19, the 

changes to society that the pandemic wrought still remain with us and are still operating 

as sites within which we might reimagine how to do things differently. The pandemic, as 

a global event characterized by widespread illness, death, and societal upheaval, 

embodies a modern instantiation of “plague-days,” paralleling the historical cycles of 

pestilence that have periodically disrupted human societies and one which the poet of The 

Ruin seems to suggest. Klinck states that the meaning of wol as “pestilence” is “often in a 

figurative sense, especially in compounds” (215), but an acknowledgment of and reading 

of our own pandemic time as a literal embodiment of such plague-days can assist us in 

that act of reimagining and processing the metaphorical interpretations of past calamities 

and the tangible reality of contemporary global crises within the framework of ecocosmic 

time.  
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The pandemic can be seen as part of the natural world’s cyclical patterns of 

growth, decay, and renewal, as well as the result of disruptions of the natural order either 

via climate change or human expansion into environments increasing the likelihood of 

zoonotic transmissions of disease across species. And amid these cycles of growth and 

decay, the pandemic laid bare the fragility of personal relationships, often in such a way 

that it pushed many to find innovative ways to maintain intimacy despite physical 

distance. Diseases, while often perceived as anomalies or disruptions, are part of the 

natural ecological and evolutionary processes that govern life on Earth. The disruption 

caused by COVID-19, while inseparable from discussions and debates on ecological 

balances, also acutely drives home the point of how crises can strain but ultimately 

deepen the intimate connections between people, as shared experiences of vulnerability 

and support become central to survival. They reflect the complex interdependencies 

within ecosystems and the balance between species. In this sense, the emergence and the 

impact of COVID-19 very clearly show the interconnectedness of human, biological, and 

environmental systems, which in turn reminds us of the limits of human control over 

natural processes and destabilizes the ideological paradigms that might encourage notions 

of human supremacy and mastery over the environment, which can include the tragedy of 

human fallibility. The pandemic can also remind us of the concept of entropy in the 

context of ecocosmic time. The disorder and unpredictability brought about by the 

pandemic have not only challenged societal norms but also prompted a rethinking of 

what intimacy means in times of crisis, as individuals seek solace and understanding in 

close personal ties. The spread of the virus, the resultant social and economic disorder, 

and the challenges of restoring pre-pandemic normalcy have acutely made manifest the 
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tendency toward disorder and unpredictability in systems. Yet, within this framework, 

entropy can drive chaos as well as adaptation, innovation, and the reorganization of 

societal structures. Thinking of woldagas in the era of COVID-19 is a way to think 

through human vulnerability and intimacy in the face of natural forces that operate on 

scales beyond individual or even generational lifetimes.  

St. Erkenwald within the framework of ecocosmic time also allows for a 

comparative analysis of themes related to decay, renewal, and the deep temporal imprints 

within one’s environment. The Ruin’s entire textual universe is fixated on the notion of 

past civilizations and their reclamation by natural forces, which as a literary performance 

foregrounds considerations of cosmic scales of time that envelop human achievements. 

Where The Ruin might situate these ancient spaces within the cycles of cosmic and 

natural time (that is, depicting their material continuity in the face of universal temporal 

force), St. Erkenwald, on the other hand, performs a drama of temporally dislocated 

human histories intersecting with each other. Ecocosmic temporality is at play through 

the discovery of a body preserved for centuries, in stasis, while simultaneously also 

showcasing the impact of cosmic and natural laws on human remains and histories. Dylan 

Trigg, in The Memory of Place: A Phenomenology of the Uncanny, asserts that “the place 

of memory offsets the memory of place, the phenomenological direction is strengthened 

with a more hermeneutic inclination” (Trigg 19). Interpreting St. Erkenwald through 

Trigg’s lens, one may see how the cosmic and natural forces that preserve the body can 

show the ecocosmic dimensions of memory and place—the structural and symbolic 

linkages and values of these narratives to the broader patterns of the universe. The 

dialogue between Bishop Erkenwald and the preserved body can be interpreted within 
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this framework as a drama between cosmic forces and human history, bridging the 

temporal divide with a shared moment of revelation. An adherence to Trigg’s assertion 

that the difference between the memory of place and the place of memory forms a 

“unifying structure” (Trigg 19) can make the ecocosmic aspects of St. Erkenwald more 

readily apparent. The detailed recounting of its era and the cosmic calculation of its time 

in repose serves as a literary example of ecocosmic time through the use of human 

characters existing and operating within this world in a context that bends the 

expectations of human ephemerality, where celestial events and natural cycles dictate the 

rhythm of human and environmental narratives. In this section, I will explore how St. 

Erkenwald complements and refines the exploration begun in The Ruin, marrying the 

physical and symbolic dimensions of time with the cosmic, all within the context of 

Trigg’s exploration of memory and place (Trigg 19). Ecocosmic time can be read as 

performing a role in connecting transient and everlasting aspects of existence, integrating 

spatiotemporal experiences within a literary depiction of a cosmological framework. 

St. Erkenwald affords us an archive through which to study memory, place, and 

identity. In this close reading, I will parse the text through an ecocosmic temporal lens 

and apply Dylan Trigg’s theories. In doing so, I will offer a potential way to interpret 

how cosmic and natural laws influence our historical consciousness and connections to 

the past. That, in turn, can help inform our self-perception and position in history, at least 

in terms of one utilitarian purpose for doing so—if anything, articulating the ways in 

which the poem depicts and performs these dimensions is the primary aim. In St. 

Erkenwald lines 206-210, the text contemplates the challenge of quantifying time, 

stating: “Hit is to meche to any mon to make of a nommbre: / After þat Brutus þis burghe 



241 
 

had buggid on fyrste, / Noȝt bot fife hundred ȝere þer aghtene wontyd / Before þat 

kynned ȝour Criste by Cristen acounte / A þousande ȝere and þritty mo and yet threnen 

aght” (“It is too much for any man to reckon: / After Brutus first built this city, / Only 

five hundred years and eighteen were lacking / Before the birth of your Christ by 

Christian count / A thousand years and thirty more and yet three more besides”; 

translation mine). These lines can be read as depicting an affective response to beholding 

the influence of cosmic cycles and natural laws on the unfolding of human history. They 

are a literary performance of the enormity of time and the time between specific historical 

moments and the contemporary moment—the particular feeling that comes with having a 

general sense for something being so far removed in the past versus wanting, needing to 

count the years in order to temporally place oneself in relation to that ancient echo.  

The poem, through the judge’s contemplation, wrestles in its way with the 

challenge of aligning human history with the vast, measurable cycles of ecocosmic time, 

suggesting a narrative that our individual attempts to quantify time are part of. Trigg’s 

notion of being “touched by the past” resonates here, not just as a personal connection but 

as an engagement with history shaped by ecocosmic forces. He writes, “Being ‘touched 

by the past’ brings us into a region of memory and temporality that elicits the moment 

personal identity is marked in either an affirmative or a disruptive manner by the 

experience of memory itself” (Trigg 19-20). It also calls to mind Carolyn Dinshaw’s 

articulation of “using ideas of the past, creating relations with the past, touching in this 

way the past in our efforts to build selves and communities now and into the future” 

(Dinshaw, Getting Medieval 206). The detailed enumeration of years from Brutus’s 

founding of the city to the birth of Christ in the poem mirrors the objective measurement 
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of time, emphasizing its grounding in celestial and terrestrial events. These lines of verse 

embed a sensitivity to the temporal and material realities, influenced by cosmic and 

natural laws, shape human existence and historical memory. St. Erkenwald becomes an 

act of remembrance that ties the audience of the text (regardless of when they were an 

audience to the text, whether in the late fourteenth century or the early twenty-first 

century) to the historical narrative through both a deeply personal and collective memory. 

The poem offers in these lines a meditation on the connection with history and time as 

being mediated by the mechanistic passage of time according to the rules of the universe, 

as if the judge in his slumber was keenly in tune with the counting of time, offering a way 

of reading the poem that places the audience in a mindset where the deep past continues 

to shape our understanding of ourselves and our place in the world.  

Lines 206 to 210 directly address the challenge of measuring time and they can be 

interpreted to connect cosmic laws with human history. Trigg’s examination of memory 

and the impact of being “touched by the past” (Trigg 19) can also be paired with Gaston 

Bachelard’s exploration of intimate spaces in The Poetics of Space:  

First of all, as is proper in a study of images of intimacy, we shall pose the 

problem of the poetics of the house. The questions abound: how can secret 

rooms, rooms that have disappeared, become abodes for an unforgettable 

past? Where and how does repose find especially conducive situations? 

How is it that, at times, a provisional refuge or an occasional shelter is 

endowed in our intimate daydreaming with virtues that have no objective 

foundation? . . . On whatever theoretical horizon we examine it, the house 
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image would appear to have become the topography of our intimate being. 

(Bachelard 20)  

Bachelard offers that our environments, sculpted by cosmic and natural rhythms, mold 

our personal and collective narratives. The intimate spaces of the psyche provide a 

foundation to explore how the poem uses physical and metaphorical spaces to encode 

temporal experiences. The poem treats time as a dimension that is both experienced 

individually and shared collectively, mediated by our connections to the physical world. 

St. Erkenwald in its way probes the temporal connections that anchor the judge’s and 

Bishop Erkenwald’s times, their individual temporalities, within the larger cosmic 

context—one might read how the text is presenting a drama of the continuum from 

personal spaces to universal expanses. The way the judge enumerates the years since 

Brutus’s foundation of the city to the advent of Christ reflects the influence of ecocosmic 

time on our perception of history and identity while it also connects individual and 

collective experiences within an overarching cosmic drama. Bachelard’s notion of 

intimacy considers how personal experiences are linked to the governing principles of the 

universe—the home is the universe, perhaps. He writes, “There does not exist a real 

intimacy that is repellent. All the spaces of intimacy are designated by an attraction” 

(Bachelard 34). His perspective suggests that all intimate experiences, those deeply 

personal and affective moments that stay with us, inherently draw us closer to 

understanding our place within universal patterns. And this attraction toward intimate 

spaces, then, both physical and metaphorical, is about comfort or familiarity, but it’s also 

readable as the spaces matching natural and cosmic cycles. One way of thinking about 

this is that Bachelard argues that our connections to intimate spaces and moments are not 
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random or just subjective preferences but are deeply rooted in the universal laws that 

shape existence. Intimacy is the means through which the individual’s inner world and 

the external forces of the cosmos may meet. Through topoanalysis—the study of space’s 

psychological impact—and topophilia—the emotional connections we forge with spaces 

(Bachelard 20, 34)—the poem engages with universal patterns through its microcosmic 

dramas—memories of place and the temporal transmission and cohesion of of identity are 

key here.  

In the context of reading St. Erkenwald through a combination of Bachelard and 

Trigg, Jeffrey Jerome Cohen’s insights can add to any analysis here of the temporal and 

physical dimensions of history and memory. He writes, “Stone is long lasting but not 

eternal. Geologists likewise tell us that rock was the earth’s first solid, the planet’s most 

venerable denizen—but none of that primordial element remains, having met its death 

through forces like subduction, the drowning of stone in sea and fire as the tectonic plates 

grind over each other” (Cohen 81). Cohen’s reflection on the susceptibility of stone to 

erosion by nature and time offers a useful metaphor for the impact of history’s passage on 

all aspects of life—the metaphor is reinforcing the notion that nothing remains untouched 

by time. Lines 39 to 42 of the poem offer us a point of focus: “Mony a mery mason was 

made þer to wyrke, / Harde stones for to hewe wyt eggit toles, / Mony grubber in grete þe 

grounde for to seche / Þat þe fundement on fyrst shuld þe fote halde” (“Many a merry 

mason was employed there to work, / Hard stones to carve with edged tools, / Many 

diggers in great numbers to search the ground / So that the foundation at first should hold 

firm”; translation mine). The laborious efforts of masons and searchers of the ground in 

the poem echo humanity’s persistent endeavor to leave a permanent mark upon the earth, 
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only for their creations to eventually succumb to the same forces that have been eroding 

stone since the planet’s inception.  

The poem’s sensory-filled depiction of construction work, which when paired 

with Cohen’s reflection on the inevitable demise of even the earth’s oldest solid forms, is 

another example of performing the contrast of the fleeting nature of human efforts against 

the backdrop of ecocosmic time. It reinforces the interconnectedness Cohen highlights 

between the material world and the narratives we construct to understand our place 

within it. One of the ways of thinking of this scene in the full context of this discussion is 

that the reader may be invited to consider how, despite the transience of our physical and 

narrative constructions, they are essential components in the continuum of history and 

memory. Even the sense of the eggit toles (the edged tools) offers us another point of 

consideration on the nature of edges being where change is met—think of the lapping of 

waves against a rocky cliff, eroding and reshaping the shorelines—while offering a sense 

of humanity’s own agency and alteration of stone, earth, and geology. One can read the 

eggit toles as foregrounding humanity’s embeddedness with the natural world while also 

contending with the liminal space where creation and decay intersect, a liminality that is 

epitomized by the act of digging into the earth, representing human labors to leave a 

lasting imprint upon a world that is, in geological terms, indifferent to our ephemeral 

existence. Human workers, with their transient presence on this earth, engage in acts of 

creation that, while momentary in the cosmic timeline, carve out spaces of memory and 

history that persist far beyond their lifetimes. The poem’s central human drama, 

particularly seen through the body of the virtuous pagan, and the rediscovery of his body 

centuries later parallels this image–the lasting imprints left by those who came before us 
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being revivified from the archives of the earth, literarily destabilizing the boundaries 

between the past and present and the human and natural, as well as the integration of 

human acts of creation and destruction in affecting geological strata. In the ecocosmic 

framing, St. Erkenwald can be read as navigating the thresholds of existence, where the 

liminal becomes a space of ecological and temporal reflection. 

V. Conclusion 

To conclude this chapter, I have offered a comprehensive approach that, it is my hope, 

yields a a workable framework toward comprehending and articulating time’s depiction 

in literature from the early medieval period, exemplified by The Ruin, and its evolution 

into the later medieval era, as seen in St. Erkenwald. Polychronicity helps show how 

these two poems have complex temporal dimensions—which can form a distinct literary 

present that engages readers in the exploration of time, memory, and, in the case of St. 

Erkenwald, religious transformation. The use of alliterative verse in both texts highlights 

how that literary form serves as a conduit for expressing affective temporalities via genre 

space. It connects The Ruin and St. Erkenwald through their shared poetic tradition. As a 

rhetorical strategy, it is a useful example for why these seemingly disparate texts might 

be examined together, as their alliterative structure enhances memorability and thematic 

depth while closing the temporal divide between the early and later medieval periods. 

Reconfiguring Edward T. Hall’s map of time framework, where his nine categories are 

streamlined into three cohesive ones—perceived time, sociotemporality, and ecocosmic 

time—facilitates a structured examination of the poems’ interactions with various aspects 

of time, from personal and subjective experiences to collective and cosmic rhythms. The 

discussion on sociotemporality is an archive of communal perceptions of time as shaped 
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by societal norms and values, and how these perceptions inform the construction of 

communal identities and narratives. Employing time as a tool, themes such as salvation 

for virtuous pagans and the flexibility of narrative chronology actively shape historical 

and theological contexts in a literary manner. The section on ecocosmic time works 

through the impact of cosmic and natural laws on human history and individual 

experiences. Analyzing the judge’s reckoning of time alongside ideas from Dylan Trigg, 

Gaston Bachelard, and Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, this section links personal experiences and 

historical moments with broader cosmic patterns, showing the connection between 

human and universal experiences, as well as the liminality of life and death and creation 

and destruction. The Ruin and St. Erkenwald offer an archive of potential ways of reading 

time through polychronicity and also convey the depth of emotional engagement with 

temporal experiences. This method allows for an expanded understanding of how early 

and later medieval texts reflect on and articulate temporality. They can help provide 

insights into how these works voice medieval conceptions of time that are both varied 

and laden with emotional valences. Consequently, deepening the general appreciation of 

these two poems within the early and later medieval contexts while also contributing to 

the wider discourse on the nature of time and memory has been my aim. 
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Chapter IV: Feeling Time and Reading Literary Sound in Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight: An Archive of Aurality and Genre Experimentation 

I. Introduction 

In this chapter, I explore how Sir Gawain and the Green Knight uses sound as a 

narrative device as well as a critical tool for deepening the thematic exploration of 

emotion and time. While affective temporalities is very much part of the analysis, my aim 

is to build on that framework by focusing on how aural elements contribute to shaping 

the poem’s emotional and temporal contexts. Affective temporality, as outlined earlier in 

this dissertation, captures the emotional and experiential dimensions of time within a 

literary work. The idea is that, as a framework for literary analysis, it accentuates the 

ways in which the text invokes and navigates emotions and memories that cut across 

different temporal layers. Aural elements, of course, refer to the features within the text 

that evoke auditory sensations or relate to sound, and which achieve the effect of igniting 

some part of the reader’s auditory imagination. These elements perform a role in 

contributing to and constructing the poem’s sensory and emotional universe, one that 

perhaps is not always robustly paused on as a generative vector for considering other 

paradigms at play in the text. The core objective is to contemplate and reflect on how 

auditory cues within Sir Gawain and the Green Knight work within its narrative 

structure—how they work in building the world through which the audience experiences 

a sensory immersion, one that mingles with the passage of time and heightens feelings 

such as anticipation, dread, or merriment.  

A second goal of the project is working out the parameters of a methodology I 

have put together that marries traditional literary analysis with genre experimentation, 
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especially with an eye toward emergent digital genre space considerations and thoughts 

on the state of the digital humanities in the era of generative AI—and what potential 

avenues for thought we may open up here regarding pedagogy and collaborative 

scholarship. My close readings are organized linearly across the poem’s first fitt—and 

even then just the first hundred or so lines—so that way I can work out the archive of 

sound present in a contained space while specifically performing close readings of how 

sound, emotion, and time operate together in lines of verse within the opening quarter of 

the fitt. My approach here is to ensure that the project does not run too long.  

This approach that I take here does, of course, adhere to the conventions of 

literary critique—and I will provide new, sustained close readings of lines of Sir Gawain 

and the Green Knight but specifically I am also working through the progression of 

auditory elements in a manner akin to something approaching the genre space of a 

commentary, while also overtly calling attention to database structures. Bearing in mind 

the nature of genre spaces, the methodology is designed to explore how Sir Gawain and 

the Green Knight is an archive of aural affects and temporalities. There are some 

potential ramifications for this approach in that the preliminary taxonomic model that I 

offer could readily extend in its application to other works by the Gawain Poet and to 

other late fourteenth-century Middle English literary texts—and certainly in terms of its 

application as a theoretical approach for other texts that are not bound to the medieval 

period.  

I have a few reasons for focusing squarely on the first quarter of the first fitt rather 

than expanding my study to all four fitts. First, I am simply acknowledging a time and 

space constraint. I could imagine the project being spread out across four distinct 
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chapters, one for each fitt. That project is one I would in fact enjoy doing, but the primary 

work for now is focused on just the opening hundred or so lines as a pilot project. The 

purpose is to begin the conversation via this genre experimentation. Second, referring to 

this genre experimentation, this chapter will consist of close readings that function like 

essays in and of themselves without necessarily forcing connections between them. The 

point is to view the chosen passages as invitations for unpacking, rather than insisting on 

a specific narrative through-line; the through-line I am choosing to pursue is the specific 

act of articulating readings of aurality and affective temporality verse by verse, or small 

passage by small passage, rather than making one specific unifying statement about each 

passage. That could be done, but it is not–for this project–my primary interest. Simply 

put, I want to perform something in this genre that might be akin to opening up an 

archive for future work. 

In part, the methodology of this approach has been inspired by my engagement in 

three distinct yet complementary projects within the field of responsible artificial 

intelligence: co-authoring a sprawling glossary of trustworthy and responsible AI 

terminology; maintaining a GitHub repository of responsible AI materials; and helping 

build the AI Incident Database and taxonomizing varieties of emerging harms caused by 

AI. I will discuss these three things because I think they are playing a role in shaping my 

approach to this chapter and because I think discussing them in the field of medieval 

literary analysis has potential for helping in the process of rearranging the inherent 

changes in our relationship to information with new paradigms in the humanities. I 

mention these methodologies because they are currently informing what might be 

described as my fascination with structures of knowledge curation, both old and new. My 
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fascination reflects a broader appreciation for the ways in which structures, whether in 

the narrative arcs of medieval literature or in single lines of verse or in the organized 

repositories of modern digital platforms, shape our understanding and engagement with 

complex subjects and disciplines—the art of taxonomizing genres and types of events, 

situations, and (to use a broad, all-encompassing term) units of information. The detailed 

examination of sound as a narrative and thematic device in Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight, through the lens of affective temporalities, is thus mirrored by my approach to 

organizing and presenting this analysis. The structure of this work, drawing from my 

involvement in these three projects within the field of responsible AI, seeks not to impose 

a rigid framework but to encourage the potential for interdisciplinary methodologies to 

begin opening a conversation about how to think of new paradigms of knowledge 

curation, and they can help us think through traditional literary analysis genres, such as 

the dissertation chapter. In essence, the structural methodologies I have been thinking 

through and implementing parallel the narrative structures I explore in this chapter about 

the soundscape of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. These methodologies can serve as a 

kind of inspirational intellectual scaffold, enabling a deeper dive into the poem's auditory 

and temporal dimensions, and practicing my belief that the structure of analysis can help 

shape the insights gleaned from literary texts. It is my hope that by exploring the 

underlying structural appreciation guiding this analysis, the convergence of medieval 

literary study and modern digital methodology can begin a discussion regarding some 

directions for more fruitful intersections between diverse forms of scholarly inquiry. 

Next, I will provide some brief descriptions of those three projects in responsible 

AI. 
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The first of these projects was my role as a co-author for the National Institute of 

Standards and Technology (NIST)’s The Language of Trustworthy AI: An In-Depth 

Glossary of Terms. This effort aimed to assemble a comprehensive glossary that sought 

not so much to offer or compose new definitions but rather to bring together already-

published definitions from writers and experts either in the field of responsible AI or 

adjacent to it. It involved consulting hundreds of sources published over the past several 

decades. Detailing a wide array of terms and collecting definitions for them across 

decades of machine learning history, the project embraced the complexity and 

interdisciplinary nature of the field, emphasizing the necessity for a common vocabulary 

that bridges diverse domains of expertise (Atherton et al.). This experience sharpened my 

appreciation for the necessity of collecting disparate but related information into one 

central node, an insight that I am seeking to directly inform my approach to unpacking 

the aural and temporal dimensions of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. I should clarify 

that in doing this that I am not trying to stretch the specific subject field of responsible AI 

to readings of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (although the mind wonders at the 

possibilities). Rather, I am explaining what is essentially a kind of methodological 

inspiration garnered from the act of sustained collection and editorial work in curating 

information. It’s about the act of building self-contained, complex packages of 

information one after the other and allowing for a wider view. 

Second, I have also been building and maintaining the GitHub repository 

Awesome Machine Learning Interpretability with Patrick Hall, who originally founded 

the repository (Hall et al.). GitHub, which is more commonly used by computer scientists 

and engineers rather than scholars in the humanities, serves as a collaborative platform 
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that facilitates version control and project management, essential for curating and sharing 

complex projects. The repository’s structure, as detailed in its table of contents—from 

community and official guidance resources, educational materials, to technical 

resources—reflects a comprehensive genre-specific approach to assembling information 

on machine learning interpretability. It is, in a nutshell, a digital library of resources 

dedicated to responsible AI materials. The structure of the repository emphasizes the 

importance of a broad array of informative resources, such as comprehensive software 

examples, tutorials, and open access to scholarly materials, alongside a strong foundation 

in community-shared frameworks, policy guidance, and technical tools. I would contend 

that the genre space of a GitHub repository occupies an interesting and unique 

intersection within digital scholarship and collaborative software development, but that it 

could very well also more robustly serve as a useful platform for a wide array of 

medieval literary studies, including Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. What makes 

GitHub a generative space is that it is characterized by its hybrid nature, taking elements 

of technical documentation, academic discourse, and community-driven knowledge 

curation. It serves as a platform for the aggregation, organization, and dissemination of 

information and tools, aimed at facilitating understanding and encouraging innovation 

within a specific field, one that I personally think has far more potential for those of us 

working in the humanities.  

GitHub repositories can be nodes in complex ecosystems in which many genre 

forms circulate. As of this writing, a cursory search through the GitHub site yields 879 

results with the “digital-humanities” tag, with many repositories being geared toward 

technical tools and software libraries that may serve specific functions for digital 
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humanities practitioners (“digital-humanities”). To choose one example of a repository 

that is similar to Awesome Machine Learning Interpretability but for the digital 

humanities is Awesome Ontologies for Digital Humanities, which is a list that “collects 

useful ontologies, vocabularies, terminologies, and taxonomies for modelling and 

publishing datasets from Humanities domains as Linked Data” (CLARIAH). I am 

gesturing toward this platform because GitHub’s predominant association with computer 

science and engineering communities might initially appear counterintuitive to scholars 

in the humanities. Yet, the inherent flexibility and open nature of GitHub as a platform 

offer an invaluable opportunity for cross-disciplinary engagement and resource sharing. It 

encourages a merging of methodologies, where the precision and structure inherent in 

software development can inform the more interpretive and narrative-driven approaches 

of humanities research. This cross-pollination has the potential to enrich both fields, 

offering new perspectives and tools to humanities scholars. 

Third, the AI Incident Database, which is a project of the Responsible AI 

Collaborative, “is dedicated to indexing the collective history of harms or near harms 

realized in the real world by the deployment of artificial intelligence systems. Like 

similar databases in aviation and computer security, the AI Incident Database aims to 

learn from experience so we can prevent or mitigate bad outcomes” (“AI Incident 

Database”). Contributing reports about harms, editing the database’s archives of them, 

and taxonomizing the incidents has offered a unique perspective on the iterative and 

communal aspects of knowledge creation and categorization. It’s been important for 

systematically documenting and analyzing instances where AI systems fail to operate as 

intended or cause unintended consequences, while it has also been good for emphasizing 
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the value of transparency and collective learning in addressing complex challenges. 

Participating in this project has imparted insights into how the aggregation and 

categorization of information can make potentially opaque patterns clear and inform 

future strategies for improvement. These insights have further informed my approach to 

literary analysis, particularly in how I will be approaching, cataloging, and analyzing the 

auditory and temporal dimensions of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. 

I mention these three spaces–the glossary, the GitHub repository, and the AI 

Incident Database–not because I seek to replicate their respective structures in this 

chapter, but that the methodological parallels between managing these expansive projects 

shares certain modes of thought that can produce helpful directions in how we approach 

information when conducting literary analysis. They each emphasize the importance of 

documentation, thematic categorization, and the synthesis of diverse perspectives to 

deepen our understanding of complex arrays of information on subjects that naturally 

produce a proliferation of different genre forms. It’s my hope that by discussing some of 

these methodological paradigms, even if much work inevitably will remain, that I can 

offer both more interpretive work and to demonstrate the potential for interdisciplinary 

methodologies to enhance our engagement with literary texts. 

Apart from these spaces where I have been conducting work in building 

knowledge bases for responsible AI, I have mentioned the genre space of the more 

traditional commentary. I would like to offer my own definition of what constitutes that 

space. I define a commentary as an expository work that analyzes, interprets, and 

critically responds to a primary source while offering insights into its themes, stylistic 

features, and contextualized significance. With the advent of digital humanities, the 
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format of commentaries has naturally been evolving to include multimedia and 

interactive elements across different genre spaces, which by default compels a certain 

degree of flexibility and experimentation. In the context of my dissertation chapter 

(which I point out as a specific genre space in and of itself), I approach the beginning of 

the first fitt of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight thinking in these more contained modes 

of structuring information. 

II. Surveying the State of the Digital Humanities  

Determining ways to better facilitate the work of the humanities with 

developments in technology has a long history. A good starting point for this discussion 

in relation to my project is Robert Busa’s 1980 retrospective in the journal Computers 

and the Humanities—which itself was formed in 1966 and was instrumental in the 

process of formalizing scholarship on what for a long time was referred to as humanities 

computing and is today known as the digital humanities (Schreibman, et al. xvii)—in 

which Busa recounts his pioneering efforts in creating the Index Thomisticus. It’s a first-

person narration in which Busa describes the early years of his life as a Jesuit, his 

philosophical studies during World War II in Italy, and ultimately his realizing that there 

was a need for a comprehensive concordance of all the works of Thomas Aquinas, which 

he began working on in 1946 (Busa 83). One of the pleasures of the essay is Busa’s 

narrativizing of the extensive manual work of cataloging Aquinas’s use of words and 

then the subsequent collaboration with IBM to automate this process. He writes, “I knew, 

the day I was to meet Thomas J. Watson, Sr., that he had on his desk a report which said 

that IBM machines could never do what I wanted. I had seen in the waiting room a small 

poster imprinted with the words: ‘The difficult we do right away; the impossible takes a 
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little longer,’ (IBM always loved slogans)” (Busa 84). Beyond providing a bit of 

storytelling flair, structurally Busa points to this moment as something that establishes 

the decades-long project of the Index Thomisticus, and in so doing he is offering 

something of a critique and a suggestion for scholarly endeavors when he later writes, 

“Today’s academic life seems to be more in favor of many short-term research projects 

which need to be published quickly, rather than of projects requiring teams of co-workers 

collaborating for decades” (Busa 89). I couldn’t help but think of the work of the AI 

Incident Database, which is by its design meant to be a constant project running in 

perpetuity, built and held together by component parts that are meant to be constantly 

expanded upon, all with tagging capabilities that allow for recognition across an array of 

collaborative identities—for example, the journalists who wrote initial reports on AI 

incidents and harms and their publications, the people who submitted the reports to the 

database to bring the original reporting to our attention, and my role as an editor in 

parsing the new information that is added to the system—all meant to be maintained for 

as long as possible so that others can access in an open-source way the details from which 

they may carry out more sustained research endeavors. There’s a minor element in Busa’s 

essay that presages something worth noting, which is when he writes toward the end that 

the requirement for the “utmost attention to every minimal detail. A dogma was that no 

one should allow himself, or allow any other person, to overlook an error or a defect or a 

doubt on the assumption that it was a small one and seemingly of no importance” (Busa 

89-90).  

The problem of generative AI “hallucinating”—that is, creating incorrect or 

nonsensical information—is something that continues to dog the rollout of chatbots and 
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other services, and (human) vigilance, intervention, and mitigation techniques are always 

strongly recommended (Schiller). And it is also of note that the specific performativity in 

press releases, marketing language, and social media videos for new generative AI 

tools—the affects of hype, we might say—are a problem with respect to our conception 

of these tools (Angwin). Busa also ruminated on “whether or not we can succeed in 

identifying in each sentence something which can be taken as characteristic of its global 

meaning. I am not sure whether artificial intelligence will eventually solve this problem” 

(Busa 88). This issue persists as large language models (LLMs) rely on statistical 

prediction methods to answer prompts, which does not fully capture the global meaning 

of sentences. Pattern recognition does not equate to human-like understanding or 

cognitive processing (M. Mitchell). But in light of Busa, I share the cataloguer’s spirit 

that veers toward the comprehensive, while also knowing that it is, in the end, infinity 

that we are contending with—that the act of charting out via each individual unit that 

forms the unobtainable whole is the act of scholarship and the construction of knowledge. 

How we build out the road on the way to that ideal of comprehensive wholeness requires 

collaboration and self-interrogation, as well as an acknowledgment that there is never 

time enough. 

Nine years before Busa’s essay, R L Widmann provided an extensive, systematic 

survey of the field of humanities computing in her essay “Computers and Literary 

Scholarship,” also published in Computers and the Humanities. Her survey walks 

through a great profusion of innovative applications of emerging computer technologies 

that marked the middle part of the twentieth-century (Widmann). Much of the essay 

spends time discussing a wide range of different concordance projects (although the 
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Index Thomisticus does not make an appearance in her discussion), but it’s also an 

insightful and useful survey of how people applied older programming languages to 

various early humanities computing projects: FORTRAN (3, 7), COURSEWRITER (3), 

KWIC (Key-Word-In-Context) (3, 7, 10), BIBCON (3, 12), QOBOL (3), LISP (5), and 

SNOBOL 4 (8). Some other directions that Widmann’s survey can offer researchers is 

her documentation and treatment of numerous studies and dissertations that explore the 

use of computers in areas such as stylistics (4, 6), authorship attribution (6-7), rhythm 

analysis (5), and text collation (7-8). Some examples here also include analyses of 

Shakespeare’s word order (4), rhythm studies (5), and computer-generated poetry (4). 

The section on computer-generated poetry is interesting. She explains how—while 

computer-generated poetry can be engaging when created by someone with both poetic 

understanding and technical skill, such as Louis T. Milic—the attempt by Giuseppe M. 

Ferrero diRoccaferrera was not so successful. His “rigid formula” drew from a limited 

vocabulary set, hilariously described as an “ill-conceived and naive attempt to write 

quatrains” and that the “poor IBM 360/50 (level G) turned out junk (though Ferrero 

diRoccaferrera calls it poetry) without significance, or ideational, symbolic, or metrical 

content” (Widmann 4).  

It’s also possible to consider Widmann’s work through the lens of affective 

temporality in that we can see how the use of programming languages and computational 

tools—while technical achievements in and of themselves—show changes in how 

scholars experience and engage with texts in different milieus and in response to what I 

think of as a kind of emotional arithmetic—the excitement that comes with new 

technologies that suddenly make one realize that old texts can be approached anew, or 
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old labors might be lessened so that more work may be done in different capacities—or 

perhaps old labors become replaced with new ones, the result of which may yet be 

determined. (It’s not inconceivable, for example, that generative AI will in fact increase 

labor for individuals as tasks that were once day-long tasks, such as manually 

summarizing reports, can suddenly be reduced to seconds- or minutes-long tasks; it might 

simply increase output expectations for workers.) Widmann’s review chronicles early 

efforts marking a period in which technology began to reshape literary scholarship, which 

in and of itself was creating new ways for scholars, research assistants, librarians, and 

engineers to connect with texts across different times. There were temporal elements at 

play too—whether the painstaking process of determining how best to get all the details 

right or the quicker gratification of seeing a computer process data in ways that would 

have taken people much longer previously. All of these provoke affective reactions and 

ultimately emotional expressions to these endeavors—excitement at successes to 

frustration and humor at failures, for example—which all capture a snapshot of how the 

scholarly community’s relationship with technology may have been at the time—a kind 

of fervor of experimentation. Imagine as well the initial spectrum of affective responses 

to ChatGPT responding to prompts—seeing the way it distilled information for the first 

time. Perhaps it came with excitement or a sense of fun and wonder, or even dread, 

unease, anxiety, trepidation.  

Dorothy Kim and Jesse Stommel’s introduction to their edited volume Disrupting 

the Digital Humanities (2018) re-envisions a radical view of the digital humanities as a 

field characterized by inclusivity, critical engagement, and resistance to traditional 

academic gatekeeping. Kim and Stommel position their work in the digital humanities as 
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part of the wider arc and spectrum of social justice discourse—they advocate for a digital 

humanities that foregrounds marginalized voices, one that actively disrupts the neoliberal 

structures that have come to dominate academia, both in spirit and in practice. They 

center the context of their work in relation to contemporary social and political turmoil, a 

milieu within which one cannot help but question the relevance of academic scholarship 

in addressing urgent issues such as racism, xenophobia, and the devaluation of education. 

They contend that “academic turf wars have no place in a world of mass-shootings, fear-

mongering, xenophobia, and white supremacy” (Kim and Stommel 19). There’s an 

urgency in the ethos that undergirds their work in that they are calling for scholars to 

transcend the insular concerns of the academy and engage with broader societal issues. A 

central theme that Kim and Stommel introduce is their critique of exclusionary practices 

within the digital humanities.  

The authors argue that efforts to define the field often serve to exclude innovative 

and diverse work. They assert that “defining a discipline becomes more an exercise of 

exclusion than inclusion” (19). As something of an impulse, the propensity to gatekeep, 

they argue, stifles the very creativity and interdisciplinarity that make the digital 

humanities valuable, so, instead, Kim and Stommel advocate for a digital humanities that 

embraces its inherent messiness and resistance to neat categorization. How they do this is 

by drawing on their personal experiences, and inviting other scholars to do so, in order to 

better contemplate and to think about the history of the digital humanities in order to 

destabilize elements of the field that may prove to be barriers to marginalized scholars. 

They note that many were drawn to the digital humanities because “we felt like outcasts, 

because we had been marginalized within the academic community” (20), and that they 
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had “gathered together because our work collectively disrupted the hegemony and 

insularity of the ‘traditional’ humanities. Our work was collaborative, took risks, 

flattened hierarchies, shared resources, and created new and risky paradigms for 

humanities work” (20). However, they continue, “[a]s attentions have turned increasingly 

toward the digital humanities, many of us have found ourselves more and more 

disillusioned” (20). They lament that the field has increasingly adopted traditional 

scholarly practices and that there’s been a drift away from its disruptive roots. Kim and 

Stommel’s vision for a reimagined digital humanities is one that is “irrevocably 

destabilized from the outset” (21). They argue for creating points of entry to dialogue 

rather than attempting to define or canonize the field, for which they call on scholars to 

practice “creative disorder,” which they describe as moving the margins to the center and 

creating open, non-hierarchical dialogues (21).  

Amplifying marginalized voices is an important part of this process, which entails 

advocating for students and learners, and sharing resources generously, and encouraging 

a spirit of collaboration and openness. One significant obstacle—if perhaps not one of the 

biggest hurdles, really—is the entanglement of the digital humanities with neoliberal 

university structures in that the entire paradigm for resource generation and allocation 

resists some of these more collaborative, open enterprises. I do think that the fundamental 

ethos behind open-source projects and general projects that are open to public 

engagement and input is that they by nature are positioned to receive diverse inputs. I 

think a fair bit about this in the work I do on GitHub and in the AI Incident Database, 

where anyone can submit reports for consideration and analysis, and in my role I can see 

how these different perspectives add in incremental ways to the whole project. It makes 
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me hopeful that more ways of considering the field of medieval digital humanities in 

particular can harness some of these other ways of doing work that might have a chance 

of bypassing entrenched neoliberal structures. Kim and Stommel explain how the field 

has shifted toward more traditional scholarship, with a focus on institutionally funded 

projects and a move away from critical analysis of embedded practices related to race, 

class, gender, and other axes of identity (20). Digital humanities, they contend, must 

actively resist co-optation by neoliberal forces that by default would undermine the 

efforts of marginalized voices to keep on building out the field in the manner that it 

originally seemed to promise.  

Reclaiming the term “disruption” draws on its roots in critical race theory—Kim 

and Stommel argue that true disruption involves challenging the hegemonic center of the 

digital humanities and creating spaces for those marginalized voices to be heard (23). Part 

of the distinction they make, though, is a healthy skepticism of big tech’s co-opting of 

“disruption” as a term, writing, “In tech circles, the word ‘disruption’ has come to mean 

something altogether different and more insidious,” in that “‘disruptive innovation’ has 

co-opted the term ‘disruption’ as a far more sanitizing mechanism whereby increasing the 

efficiency and spreadability of the capitalist status quo becomes a so-called ‘revolution’” 

(23). The goal, Kim and Stommel assert, is to “reclaim the word ‘disruption’ in order to 

rehabilitate it and to return its originally intended critical heft” (23). What that process 

entails is a commitment to radical inclusion, community building, and activism. They 

conclude the introduction to their edited volume with a call to action for scholars to 

embrace “possibility made real” through collective imagination, resistance, and hope (32-

33). Much of the spirit of the collection of essays can be shown in the words of bell 
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hooks, whom they invoke at the end, when reminding readers of education as a practice 

of freedom (32-33). It’s a vision of the digital humanities that is inclusive, activist, and 

engaged with the world beyond the academy. 

Jesse Stommel’s chapter “The Public Digital Humanities” from that edited 

volume provides a useful snapshot of the evolving intersection of public scholarship, 

digital tools, and the humanities. Stommel’s work, which is grounded in critical 

pedagogy and influenced by feminist and queer theory, advocates for a more inclusive 

and human-centered approach to digital humanities. Much like my own literature review, 

Stommel begins by reflecting on the article in Computers and the Humanities by R L 

Widmann—and whom he regards as “one of my dearest mentors,” and whose article, he 

remarks, was published five years before he was born—1971, the year of Widmann’s 

article, being described as having been a “very good year” for innovations in that 

convergence point between computing and the humanities (Stommel 79).  

These early articles from that publication, despite being decades old, still carry a 

lot of the same concerns, excitements, and innovative spirit as current digital humanities 

endeavors, and—reading Stommel’s introduction to the topic—one can see the affective 

temporal resonances at play with the process of mentor-mentee relational dynamics and 

the long transmission of knowledge that is, in the space of scholarly publications, 

temporally collapsible as one reads published works decades apart from one another in 

conversation with each other. Stommel notes, “The pieces I’m reading outline the 6 or 7 

or 8 new (and revolutionary) approaches being used for thinking about the intersections 

between computers and the humanities” (Stommel 79), which is a reflection for setting 

the stage where he critiques the field’s slow progress and its occasional resistance to 
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inclusivity and innovation. In 2011, Stommel co-founded Hybrid Pedagogy, an open-

access journal aimed at interrogating academic publishing practices and finding ways of 

encouraging collaborative scholarship. The journal’s mission includes making publishing 

more transparent, pedagogical, and accessible. Stommel writes, “Our goals have been to: 

(1) interrogate academic publishing practices by making them transparent; (2) share 

models that could be duplicated, reconfigured, and reworked by other digital publishing 

projects” (Stommel 80).  

The ethos here is that scholarly work must be legible and relevant to audiences 

outside of niche academic communities—the public digital humanities must, Stommel 

contends, be centered on inclusivity, which also means guarding against hierarchical 

structures that might engender exclusionary practices. He argues, “The public digital 

humanities starts with humans, not technologies or tools, and its terrain must be 

continuously co-constructed” (Stommel 81). Human-centered approaches in this vein can 

help dismantle barriers between different groups within academia and without—and this 

process can be augmented the more that the involvement of marginalized voices in 

scholarly conversations occurs. Stommel also critiques the digital humanities as a 

discipline, finding it often unwelcoming despite its claims of civility. He observes, “What 

I’ve discovered is that ‘nice’ translates too often into quiet, unassuming, staid, and 

scholarly (in the worst senses of the word)” (Stommel 82). This critique extends to the 

gatekeeping practices within the field, which can stifle innovation and inclusivity.  

Central to Stommel’s work is his commitment to pedagogy, which he views as 

both a discipline and a praxis, and it is one that is informed and influenced by thinkers 

like Paulo Freire—hope, action, and struggle are core elements of good teaching. 
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Stommel states, “Pedagogy is praxis, the place where philosophy and practice meet” 

(Stommel 83). Part of this commitment to pedagogy in his approach to digital humanities 

also focuses on using humane tools to read and create digital texts, and the public digital 

humanities as a result can be a form of activism, where scholarly work becomes a 

conversation that blurs the lines between research, teaching, and service. He argues for a 

more inclusive and collaborative approach to scholarship, writing, “Our work must be 

collaborative. Even when our work is not produced by multiple authors/artists, it becomes 

collaborative when it is given generously to its readers” (Stommel 84).  

One important project in the history of collaborative medieval studies is, of 

course, the Middle English Dictionary (MED), which has since 1925 been harnessing and 

channeling the expertise and contributions of scholars from many universities and 

disciplines from around the world. To provide one former snapshot of the collaborative 

spirit of the project, as Sherman M. Kuhn described the state of the long-running project 

in 1982, the MED “has drawn scholars (and ideas) from many sources” and, despite being 

housed at the University of Michigan, has included (at the time of his writing) fourteen 

Ph.D. holders from institutions such as “California at Berkeley, Chicago, Glasgow, 

Harvard, London, Pennsylvania, Texas, and Wisconsin,” as well as others (Kuhn 14-15). 

This diverse team was further expanded through grants from the Andrew W. Mellon 

Foundation and the National Endowment for the Humanities, enabling the hiring of 

additional staff to support the extensive work involved in creating the dictionary (Kuhn 

14-15). The project’s inclusive approach has throughout the past century ensured a broad 

range of perspectives and expertise, and since 2007 has been freely accessible online 
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through the University of Michigan Middle English Compendium website (Middle 

English Dictionary). 

A few years after the publication of Disrupting the Digital Humanities, Dorothy 

Kim co-edited another volume of essays with Adeline Koh, Alternative Historiographies 

of the Digital Humanities (2021). Kim’s essay in that collection, “Media Histories, Media 

Archaeologies, and the Politics and Genealogies of the Digital Humanities,” takes as its 

subject the often overlooked and critical genealogies of the digital humanities. It 

intervenes in the field by integrating perspectives from media archaeology, race, and 

colonial histories, and part of this process is that Kim positions the digital realm as 

fundamentally bound up with and entangled with the ideologies and rhetorics of settler 

colonialism and transatlantic chattel slavery, the acknowledgment of which requires that 

we urgently perform a reevaluation of the purportedly neutral and equitable digital space 

that often permeates a lot of the rhetorics of technological progress. Kim begins by 

tracing the colonial and racist foundations of the digital world by referencing Jessie 

Daniels’s work to emphasize that the Internet has been historically viewed as a “frontier” 

of American freedom, akin to manifest destiny, and inherently bound to settler 

colonialism (Kim 15).  

What makes this ideology pernicious is that it’s often a default mode of thinking. 

It can be seen, for example, in the rhetoric of tech pioneers like John Perry Barlow, 

whose 1996 manifesto for the Electronic Frontier Foundation exemplifies the myth of a 

raceless, bodiless digital utopia (Kim 15-16). There are also racialized structures 

embedded in digital technologies, Kim points out and critiques. Here she draws on the 

work of Anna Everett’s analysis of the master/slave terminology in computing, which is a 
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remnant of the persistent legacy of chattel slavery within digital frameworks (Kim 18). 

The embedded, structural racism isn’t just some sort of historical artifact without any 

impact on the present—it’s actively affecting contemporary digital practices and 

discourses. Kim advocates for a media archaeology approach to digital humanities, which 

involves scrutinizing the histories and materialities of digital tools to uncover their 

sociopolitical underpinnings. To achieve this, she draws on Jussi Parikka’s definition of 

media archaeology, which is “a field that attempts to understand new and emerging 

media through close examination of the past, and especially through critical scrutiny of 

dominant progressivist narratives of popular commercial media” (Kim 19).  

As a methodology, it can allow for us to closely read and interpret aspects of 

digital tools like ArcGIS, whose history is intertwined with the military-industrial 

complex and environmental conservation efforts (Kim 19-20). Employing media 

archaeology, Kim challenges the linear, teleological histories of the digital humanities 

that often omit the contributions and experiences of marginalized groups. She emphasizes 

the importance of examining how power dynamics shape these histories, advocating for a 

“diligent humanities” approach that is attentive to the frictions between global and local 

contexts (Kim 26). Kim integrates intersectional perspectives, drawing on the work of 

Black queer feminists and other marginalized scholars to critique the dominant narratives 

within the digital humanities, and she discusses the tensions between different models of 

knowledge production, such as Theodor Mommsen’s industrial-scale humanities projects 

versus Friedrich Nietzsche’s vision of philology as an ethical practice (Kim 22-23). The 

work of Barbara Bordalejo and Roopika Risam, editors of Intersectionality in Digital 

Humanities (2019), comes to mind here, in that their project (along with the scholars who 
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contributed to it) focuses on the importance of incorporating multiple axes of identity—

such as race, gender, class, and sexuality—into digital humanities scholarship. In 

particular, in their introduction to the book they challenge the superficial “add and stir” 

model of diversity (i.e., the practice of simply including more diverse individuals without 

addressing underlying structural issues), advocating instead for transformative practices 

that address structural biases and inequalities (Bordalejo and Risam). These debates can 

be shown in examining the exclusionary practices within the digital humanities that often 

marginalize non-white, non-male scholars.  

The essay also explores the contributions of Indigenous and Black digital 

practices, focusing on how the digital humanities should try to steer beyond preservation 

and more in the direction of adopting a spirit and ethos of creating communities and 

futures. Kim writes, “Alternative Historiographies of the Digital Humanities resists a 

linear history of the digital humanities—a straight line from the beginnings of humanities 

computing” (Kim 24). Resisting linear history does, of course, align with affective 

temporality, and by acknowledging the entangled histories and affective experiences of 

marginalized groups, Kim’s approach (and the approaches of the authors of the studies in 

the volume) can be augmented with affective temporal framings to further interpret and 

critique past injustices that may continue to be embedded or circulate within present 

digital ecologies. Affective temporality also can give us a lexicon for both picking up on 

and understanding how these histories evoke emotions, memories, and experiences that 

span different temporal moments—voices elided in the digital archives and databases.  

The next phase of the digital humanities will clearly have to contend with the 

emergent possibilities, issues, and interpretive frameworks that advances in artificial 
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intelligence will present us with. Some initial surveys and studies making use of AI are 

already being deployed to gather information about the field, such as a study by Bhaskar 

Mukherjee, Debasis Majhi, Priya Tiwari, and Saloni Chaudhary (2024). For their study, 

they made use of certain AI techniques—specifically, multi-module machine algorithms, 

which are designed to handle complex data analysis by combining various machine 

learning methods to extract, map out, and then compare terms from different parts of 

research articles—7,483 articles in the Scopus database was their dataset (Mukherjee et 

al.). What they did was analyze the consistency and relevance of keywords in digital 

humanities research, and then by comparing keywords provided by authors with those 

generated by AI from article titles and abstracts, they mapped and tracked patterns and 

similarities in term usage. Their findings showed significant overlap, with their 

conclusion being that AI has the potential to enhance keyword accuracy and 

interdisciplinarity in research, and by extension information retrieval (Mukherjee et al.).  

I highlight this study not to endorse or confirm the authors’ findings, but simply 

to show one general direction that seems increasingly common—as processing power 

increases and people begin experimenting with new methods for doing tasks that once 

would have taken much more time and effort but which can largely be automated, we 

invariably will see more curiosity and tinkering—possibly even more play—in how we 

approach humanities research. The field of responsible AI is naturally aligned with some 

of the previously explored research by Kim, Stommel, Bordalejo, and Risam, especially 

in the necessary work of sociotechnical approaches to imagining the development of 

artificial intelligence systems. As the default scale of task-processing increases with new 

practical applications for AI in the digital humanities, how we conceive of genre spaces 
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meant to handle the likely vast outputs of information and possibilities will also have to 

keep up. I think that it can be a worthwhile endeavor that considering database 

architectures with user-friendly interfaces, coupled with an ethos of open collaboration, 

for a whole host of projects in the humanities—including more approaches to medieval 

literary texts—should be on our near horizon. What continues in this chapter is a proof of 

concept, participating in a genre space similar to that of a white paper, along with original 

close readings, but also a sense of play and imagination in the spirit of some of these 

intentional acts of genre destabilization and disorder that lead to creation. 

Having performed this survey of the digital humanities, I would now like to begin 

building out my framework for aurality. 

III. Aurality as a Theoretical Framework 

In this section, I’ll sketch out a brief survey of some of the literature on 

soundscapes and aurality, building toward a survey as well of these topics in relation to 

the medieval and specifically Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.  

The groundwork for understanding aurality within environmental and cultural 

frameworks via soundscape studies was laid by Michael Frank Southworth and R. 

Murray Schafer. Southworth, in his 1967 master’s thesis The Sonic Environment of Cities 

(and later revised and published in 1969 in Environment and Behavior), “analyze[s] the 

perceptual form of the soundscape and to develop techniques and language for recording 

it, including the types and qualities of sounds, their spatial distributions, the extent to 

which they identify settings, the changes in the soundscape over time, and the 

interactions between sound, visible activity, and spatial form” (Southworth 1). 

Southworth’s methodology in his thesis was one of the first scholarly forays into 
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soundscape studies. Similarly, Schafer’s seminal work The Tuning of the World (1977) 

(which in a later 1994 edition was retitled The Soundscape) lays out an approach for 

identifying soundscape features, where he suggests that what “the soundscape analyst 

must do first is to discover the significant features of the soundscape, those sounds which 

are important either because of their individuality, their numerousness or their 

domination” (Schafer 9). He further categorizes sounds based on their “physical 

characteristics (acoustics) or the way in which they are perceived (psychoacoustics); 

according to their function and meaning (semiotics and semantics); or according to their 

emotional or affective qualities (aesthetics)” (Schafer 133). Southworth’s methodologies 

and Schafer’s classifications provide a basic framework for approaching aurality and its 

various characteristics and ways of classifying its perceptions, functions, meanings, and 

emotional effects. Even though Southworth and Schafer were not working in medieval 

literary analysis, their work can be helpful in supporting a framework of analysis for any 

literary work’s constructed world through the lens of aurality. 

In a similar vein as Southworth’s and Schafer’s respective works, Pijanowski et 

al. (2011) introduce the concept of anthrophony in their discussion on soundscape 

ecology, noting that it encompasses “those [sounds] caused by humans” and is integral to 

understanding the full spectrum of sounds within a landscape, including biophony and 

geophony (Pijanowski et al. 204). While working in the context of landscape and 

soundscape ecologies, their work can offer an approach to thinking about the acoustic 

patterns described in literary texts. The authors of the study assert that soundscape 

ecology involves the “assignment of a soundscape to a geographic context” and the 

“identification of anthropogenic and biological processes and spectral and temporal 
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patterns in the soundscape,” marking out the importance of understanding how various 

factors interact within a given space (Pijanowski et al. 204). Thinking of how one might 

use these ideas in the context of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, one can examine how 

the poem’s auditory elements—whether originating from nature, the poem’s characters, 

or the imagined sounds of the poem’s setting—contribute to its narrative structure and 

thematic depth, creating acoustic patterns that reflect an immersive environment in which 

the audience, characters, and settings of the poem participate in the act of world-building. 

Michael Gallagher’s article “Sound as Affect: Difference, Power and Spatiality” 

in Emotion, Space and Society (2016) posits sound as “a form of affect . . . an oscillating 

difference, an intensity that moves bodies, a vibration physically pushing and pulling 

their material fabric” (Gallagher 43). Sound conceptually is reconfigured from being 

interpreted as passive ambient perception to operating as an active, vibrational force, and 

in so doing can for the purposes of analysis extend the readable lens beyond human-

centric focuses—perceiving, perhaps, how sound influences both material and immaterial 

bodies across spaces. Gallagher susses out and articulates the various power dynamics 

embedded in soundscapes and how sound shapes emotional responses, behaviors, and 

spatial arrangements, citing his 2013 visit to Nauenerplatz in Berlin, which is “a public 

square which had been redeveloped a few years earlier,” one that “involved attempts to 

improve the sonic environment, including audio benches that play back recordings of 

birdsong and breaking waves"; it was, according to him, in Wedding, which has been 

“historically an area of economic poverty, with high unemployment, high ethnic 

diversity, and probably on the cusp of gentrification—a complex backdrop for a sonic 

intervention” (Gallagher 42). If one considers sound as an active force capable of 
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influencing the physical and emotional milieu, Gallagher’s framework offers a lens 

through which to examine Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (and other literary texts). 

The auditory elements in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight shouldn’t be relegated to 

background noise (that is to say, something meaningless). They are interpretable as active 

participants in the narrative that shape the reader’s perception and emotional engagement 

with the text while also providing historical anchor points for reading how sound and 

emotion operated together in late fourteenth-century contexts. In addition to that history 

of emotions application, Gallagher’s emphasis on the spatial and affective dimensions of 

sound can be applied to analyzing any depicted spatialized areas within the text, and in 

doing so the framework is useful for describing and interpreting embedded and implicit 

social constructions in the text that are encoded by aurality or the suggestion of literary 

sound elements. 

Shifting from soundscape theory and landscape ecologies to the medieval, one 

starting point that can help provide a more traditional approach to the field is Joyce 

Coleman’s research in “Interactive Parchment: The Theory and Practice of Medieval 

English Aurality” (1995). The focus of her work and her sense for the meaning of aurality 

centers on the significance of public reading among elite and literate audiences in the 

Middle Ages beyond what technological advances in literacy, book production, and the 

creation of private reading spaces might suggest. She posits, “The goal of this article is to 

demonstrate that public reading or ‘aurality,’ defined as the reading of a written text 

aloud to one or more people, maintained its popularity among elite, literate audiences of 

such serious authors long past the expiration date dictated by such purely ‘technological’ 

factors as literacy rates, modes of book-production, or the advent of private chambers” 
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(Coleman 64). Coleman argues that the tradition of oral recitation remained a preferred 

form of engaging with texts among educated circles, and that even though book 

production was increasing, that didn’t diminish the pleasure of the auditory experience of 

literature. Incorporating an ecological perspective, one can view the persistence of 

aurality as part of a wider constellation, a cultural ecosystem, one in which oral and 

written traditions blend into the literary environment, potentially in ways that are not 

always readily apparent from simply reading the text. Thinking ecologically here allows 

us to see public reading as an integral component of the medieval cultural system, one in 

which communal and participatory practices are encouraged and sustained among texts, 

readers, and listeners, a kind of invisible paratext that we may have to imagine when all 

we have is the text itself (or the reproduced facsimiles of such texts). With this in mind, 

her insight into the persistence of aurality can help the modern reader reimagine the role 

of aurality as it is embedded in texts such as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, and how 

it might have been experienced by contemporary audiences. The emphasis on the role of 

sound and oral performance, in other words, is a variable at play in the reception of 

literary works, and presumably built into the creative act of crafting the text’s 

soundscape. 

In an expansive study, Leidulf Melve, in “Literacy-Aurality-Orality: A Survey of 

Recent Research into the Orality/Literacy Complex of the Latin Middle Ages (600-

1500)” (2003), surveys the long and amorphous history of orality and literacy during the 

medieval period, emphasizing the significance of aurality in this relationship. In 

discussing orality and literacy in the context of the early medieval period in particular, 

Melve notes its “focus on its aural dimension” (emphasis his) (Melve 153). He goes on to 
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explain that from “the perspective of the speaker, aurality is understood as the oral 

promulgation of a written text in front of a public” and that “[f]rom the point of view of 

the audience . . . the aural aspect included a number of elements beyond the pure oral 

recitation of the written message [such that] visual gests thus intertwine with the original 

written message as a vital part of the process of communication” (Melve 153). His insight 

can help flesh out the framework for understanding the ways in which the senses work 

together in the constructivity of any given literary text. He also observes that the “aural 

dimension of a literate culture was passed on to the Middle Ages not only from classical 

literature, but also because it was important in the spread of Christianity in the late 

Roman Empire” (Melve 153). A takeaway that one may build an analysis of based on 

Melve’s insight is that the significant role of Christianity during the late Roman Empire 

both helped maintain and propagate aural practices, giving us a lexicon for how religious 

movements and institutions have been instrumental in continuing oral traditions. It’s 

important for helping destabilize the perceived stark barrier between oral and written 

cultures, giving a more capacious way of approaching literate and nonliterate fluidity and 

reciprocal influence, where the aural dimensions within literate societies share a 

symbiotic coexistence of oral and written traditions. It also beckons a multisensory 

approach to historical narratives and cultural studies, shifting the emphasis from beyond 

the visual and textual, to more fully include aural and oral traditions in the transmission 

of knowledge through ages along with how auditory experiences always shape the 

cultural productions in any given era. 

Nira Pancer’s study of early medieval soundscapes in “The Silencing of the 

World: Early Medieval Soundscapes and a New Aural Culture” (2017) complements 
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Melve’s findings by further examining the evolution of the soundscape concept and its 

application to understanding early medieval aural culture. Pancer outlines her study in 

three segments, beginning with the historiographical development of the soundscape 

concept and its challenges, particularly in relation to its cultural construction (Pancer 

415). In line with Melve’s discussion of the relationship between the dissemination of 

Christianity and aural culture in the Middle Ages, Pancer writes that “[b]y ‘muting’ the 

familiar noises that anchored the faithful in a secular sound world and by creating a 

sacred ‘sonography,’ a ‘hagiophony’ inspired by Holy Scripture, hagiographers sought to 

introduce their audience to a mode of listening that would allow them to perceive the 

ineffable” (Pancer 416). In other words, she explores the depiction of soundscapes in the 

early medieval corpus using both texts and archaeological evidence, sketching out the 

movement toward a sacred sonography that distinguishes between everyday noises and 

those considered to have spiritual importance. Her work can help one extend the 

conversation across the range of medieval texts with respect to how soundscapes 

contribute to the formation of communal identities and spiritual practices. Together, 

Melve’s and Pancer’s respective analyses lay a lot of groundwork for talking about these 

sociocultural aural dimensions of the Middle Ages, from the practical reality of orality 

and literacy to the broader cultural implications of soundscapes in religious paradigms 

that simultaneously shaped society and its artifactual productions. While they contend 

primarily with the earlier part of the Middle Ages, their insights have applicability in 

considering how later medieval texts like Sir Gawain and the Green Knight are 

participating in this long-running transmission. 
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Rawitawan Sophonpanich’s dissertation Noisy Isles: Sounds and Otherness in 

Medieval and Early Modern English Literature (2018) extends soundscape analysis into 

the later medieval and early modern periods. In particular, she focuses on the role of 

sound in reflecting and contesting English dominion over the British Isles. Sophonpanich 

contends that specific auditory elements, such as Edmund Spenser’s “depictions of the 

Irish noise in [A View of the Present State of Irelande] and The Faerie Queene . . . 

illustrate Spenser’s colonialist agenda of using ruthless violence to eradicate the entire 

Irish culture” (Sophonpanich 153). In this reckoning, these sounds are laden with clear 

affects for their creators and recipients, those that carry the potential for understanding 

political sentiments vis-à-vis colonialism and anti-colonialism. Taking these auditory 

signals, Sophonpanich argues that sound acts as a powerful medium to explore themes of 

unity, division, and resistance, which, in line with the previous authors discussed, is 

meant in part to challenge—or to use my earlier word, “destabilize”—the traditional 

literary focus on visual narratives (Sophonpanich 11). Sophonpanich’s analysis takes 

soundscape studies in a generative direction because she is expanding on the social 

constructivity of textual aurality by merging it with postcolonialism via discourses on 

identity, resistance, and cultural hegemony. It’s aligned with Melve’s and Pancer’s 

insights on the social and power dynamics of Christian literary paradigms affecting the 

drift, affective valences, and tropes of sound and those relations to constructing and 

perceiving everyday reality and political frameworks. 

While Sophonpanich contends with elements of aurality and the postcolonial, 

Marie Borroff, in her essay “Systematic Sound Symbolism in the Long Alliterative Line 

in Beowulf and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight" (1996) explains the role of sound 
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symbolism in developing thematic and narrative elements in medieval poetry. She 

explains how “systematic sound symbolism,” through alliterative links among words, 

operates in the texts to assist in conveying meanings beyond the literal. She asserts that 

“the magical incantatory powers of language lend a validity to connections among words 

which is quite other than the kind of validity having to do with connections among 

meanings and aspects of subject matter” (Borroff, “Systematic Sound Symbolism” 120-

121). Continuing, she explains that “[t]he influence of systematic sound symbolism is 

apparent in the everyday uses of language in the numerous proverbial expressions, set 

phrases, nursery rhymes, and the like, in which alliterating or rhyming words enhance the 

‘truth’ of a generalisation or a story” (121). In her study, she “limit[s] [her] examples to 

alliterative combinations” (121). Borroff distinguishes the differing applications of this 

sound symbolism in Beowulf and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, noting that while 

both poems do make use of alliteration to help carry thematic elements such as heroism 

and moral complexity, their distinct metrical structures lead to unique expressive 

outcomes. For example, she explains how in Beowulf a deliberate pacing aligns with the 

hero’s virtues and heroic identity through a thematic “g system” (Geat, good, gold), 

reinforcing the narrative’s focus on the continuity of kingly and warrior virtues (123). 

Conversely, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, according to her, employs tension 

between inner virtue and external presentation, particularly through the juxtaposition of 

“good” and “gay” (with its multiple Middle English meanings), which intensifies the 

poem’s exploration of moral ambiguity. Borroff concludes that the alliterative form of 

each poem is “[t]he rapid, voluble long lines of Sir Gawain and the plow-paced, stately 

measures of Beowulf seem alike suited to the stories these poems have to tell, and to the 
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meanings of those stories, locked by two superbly skilled poets in letters tried and true" 

(132).”  

Borroff’s analysis connects the composition of verse lines through alliteration 

with the broader soundscape, aligning with earlier research on recitation practices. Her 

scholarship in this regard is part of the tradition of exploring the link between oral and 

literate cultures, adding more to the conversation regarding what might be termed the role 

of mnemonic devices—in this case alliteration—in aiding the memorization of verses for 

recitation or singing. One way of thinking of Borroff’s focus in this study—that on the 

relationship between sound and memory—is that it emphasizes aurality’s function in the 

mnemonic strategies used in medieval literature (whether in the earlier or the later 

periods), and how an analysis of the soundscape should take into consideration the 

composition of the lines of verse too. Exploring alliteration here also aligns with 

analyzing alliterative traditions in Old English and Middle English poems separated by 

centuries but which might share thematic commonalities, such as The Ruin and St. 

Erkenwald, where the alliterative tradition serves as a genre space that connects these 

poems across different temporal periods. The use of alliteration in these texts not only 

enhances their memorability but also reinforces their thematic concerns with time and 

space. They participate in the process of creating a link between the Old English and 

Middle English literary traditions. One of the reasons why returning to alliteration in the 

context of soundscape studies and affective temporalities is that, in the case of Borroff’s 

examination of alliteration as a bridge between sound and memory in medieval literature, 

one can more readily explore how aurality influences narrative pacing and the affective 

experience of texts. The systematic use of alliterative patterns does enhance 
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memorability, yes; however, it also modulates the tempo of recitation, thereby affecting 

the temporalities of the narrative experience. In Beowulf, for example, the measured 

repetition of consonantal sounds may slow the reader’s pace, which could theoretically 

lull the audience into a reflective engagement with whatever the characters may be 

experiencing within the textual universe in that moment.  

Conversely, one way of reading instances of brisk alliteration in Sir Gawain and 

the Green Knight is that it helps propel the narrative forward, mirroring the protagonist’s 

urgent moral dilemmas. This rhythmic variance, orchestrated through alliteration, does 

help make some of the thematic nuances (as Borroff explores via systematic sound 

symbolism) clear—but it can also imbue the experience of being an audience to the text 

(whether listening or reading) with an auditory texture that is inherently felt on an 

immediate, affective level. Analyses of this sort can help further the language on 

alliteration that we have available to us when thinking of the capacity to shape tempo and 

affect—the performative aspects of aurality and the cognitive processes of memory and 

meaning-making. 

While Borroff focuses on the mnemonic and thematic significance of alliteration 

in medieval poetry, Sandy Feinstein’s focus on the specific sounds of the hunting horn in 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight provides a complementary perspective on how 

soundscapes contribute to narrative depth and reader engagement. Feinstein’s article 

“Sounding the Hunt in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight” (2002) focuses on the auditory 

experience, the symbolism, and the significance of hunting horns. Feinstein asserts the 

idea that the hunting horn’s calls serve as a complex form of communication, both within 

the context of the hunt as well as a metaphorical language that parallels the courtly 
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interactions between characters. She contends that the “predominant sound of this poem 

is that of the hunt, from its short opening call to gather to its final long call to return 

home” (Feinstein 38). The hunting horn’s presence as a repeated auditory motif frames 

the narrative’s action, she explains. This motif is not meant to simply be a minor addition 

to the background of the story, but is, she argues, integral to the storytelling, carrying 

with it layers of meaning that would have been immediately recognizable to a 

contemporary audience. Feinstein points out, “The sounds to which I refer are those that 

would have been familiar to the fourteenth-century audience of the poem but are less 

familiar, if not alien, to those who read the poem now” (Feinstein 35), suggesting a gap in 

modern readers’ ability to fully engage with the poem's soundscape and its intended 

implications.  

The auditory cues of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight are, in Feinstein’s 

analysis, helpful in understanding the parallels between the physical hunts in the text and 

the metaphorical “hunts” within the courtly love tradition. There exists a connection 

between the sensory experience evoked by reading about auditory cues in Sir Gawain 

and the Green Knight and the socially constructed norms and expectations prevalent 

among the fourteenth-century audience of the poem, which aligns with the objectives of 

this study. Auditory elements augment the narrative’s immersive quality and act in such a 

way as to connect contemporary readers with the historical context and cultural ethos of 

the period in which the text was composed. Soundscapes function as an essential 

component of storytelling, reflecting and reinforcing the societal values and communal 

experiences of the time. Sensory experiences in literature are, it shouldn’t be a surprise, 

part of the pleasure of the experience of reading, but they can also present archives of 
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understanding how sound—and the reaction it elicits—can expand if not ignore the 

boundaries of time. 

An additional study on how sound influences reader engagement and isn’t bound 

by a strict adherence to temporal linearity is Jordi Sánchez-Martí’s essay “Noise, Sound 

and Silence in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight” (2021). In it, he examines the specific 

roles of auditory elements in shaping the narrative. He frames his argument by stating, “I 

approach this poem from a literary and sensory perspective with the intention of 

recovering the soundscape envisioned by the Gawain-poet” (Sánchez-Martí 112). 

According to Sánchez-Martí, the auditory elements are not decorative—they are 

performing specific narrative, literary functions, delineating social hierarchies and 

cultural contexts through detailed descriptions of courtly life and hunting activities. He 

draws attention to the purposeful use of silence to generate tension and heighten dramatic 

moments within the story, showing how these auditory cues influence the unfolding 

narrative. Sánchez-Martí concludes that the poet’s “meticulous representation of sounds, 

noises, and silences produces a ‘reality effect,’ making the romance a unique earwitness 

to the soundscape of the poet’s immediate audience” (126). His analysis suggests that 

these sophisticated uses of sound and silence are central to understanding character 

interactions and engaging the reader. 

Rather than reconstructing the entire archive of scholarship on time in Sir Gawain and 

the Green Knight, to augment the framework on aurality, I’d like to review two studies 

that deal more with temporality than with aurality.  

First, in “Time and Temporality in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight” (2023), 

A.C. Spearing reads the relationship between the secular chivalric values and the 
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religious rituals embedded within the narrative of the poem. Spearing argues that the 

poem is distinctly rooted in the temporal, that it is devoid of transcendental elements. 

That reading contrasts with the divine intersections present in its companion poems 

within the Cotton Nero A.x manuscript (Spearing 338). According to Spearing, the 

“poem’s entire world is secular in the sense that it belongs to the saeculum” (which refers 

to an age or long period of time, typically understood as the earthly or worldly duration 

of human history, distinct from the eternal or transcendent realm), and that its “temporal 

placing and time’s passing are persistently evoked, on many different scales—histories, 

years, seasons, days, moments; and events are colored, even defined, by human 

perceptions of time” (Spearing 340). The Gawain Poet is interpretable as having 

positioned Gawain’s actions in a frame that is more concerned with the worldly rather 

than the divine, in that his behavior is often dictated more by social customs than by 

personal spiritual conviction. What this framing then does is it redefines Gawain’s 

adherence to rituals such as confession and mass—they seem to be performed more out 

of societal expectation and obligation rather than anything approaching a genuine 

personal faith. If we integrate this temporal focus with aurality, the secular and bound 

nature of time in the textual universe of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight also influences 

the auditory dimensions of the narrative in that they too become subordinated more to a 

secular worldview or framing rather than something innately divine or Christian, even if 

they might overtly be coded as Christian in their ritualism. The poem’s numerous 

temporal markers—days, seasons, and liturgical times—are heralded by sounds, which 

anchor the auditory experiences to specific temporal moments, all of which are to be read 
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within the idea of the saeculum rather than something eternal, at least in Spearing’s 

formulation.  

A second work is Richard H. Godden’s article “Gawain and the Nick of Time: 

Fame, History, and the Untimely in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight” (2016). Godden 

reads how Sir Gawain addresses the themes of fame, identity, and temporality, especially 

with respect to how he grapples with an unearned reputation that leaves him temporally 

and identity-wise disjointed from the famed Arthurian knight he is supposed to embody. 

That discordance, according to Godden, opens up a critique of the nature of fame itself, 

as there’s a running thread throughout the poem that tries to navigate the inevitabilities of 

the Arthurian legend’s decline and the specter of historical and temporal dislocation it 

cannot avoid. He writes, “Fame, so important to Arthurian texts, is already something 

polychronic in its very make up” (Godden 153). Godden contends that while the poem 

seeks to establish a stable sense of history and identity, it continuously confronts the 

“untimeliness” of fame—its capacity to conjure futures and pasts that destabilize present 

identities (153). The auditory cues in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight can, in this 

reading, also participate in constructing the themes and temporal structure of the poem in 

that they signal and shape how the story’s time and themes unfold, working in tandem 

with the note being held of the complicated nature of fame and identity as Gawain 

experiences them, with the soundscape combining with the poem’s visual and textual 

elements to create a narrative environment where issues of fame and identity can play out 

amid the plotline. Sound shouldn’t, in this reading, be relegated to background details as 

they are in fact a key element that influences the psychological and emotional dimensions 
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of the narrative, with ramifications affecting both Gawain’s personal journey and the 

audience's affective engagement with and understanding of the story. 

IV. Taxonomizing Literary Sound 

In this section, I set forth the objective of developing a taxonomy for literary 

sound, defining “taxonomize,” within the context of literary analysis, as the act of 

classifying and organizing auditory elements encountered within a text. Constructing this 

methodological approach can offer a pathway for thinking through the importance of 

sound and how we might systematically categorize sounds to reflect their functions and 

effects on the narrative and the reader. Soundscape studies as they pertain to Sir Gawain 

and the Green Knight are not inherently novel, but part of my aim with this process is to 

begin unpacking the emotional and temporal archives of the poem by homing in on 

auditory elements. How they contribute to narrative immersion and thematic exploration 

is the point of this taxonomy, as well as modeling the genre form itself. The rationale for 

adopting such a structured categorization method in analyzing the poem lies in its ability 

to offer a clear and workable framework for exploring how sound, time, and feeling 

operate together within the text.  

At this point, I will discuss the overt integration and experimentation with 

ChatGPT, and specifically a combination of GPT-4 and GPT-4o, in assisting in this 

specific methodology in this chapter—the point isn’t about using ChatGPT for 

expedience but rather to self-consciously perform something that I think adds value to 

future scholarship in and of itself. But first, a note on genre: Increasingly, it will probably 

become less likely that people will discuss their use of large language models to assist in 

many common genre spaces for writing except for those demanding originality, and in 
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those cases it will likely be that specific guidelines will exist for explaining any use of 

LLMs in the process. But given the timing of the composition of this document—

basically a year and a half into the wake of the mainstreaming of generative AI—there 

also exists the space for attempting what we might describe as its thoughtful integration 

into some aspects of writing while also simultaneously documenting the process of 

creating new genre spaces for discussing it. The act of using it and discussing it in the 

body of one’s work is in and of itself an emergent genre space. Similarly, documents 

such as the George Washington University Office of the Provost’s “Guidelines for Using 

Generative Artificial Intelligence at the George Washington University April 2023” are 

interesting historical texts in their own right as another emerging genre space—the 

university guidance document on the use of generative AI tools, a future scholarly project 

of which could involve collecting and analyzing these across as many institutions as 

possible both for archival purposes and for analysis. As a university department of 

English, I would offer that we occupy a unique role for being part of the process of 

formulating ways of writing about these situations—our training in theory and in the 

social sciences, for example, affords us perspectives and ways of thinking critically 

especially about sociotechnical issues, and even for thinking in terms of genre in a way 

that might not always readily influence an engineer’s approach to communicating about 

their technology. Alexa Alice Joubin has done some work on this count, for example, in 

delineating the genre spaces within which AI appears, as explained on her website 

Critical Theory.info. 

I think acknowledging the new reality that LLMs are on the ascendant is 

important, if anything to more rigorously contend with the aspects of the technology that 
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will require many more years of considerable debate—and there is much to be concerned 

about beyond the classroom, and I myself have many qualms and concerns—I am not 

offering a full-throated endorsement here, and hold a fair degree of disdain for AI hype. 

Generative AI tools do inherently trouble on an epistemological and aesthetic level the 

entire paradigm of our relationship to writing and creation as a uniquely individual, 

intimate act, while also destabilizing the notion of verifiable provenance in thinking and 

wordcraft. In revisiting older Humanities Computing models, I seek to recognize the 

foundational work that scholars like Marie Borroff have contributed to this field. Her 

insights in the 1971 essay “Creativity, Poetic Language, and the Computer” remind us 

that the integration of technology in the humanities is not a new phenomenon. It’s easy 

for scholarship in eras of new technology to accidentally overlook its own history, which 

includes early examinations of the implications of computer-assisted writing and 

analysis. By acknowledging this lineage, we can better understand and critique the 

current landscape of generative AI. Although generative AI, as we have come to know it 

since 2022 in particular, marks a new era in computing technology and a new intersection 

for humanistic inquiry and technology, Borroff, as a medievalist, was already addressing 

similar questions in 1971. Echoing some of R L Widmann’s earlier survey of bad 

computer-generated poetry, Borroff examines the potential effects of computer 

technology on the process of writing poetry, and she predicts some of the challenges and 

changes that we are now today contending with as we try to figure out how to both 

responsibly and effectively integrate tools like ChatGPT into our workflows, and what 

challenges they are bringing to the forefront of the creative and academic fields.  
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Borroff begins by describing the cover of the February 1970 issue of Scientific 

American, which “displays, greatly enlarged, a section of an electronic circuit 

manufactured by ‘LSI’ or ‘Large-Scale Integration’ technology,” and that, owing to the 

advances in that technology, “[n]ot surprisingly, computer programs utilizing LSI 

technology ‘will undoubtedly be capable of increasingly complex tasks—the first 

gropings, perhaps, toward artificial intelligence’” (Borroff, “Creativity, Poetic Language, 

and the Computer” 481). Something in the way she describes this has some parallels with 

the exponentially increasing power of LLMs, and five decades ago she was already 

pointing to the shifts we would need to contend with for understanding the nature of 

writing that we are currently witnessing. While the technology has indeed advanced, the 

core concerns about its impact on the creative process were already articulated by 

Borroff.  

I do think that one of the major problems we face will be the gravitational pull 

toward something of an algorithmically determined monoculture (Kleinberg and 

Raghavan) in the way we approach thinking and writing, almost in the same way that 

Wikipedia has been unifying knowledge under one powerful framework for the past two 

decades. But Pandora’s box has been opened and we have to live and operate in the new 

reality. It is not an inherently stable reality, though—the new reality assumes, for 

example, that the entire field of generative AI doesn’t collapse as a result of soaring 

energy costs or environmental degradation or dubious corporate ideologies or a deluge of 

lawsuits. And this new reality entails transparent discussions not just about the concerns 

but also about the ways we can conceive of using these new tools for work in the 

humanities without ignoring their existence and potential (responsible) utility—especially 
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as a pedagogical tool and for minimizing the drudgery of labor-intensive tasks that are 

not focused on original output. Augmenting our own creations using this new technology 

and doing so without abdicating our own creativity, perception of reality, and abilities for 

associative analysis, while also guarding against both the hype and the dubious 

worldview paradigms behind Silicon Valley startup culture, is the challenge we face. 

In particular, where LLMs like GPT-4 and GPT-4o are particularly useful is in 

parsing precise elements for clarity of purpose. Its strongest application, in my opinion, 

has been in the act of summarization rather than composition—it does inherently pose 

questions about the degree to which our skills in summary may either atrophy or be aided 

in the future—and its ability to create and condense complex information into bullet-

point outlines is something I implement as a matter of routine when distilling news 

reports for quick surveys of details. Its ability as of this writing for parsing the entirety of 

longer documents is still questionable—it is clear that the technology is being refined, but 

generally I do not entirely trust its ability to summarize documents that go beyond several 

thousand words, such as journal articles, as the error rate (the so-called “hallucination” 

rate) increases, and as a result more sustained “human-in-the-loop” (that is, a human 

double-checking an AI system’s reasoning and conclusions) ethos is still highly 

recommended, especially because ChatGPT has a pervasive “bullshit” problem (Hicks et 

al.). “Slop” has also emerged as a word, which is “a broad term that has developed some 

traction in reference to shoddy or unwanted A.I. content in social media, art, books and, 

increasingly, in search results” (Hoffman). I also think that ChatGPT and other similar 

generative AI tools—rather than assuming a constant posture of antagonism about 

students’ use of them—will require a significant measure of proactive engagement, 
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control, and integration into classroom instruction—that is, using tools (as imperfect as 

they remain) like ChatGPT in a scaffolded manner that clearly delineates the parameters 

within which students may use them for creative and defined goals. That seems like a 

natural and appropriate direction to head, while also (depending on the level of the 

students being taught) integrating more meta-level analysis of their own experiences 

operating the tools. For example, assigning students writing tasks where they describe 

their experiences using LLMs, detailing what feels unnatural to them, how they seem to 

be learning how to write, and what they feel about their own natural voices as thinkers 

and writers in the face of an LLM’s outputs. To that end, as part of my approach in the 

genre experimentation of this section, one can use ChatGPT to define taxonomic 

categories as well as to refine ideas into easily applied terms, which can then be used to 

classify lines that contain aural elements, and then reviewing its output to determine if the 

logic holds via prompts that contain the parameters and instructions for ChatGPT to 

attempt to identify what elements are present in the line. What will be shown in the 

following section after the explanation of this taxonomic framework is the application of 

the taxonomy to the lines, which I have overtly marked using bullet-point lists. I then 

compose close readings based on the taxonomic categorization that are my own and 

which engage with other theorists and scholars.  

For the theoretical framework for my taxonomy, as mentioned, I revisit the 

concept of affective temporalities, particularly as it intersects with sound, to establish the 

foundation of my analysis. Affective temporalities, which as I’ve previously described, 

captures the emotional and experiential dimensions of time within literary works. As a 

framework, it can help us approach how sound both constructs and conveys the temporal 
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and emotional spaces of a narrative. As an approach or a theoretical lens, it necessitates a 

methodological precision akin to that found in my AI projects, where structured 

categorization facilitates a deeper understanding of data. Although my engagement with 

AI projects as it pertains to this chapter is solely inspirational in terms of the 

methodologies derived from these experiences—emphasizing systematic organization 

and classification—they are adapted here to literary analysis. Exploring sound in Sir 

Gawain and the Green Knight through this taxonomic approach, and informed by 

interdisciplinary methodologies, can help begin the process of building a toolkit for 

approaching interpretations of sound, emotion, and time. 

Categorizing the sounds of the poem into diegetic and non-diegetic types offers an 

easy understanding of narrative immersion and emotional depth along two broad paths 

under which other sounds may be taxonomized. Diegetic sounds are those that originate 

within the story’s world, such as the voiced demands of King Arthur or the laughter of 

the Green Knight, which characters can hear and which contribute directly to the story’s 

atmosphere. Conversely, non-diegetic sounds, though not present in the text per se, can 

be inferred or imagined by the reader, such as ominous silence or the disquiet that 

Gawain might feel. These sounds help in constructing the emotional contours of any 

given scene, which in turn is all part of the literary process of shaping the reader’s 

perception and emotional response to the narrative without being explicitly mentioned by 

the characters. Diegesis is, historically speaking, often paired with mimesis, with roots 

going back to Plato and Aristotle. Gérard Genette, in discussing the Poetics, writes, “For 

Aristotle, narrative (diegesis) is one of the two modes of poetic imitation (mimesis), the 

other being the direct representation of events by actors speaking and moving before the 
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public. It is here that the classic distinction between narrative poetry and dramatic poetry 

is established” (Genette 128). He further explains, “At first sight Aristotle’s classification 

is quite different, since it reduces all poetry to imitation, distinguishing only two imitative 

modes, the direct, which is the one Plato calls strict imitation, and the narrative, which he 

calls, as does Plato, diegesis” (Genette 129). In other words, Aristotle’s framework 

situates diegesis and mimesis as two fundamental approaches to storytelling, with 

diegesis involving the narration of events by a storyteller, and mimesis involving the 

direct enactment of events by characters. This distinction makes known the levels of 

mediation in the representation of action and speech. While mimesis immerses the 

audience in the immediacy of the action, diegesis allows for a more mediated and 

reflective engagement with the narrative, as the narrator provides commentary and 

interpretation of events. As a term, diegesis has long been used in narrative studies, and 

in Remigius Bunia’s critique of the term “diegesis”—he, I should mention, argues “that 

diegesis is not the narrated universe” (Bunia 680)—nevertheless also provides a concise 

history of Genette’s use of the term, writing, “Gérard Genette’s term diegesis (French 

diégèse, not diégésis)—along with its various compound expressions such as 

homodiegetic, extradiegetic, and so on—has become an essential element of 

narratological terminology. The shortest definition, which Genette provides in ‘D’un récit 

baroque,’ seems to say all that is necessary to understand what the term refers to: diegesis 

is simply ‘the spatiotemporal universe’ of the story” (Bunia 679). Conceptualizing 

diegesis as the “spatiotemporal universe” of the story is used for defining the boundaries 

and context within which the narrative unfolds—it encompasses the events themselves 
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and the world in which they occur, according to the traditional uses of the term. For my 

purposes, my taxonomic structure adheres to the traditional definition.  

The distinction between sounds of nature and sounds of culture can be 

taxonomized under diegetic auralities. Natural sounds, such as whatever markers of 

nature that might appear in the poem that call attention to auralities derived from the 

natural world, are part of the aesthetic appeal of the poem—they can be interpreted as 

describing the natural versus the civilized world and Sir Gawain’s affective states as a 

result of his isolation during his quest. These elements might, for example, serve in a 

literary capacity to heighten the sense of danger and the unknown or simply help craft the 

world of the poem itself. On the other hand, cultural sounds—such as the various 

depictions of music being played in the court, the chattering of various characters who 

form the background of the story, or the dialogue itself—anchor the narrative in its social 

and cultural context. Some of these readings could provide avenues for performing close 

readings of the intersection between social constructions and emotions and their timing as 

they pertain, for example, to chivalry, honor, and societal expectations that Gawain 

strives to uphold. Thinking of the cultural backdrop of the poem, the way these sounds 

are depicted basically offer clues for historians of emotion to do deeper work with respect 

to historicizing the nature of how people conceived of society and sound in the specific 

context of the poem, while for my purposes—doing work for the affective temporality 

framework—I can acknowledge the historicization of those elements while also working 

out the possibilities for how those elements may affect any given reader’s engagement 

with the text in the present. 
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Emotional and temporal sounds in the poem evoke specific feelings and 

perceptions of time. They operate in such a way that they carry the potential to link the 

reader’s experience to the narrative’s events as they unfold. Emotional sounds—think, for 

example, of the moment when Gawain awaits being beheaded by the Green Knight, his 

face turned away but presumably hearing how the Green Knight positions himself and 

hoists aloft his ax—specifically affect the narrative’s emotional atmosphere, marking or 

intensifying moments of reflection or transition. Temporal sounds—such as the tolling of 

bells or sounds associated with holiday celebrations—might signal changes in the story’s 

timeline and contribute to the development of its thematic concerns without necessarily 

calling attention to the specific working of clocks and time. While these sounds can be 

classified as diegetic, experienced by the characters, or non-diegetic, suggesting a context 

that by nature clues the reader into imagining the sounds at play, their function shapes 

Gawain’s psychological journey with the reader’s engagement through a readable, 

audible soundscape. 

Distilling all of these elements, the taxonomy as a chart is as follows: 

● Diegetic Sounds 

○ Definition: Originate within the story’s world, audible to characters. 

○ Classification: Diegetic 

● Non-Diegetic Sounds 

○ Definition: Not present in the text, inferred or imagined by the reader. 

○ Classification: Non-Diegetic 

● Sounds of Nature 
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○ Definition: Part of the natural world described in the poem, heightening 

the aesthetic appeal and reflecting the natural vs. civilized world. 

○ Classification: Diegetic 

● Sounds of Culture 

○ Definition: Anchor the narrative in its social and cultural context; societal 

constructions. 

○ Classification: Diegetic 

● Emotional Sounds 

○ Definition: Affect the narrative’s emotional atmosphere, marking 

moments of reflection or transition. 

○ Classification: Can be either Diegetic or Non-Diegetic 

● Temporal Sounds 

○ Definition: Signal changes in the story’s timeline, contributing to thematic 

development. 

○ Classification: Can be either Diegetic or Non-Diegetic 

This taxonomic framework—which I originally drafted with GPT-4 using a variety of 

prompts based off of my understanding of what I wanted to see formulated and then 

reshaped in parts—as applied within the space of this dissertation chapter represents only 

the beginning of what could be a much more granular exploration of literary sounds. If 

we were to imagine a more expansive taxonomy, one could anticipate categories with 

greater specificity, creating a lexicon for capturing facets of auditory experiences that the 

text might offer. For example, distinctions could be made between ambient sounds that 

quietly define the setting and sounds that influence the plot or character arcs. Further 



297 
 

granularity might explore the psychological soundscape in more detail, delineating how 

characters’ internal reactions to sounds blur the lines between diegetic and non-diegetic 

elements, which could theoretically add more affective dimensions to explore, or perhaps 

ways of shading in more details. Such an expanded taxonomy would likely explore the 

contrast between sound and silence—focusing on those contrasts could help provide a 

structured approach to describing the mechanics of, say, narrative tension or moments of 

reflection, and how sound shapes those qualities in a text beyond (for example) the stated 

intentions or descriptions of the characters. Instead of focusing just on characters and 

even objects, sounds and the ways in which sounds interact with one another either 

implicitly or explicitly within the text could be approached as discrete agents in their own 

right. Another more advanced project could involve integrating linguistic and poetic 

formulations, such as Borroff’s systematic sound symbolism, doing combined close 

readings with how the sound of the poem itself might work with the sounds within the 

world too. Refining this taxonomy would not just categorize sounds, but could, in other 

words, offer some avenues for interpretation within other theoretical frameworks, such as 

something akin to object-oriented ontologies. For the purposes of this chapter, though, 

this taxonomy can be a lens that encompasses all these elements. 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is a good archive for applying a taxonomy of 

aurality because there are practical and immediately useful benefits for literary studies 

and further scholarship. Sir Gawain is itself a rich vein for auditory studies, but that it is 

also structured in such a way that allows for a systematic modeling for something that 

could be readily applied to other texts. It’s through that structure that we can examine 

how sound contributes to the narrative—it is a straightforward, uncomplicated way to 
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augment one’s understanding of the text’s atmosphere, characters, and plot development, 

while also being immediately usable for other critical frameworks (e.g., sound and 

ecocriticism). Alain Renoir, in one of the earliest extended studies of sound in the poem, 

“An Echo to the Sense: The Patterns of Sound in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight” 

(1968), notes the importance of auditory imagery in conveying the tone and setting of a 

scene, as seen in the poem’s descriptions of merriment and silence (Renoir 148). Ian 

Bishop elaborates on how the poem’s temporal structure mirrors Gawain’s internal state, 

with the cyclical nature of time reflecting his moral and spiritual trials (Bishop 618). The 

integration of historical and seasonal cycles operates within the text to heighten the 

emotional resonance of Gawain’s journey, making each moment fraught with temporal 

and moral significance (Bishop 613). Renoir’s analysis of sound during pivotal moments 

in the poem’s plot, such as the eerie silence of the Green Knight’s entrance and the 

cacophony of the hunting scenes later on in the story, also describe the ways in which the 

auditory elements within the textual universe reflect Gawain’s internal struggles and the 

poem’s thematic constructs (Renoir 149, 154). Renoir points out that the sounds not only 

enhance the visual imagery but also evoke a sensory experience, which through its 

depicted vibrancy allows the readers to be more easily immersed in the world being built 

(Renoir 147). Systematic categorization can aid in dissecting complex literary works, 

making it a useful tool for scholars who want to think more like archivists or librarians in 

their approaches to close reading, which is a methodological approach that I contend 

aligns well with the various modes of data structuring and analysis that are increasingly a 

part of our digital architecture. As a foundational model, one could also imagine how 

frameworks for identifying genre spaces and fitting them within more fleshed-out 
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versions of the taxonomy could be helpful in genre studies as well, identifying how 

aurality operates according to the parameters of any given textual space. Some of these 

genre spaces also affect the ways in which information is conveyed, such as relying on 

what might be described as more clinical descriptions that quickly sketch out the salient 

details while in some measure gesturing toward being the kinds of information that one 

would fill out in fields for a form collecting metadata. And it goes without saying as well 

that one could construct similar taxonomies for all the other senses following these 

patterns. The goal here is to offer a potential template for new ways of further opening up 

texts that might already have long histories of scholarship, while also suggesting that 

thinking taxonomically about the elements of any given text can also lead to storehouses 

of information via database or repository projects. One way of imagining what follows is 

that it is the beginning entries in a database but presented in the genre space of a 

dissertation chapter. 

V. Aurality and Affective Temporalities in the First Fitt 

An Introductory Note 

One particular essay that is an example of some early digital humanities work 

with Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is Karen Arthur’s 1998 “Playing the Editing 

Game with an Electronic Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” in which she explores some 

of the transformative potential of computer technology happening in the late ‘90s in the 

field of textual editing, particularly for medieval manuscripts. Arthur foregrounds her 

study by referencing major digital editorial projects, such as the Canterbury Tales 

Project, the Electronic Beowulf Project, and the Piers Plowman Electronic Archive, each 
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of which are still online, their purposes being to digitize manuscripts and making them 

more accessible while preserving their original features (Arthur 69). It should be noted 

that there is an affective temporal dimension to viewing websites with longstanding 

histories, whether seeing them continued to be updated and the community still being 

active, or for sites whose designs retain their mid ‘90s stasis, existing almost as 

untouched archives that are nonetheless still accessible as if no time has passed. And 

returning to Arthur’s work in 2024 is to be reminded of the continuous questioning and 

play that accompanies bringing new technologies to old, familiar texts.  

Something else that Arthur emphasizes are the principles laid out by Peter L. 

Shillingsburg, who advocates for electronic scholarly editions to remain faithful to 

printed works while utilizing the unique capabilities of digital media—these editions are 

important, Arthur contends, for their being able to store extensive amounts of 

information, and that electronic texts should be the preferred medium for new scholarly 

editions (Arthur 70). One of the advantages of electronic editions is their ability to 

include every mark on a manuscript page, she describes, which enables a more interactive 

and detailed study of the text—and, of course, it perhaps goes without saying that this 

kind of fluid meta-level interactivity with texts is by default an expected feature in most 

software suites that deal with documents. Arthur notes that this approach allows for a 

more comprehensive understanding of medieval texts but also brings to light the 

differences between modern and medieval reading practices, and it can also render the 

interpretive nature of transcription and editing more apparent, which is an aspect to things 

is an important and interesting concept to think about when we contend with questions of 

the objectivity often assumed in these processes (Arthur 71-72). But it is also something 
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that has both theoretical and applied implications for online collaborations, especially 

with open database projects like I’ll be describing in more detail regarding taxonomizing 

literary sound in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight in the context of an imagined but 

readily realized database, one that could also have immediate pedagogical potential. 

The modern English renderings of the Middle English lines are taken from Casey 

Finch’s The Complete Works of the Pearl Poet (1993). The choice is somewhat arbitrary; 

I could just have easily used my own renderings or selected myriad other renderings. In 

part this decision gestures toward the possibility of any such database offering as many 

translations as possible for the original lines (imagine, for example, a menu next to each 

Middle English passage). Large language models trained on Middle English texts might 

be able to generate their own renderings, while any database of this nature could also 

offer modern English translations from every published translation for which clear line 

addresses are available. This option in and of itself could serve a pedagogical function, 

demonstrating to students how translation and editorial decisions shape the affective 

dimensions of the texts they either read in general or might be assigned in class. 

Think of the following sections as being similar to that of the opening entries of a 

database. The idea is that one could imagine a systematic entry system commenting on 

each respective line, applying the taxonomy of the preceding section. Additionally, one 

way of conceiving such a database is that it would be open and collaborative, with 

scholars contributing their own piecemeal close readings, along with named credit. That 

particular design idea is a separate subject from the purpose of this chapter, but it may 

help in approaching how to read the following analyses as they exist within this specific 

genre form of the dissertation chapter. For the purposes of this chapter, the information as 
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delineated in the bullet-point lists were processed largely using GPT-4 (and occasionally 

GPT-4o) and then revised by me. What this means is creating a basic script for GPT-4 to 

be prompted with in which I give it a line or a passage and make it “read” that text using 

the taxonomic wording. Next, I composed the extended close readings that follow by 

engaging with the processed taxonomy, although ChatGPT’s output was fairly baseline, 

so in my own readings I built out my analyses in more directions than the taxonomic 

outputs offered. As something of a self-conscious opening foray into this method of 

working through texts using generative AI while also calling attention to this emergent 

genre space, my purpose is to conceive of this as a template upon which to build further 

iterations. 

Line 46  

“Such glaum ande gle glorious to here” (“Glorious, gladsome, and gleeful to hear”). 

This line contains a direct reference to auditory pleasure, indicating sounds that are 

delightful to hear. 

○ Diegetic Sounds: The description suggests an auditory experience that is 

directly part of the narrative’s setting, potentially including sounds like 

music or laughter from the court. 

○ Sounds of Culture: The sounds described are rooted in the social and 

cultural context of the court, reflecting the celebratory and ceremonial 

aspects common to such settings. These sounds carry cultural significance 

and add a layer of social interaction and shared experience to the narrative. 

○ Emotional Sounds: These sounds are described as evoking joy and 

splendor, directly affecting the narrative’s emotional atmosphere. They 
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mark a moment of delight and celebration, inducing an emotional response 

from both characters and readers. 

“Such glaum ande gle glorious to here” imparts delight as its prevailing affective 

valence. From an emotional analysis standpoint, the sounds are, of course, coded as 

pleasant and are infused with what might perhaps be described as magnificence and 

joy—they are, after all, glorious to hear. The terms glaum and gle conjure images of 

radiant joy and splendor; they give the auditory experience something akin to emotional 

and aesthetic pleasure. The repetition of the “gl” sound does in fact tie into the 

etymological relationship between “gl” and light (think of glow, gloaming, glare, glisten, 

or even the idea of a glade being a clearing in a forest through which the light shines), 

which one can read as an interesting combination of lightness and sound. One could also 

imagine how these words operate in the text carrying with them the suggestion of, say, 

melodies of minstrels, merry courtly laughter and gaiety, or the ambient sounds of the 

setting—glee and gladness. Described as “glorious to here,” might, if one were to carry 

the emotional implication further, suggest a quality that uplifts the spirit—there is a 

quality of exuberance in the description that continues the theme of lightness (and, we 

might extend, “gladness”).  

Dorothea E. Olkowski notes that “the affective sensation occurs bodily as a 

localized sensitivity eliciting pleasure and pain, a felt sensitivity that always exists but 

usually goes unrecognized when external objects attract our interest and attention, pulling 

us away from our own sensibility” (Olkowski, “Time Lost” 29). Her insight here is 

helpful for thinking of the ways in which sensory experiences are often overshadowed by 

our engagement with the external world. When we focus on external stimuli, we might 
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tend to neglect the present, affective dimension of those sensory experiences, something 

that one could extend the analysis to in our entire engagement with literature—the subtle 

structuring of affect and time being elided by the elements of the plot, while likewise the 

internal universe of the characters participate in actions that might be encouraged more 

by social pressure and conformity than being attuned to the real affective experiences 

through which they are going.  

In this particular scene, joy and splendor dominate the sensory experience, and it 

serves a literary purpose beyond the immediate sketching-out of a scene’s festivities, 

even though the pleasure derived from the scene itself without further consideration of 

later plot developments is still possible. Assigning the adjective “glorious” to this 

auditory experience places it within a context of celebration and communal happiness, 

which marks the social and ceremonial aspects of the court. One might interpret the way 

the sound operates here as creating part of the emotional depth of Sir Gawain and the 

Green Knight in terms of contrasts—emotional highs versus the lows that accompany 

other moments (a kind of chiaroscuro effect via sound, but also in line with the thematic 

element of lightness that seems inherent in this line)—and the placement at the beginning 

of the narrative also mirrors the unexpected joy that Sir Gawain encounters upon his 

return at the end of the quest. The sound here might be able to be read as operating as a 

kind of temporal structure that suggests the cyclicality of time and emotion, but also one 

that makes the later scenes of dread all the more powerful as they are contrasted with joy 

and glory of this part of the spatiotemporal design of the poem’s inner world.  
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Line 47 

“Dere dyn vpon day, daunsyng on nyȝtes” (“Every day music dinned. There was 

dancing at night”). “Dere dyn” explicitly refers to a loud, possibly joyful noise during 

the day, paired with the sound of dancing at night. 

1. Diegetic Sounds: 

○ “Dere dyn vpon day” refers directly to the sounds within the narrative 

world that characters can hear. These sounds could include the clatter of 

daily activities, the voices of people, or communal celebrations. As 

diegetic sounds, they anchor the narrative in the real-time experiences of 

the characters. 

2. Sounds of Culture: 

○ Both “Dere dyn” (daytime noise) and “daunsyng on nyȝtes” (dancing at 

night) represent sounds embedded in the cultural setting of the poem. They 

mark societal norms and practices (such as daytime work or labor and 

nighttime festivities). They reflect the structured social life of the 

community. These are also temporal sounds. 

3. Temporal Sounds: 

○ The transition from “Dere dyn vpon day” to “daunsyng on nyȝtes” denotes 

shifts in time (day to night). These sounds not only mark the passage of 

time but also help in developing the poem’s thematic layers, such as the 

cyclical nature of daily life. 

4. Emotional Sounds: 
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○ Potentially, the description of sounds in this line carries an emotional 

charge that could be classified as both diegetic and non-diegetic. The loud 

noises and dancing influence the narrative’s emotional atmosphere by 

evoking feelings of vitality and celebration among the community. These 

sounds serve as emotional cues for the reader. They might encourage an 

engagement with the text’s rhythmic and communal energies. 

The line “Dere dyn vpon day, daunsyng on nyȝtes” is a salient example of diurnal 

and nocturnal differences marking the relationship between sound and time. By nature, 

what this immediately sets within the mood of the poem is the continuous cycle of sound 

and celebration that defines the rhythm of life within the narrative. In David Carr’s Time, 

Narrative, and History (1986), he explains that we have an innate, “pre-theoretical” 

apprehension of the historical past that influences our ordinary experiences of time, even 

when we are not consciously thinking about it, writing, “the place to look for this 

awareness of the past is our ordinary experience of time and that the key to its nature is 

the narrative or story-telling character of that experience” (Carr 18). “Dere dyn” conveys 

the intensity of daytime noises (the din of it all)—these could range from the clamor of 

work and conversation to the festive sound of celebrations that are indicative of daytime 

activities.  

On an affective level, what one might read in this line is something akin to 

vitality. The transition to “daunsyng on nyȝtes” then transitions to the nocturnal, where 

the sound of dancing suggests a different, perhaps more intimate, form of communal joy 

and celebration. Aurally, this line creates a soundscape that moves with the passage of 

time, from the loud, engaging sounds of the day to the rhythmic sounds of night. The 
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transition marks a change in activities as well as a shift in the auditory experience of the 

community. That structure mirrors day and night and the associated human behaviors that 

accompany that shift. This (to use Carr’s term) “temporal consciousness,” as suggested, 

“can be compared, according to Husserl, to a gaze which spans or takes in the temporal 

horizons of future and past, against which the temporal object presents itself” (Carr 25).  

The mention of “dere dyn” and “daunsyng” invites the reader to imagine the 

sounds that pervade the setting—something of a mixture or a bridging of the textual and 

the experiential—as the poem evokes a multisensory experience. And, of course, on the 

level of affective temporalities, the line performs the fluctuating emotions and energies 

that accompany the daily and nightly rhythms that it captures. The “loud noise” of the 

day and the “dancing at nights” are markers of time and expressions of the emotional 

states of the community—joy, celebration, and perhaps the release of daytime labors into 

nighttime leisure. Carr notes that “the life of consciousness is no more an undifferentiated 

Bergsonian continuum than are the experienced events happening around us. It is 

articulated into experiences: acts of awareness, feelings, episodes which begin and end, 

experiences which are composed of other experiences and combine to make up larger 

ones” (Carr 26).  

The meaning of this assertion is that our consciousness is structured into distinct, 

interconnected experiences rather than being a seamless flow. That duality, one can see, 

mirrors the human experience of time as segmented by periods of activity and rest, work 

and play, each with its own emotional and auditory signatures. The coupling of day and 

night activities in a single line, one might argue, also on a microcosmic level signal the 

cyclical nature of the poem and the continuous flow of life’s moments, each with its 
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unique sounds and meanings. The sounds of day and night temporally span and connect 

the past (with its traditional activities and celebrations) to the present moment of the 

narrative. As Carr posits that if “what we experience temporally are not isolated instants, 

but configurations which extend protentionally into the future, and if present and past are 

a function of the whole which includes that future, when what actually happens surprises 

us, then in an important sense the past is changed. That is, earlier, now-retained phases 

have become parts of a different whole and thus change their significance for us 

altogether” (Carr 29).  

In other words, our understanding of past events can shift based on new 

experiences and future expectations, altering the overall meaning of those past events. All 

of this is paralleling the basic human experiences of work, celebration, and rest, while 

likely also reminding audiences of any era (whether our current moment, past moments, 

or future ones) of the specific rhythms that mark each respective reality—how one may 

conceive of daytime and nighttime activities and all the concomitant associations they 

may connote for each respective individual in one’s own time.  

Line 63  

“Þe chauntré of þe chapel cheued to an ende” (“The chaste, lovely chants in the 

chapel now done”). The chanting from the chapel concludes in this line, signaling the 

end of a period of liturgical music and contrasting it with the silence that fills the space of 

time that follows a communally affecting experience. 

Diegetic Sounds: 

○ The chanting in the line originates within the story’s world; it is audible to 

the characters. The cessation of this sound marks a transition in the 
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narrative’s environment, affecting the characters’ experience of the sacred 

space. 

2. Sounds of Culture: 

○ The chanting represents a sound tied to and integrated with the cultural 

and religious practices within the narrative. It serves to anchor the events 

within a specific liturgical context, reflecting societal and cultural 

constructions related to spirituality and communal worship. 

3. Emotional Sounds: 

○ The end of the chanting could be perceived as both diegetic and non-

diegetic in its emotional impact. For the characters, it might signify a 

solemn or reflective moment; for readers, it can prompt feelings of 

contemplation or solemnity as the sacred sound fades into silence. 

4. Temporal Sounds: 

○ The end of the chanting also functions as a temporal sound, marking a 

specific moment in the narrative timeline that contributes to the thematic 

development of the text. This auditory cue signifies the end of a spiritual 

practice, transitioning the narrative from a sacred moment back to the 

progression of temporal events. 

The line “Þe chauntré of þe chapel cheued to an ende” captures a moment of 

transition marked by the cessation of liturgical or musical sound within a sacred space. 

This ending of chanting in the chapel does at least two things: it brings a particular 

auditory experience to a close and it also signifies a movement in the narrative’s temporal 

and emotional archive. Aurally, the cessation of chanting delineates a clear boundary 
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between the sacred time demarcated by the chant and the secular or ordinary time that 

resumes thereafter. This transition from sound to silence can be understood as a shift in 

what Michael Gallagher describes as the “vibrational movement of bodies” within the 

space, affecting the bodies present by altering their sensory engagement and emotional 

states (Gallagher 43).  

The silence that follows the end of chanting is as significant as the sound itself. 

The deliberate modulation from resonant sound to marked silence manufactures a stark, 

jarring contrast, which, in turn, magnifies the audience’s sensory awareness of the 

chapel’s distinct acoustic characteristics. There's a quality to the silence that is 

orchestrated, which in turn has the power to impart a sense of imagining how the 

characters in that scene experiencing that soundscape are being moved to enter a state of 

introspective reflection regarding the role that liturgical music assumes in sculpting their 

experiential journey through sacred space and chronological spirituality. Gallagher’s idea 

of sound as an affective force also can be applied here in showing how this transition 

shapes the characters’ capacities to act and feel within the narrative space (Gallagher 44).  

The end of the chant marks both the conclusion of a musical piece and the end of 

an immersive auditory experience that connects the individual—within the universe of 

the text—to the divine. From the perspective of affective temporalities, the conclusion of 

the chapel’s chanting encapsulates a moment of emotional and spiritual culmination. One 

way of approaching the placement of chanting within the space of the text is that—as a 

form of communal and devotional expression—it’s operating as a means of closing 

temporal and emotional distances, connecting the present moment to the long-running arc 

of religious tradition, including the immediate temporality of chanting’s reliance on 



311 
 

repetitious utterance patterns. The end of this chanting thus marks a temporal threshold. It 

concludes a collective harmonizing with the sacred that is beyond individual temporal 

experiences, which that pattern of repetitious utterance encourages. The ensuing silence 

may evoke a range of emotional responses, from a sense of loss or emptiness to peace, 

which textually represents the affective power of both sound and its absence. Gallagher’s 

exploration of how sound propagates affect through space emphasizes that this silence 

can also be a form of affective transmission by resonating throughout the chapel and 

impacting the characters’ spatial and emotional awareness (Gallagher 46). One might 

even perform an analysis of the space itself in that the transition draws attention to the 

chapel operating as a liminal space where the temporal boundaries between the sacred 

and the profane and the eternal and the ephemeral are negotiated through sound. The 

conclusion of the chanting signals a return to temporal normalcy, yet the memory of the 

sound and the affects it evoked linger.  

Line 64  

“Loude crye watz þer kest of clerkez and oþer” (“There both laymen and clerics 

their loud cries exchanged”). This line indicates a loud cry or shout from clerics and 

others. 

1. Diegetic Sounds: 

○ “Loude crye watz þer kest of clerkez and oþer” directly falls under 

diegetic sounds as it originates within the story’s world and is audible to 

the characters. This auditory cue is integral to the narrative and impacts 

the characters’ reactions and the unfolding of the plot. 

2. Sounds of Culture: 
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○ The involvement of clerics in this outcry situates the sound within a 

cultural and possibly ritualistic context. The clerics’ roles likely tie the 

outcry to a significant religious or communal event, emphasizing how 

sound is used to reflect societal norms and practices. 

3. Emotional Sounds: 

○ The “loud cry” inherently carries emotional weight, which can be 

perceived as either diegetic or non-diegetic. To the characters, this sound 

conveys urgency or distress, affecting the narrative’s emotional 

atmosphere and potentially marking a critical moment of transition or 

climax. 

4. Temporal Sounds: 

○ This loud outcry serves as a temporal marker within the narrative, shaping 

a moment of particular significance that might alter the storyline’s 

direction. It punctuates the temporal flow, adding to the thematic 

development and emphasizing shifts within the narrative structure. 

“Loude crye watz þer kest of clerkez and oþer” as a line presents an intriguing 

moment of interruption that is marked by a collective cry within a sacred space, while 

also being highly emotive, one that affords us some analytical avenues. One way of 

reading this cry is that it serves as a symbolic action that reflects the phenomena of 

liminality, which we might describe as a transitional phase that is characterized by a 

significant, often disruptive, change in social, literary, or ritual contexts. I often like to 

also think of liminality in the context of where different genre boundaries might 

converge—the zones of contact within which one may travel between the porosity of 
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genres, often delineated by some marked-out, disruptive transitory event. The loud cry 

can be read as doing at least two things: one, it’s breaking the silence that followed the 

chanting, and, two, it is also signifying a shift in the narrative’s soundscape (and by 

extension its emotional texture to some degree).  

Aurally, the piercing nature of the cry is literarily introducing a moment of stark 

contrast to the preceding silence. The effect that gets achieved here is something akin to a 

sensory awareness for the characters and the readers. The suddenness of that outburst of 

sound disrupts the stillness, shifting the atmosphere of the scene. The quality of the cry 

can also impart a sense of immediacy and collective response among the characters—in 

particular when we might think of the cry interrupting the silence and how that alters or 

emphasizes the emotional and auditory contrast within the sacred space of the chapel. 

This collective vocal expression embodies what Victor Turner in “Liminal to Liminoid, 

in Play, Flow, and Ritual: An Essay in Comparative Symbology” (1974) describes as 

communitas, a moment of shared communal experience that transcends individual roles 

and statuses (V. Turner 78-79). Communal vocal expressions serve in their way as well 

as time markers at turns in the narrative, such as the ways in which the sounds of the hunt 

later in the narrative could also be read as operating to mark the passage of time via plot 

development. These sounds, much like Turner’s “ritual symbols,” operate within a 

temporal framework, shedding and gathering meanings that reflect changes in the social 

and narrative context (V. Turner 53-54). Something about the abruptness with which the 

cry modulates the space from one of silence to a loud cry can also help visualize for the 

audience the acoustic environment in which the cry occurs (the chapel), which might 

affect the reader to feel alarm or exhilaration or enjoyment or even a sense of communal 
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belonging. According to Turner, these affective responses are essential to understanding 

the “emotional and volitional dimensions” of symbols within their social context (V. 

Turner 55).  

Within the affective temporalities framework, that loud cry is also, one could 

imagine, moving the audience in such a way that it imparts genuine feelings of fun and 

longing for the festivities of the new year. This reading aligns with Turner’s concept of 

symbols gaining and losing meanings as they “travel through” different phases of ritual 

and social action, evoking complex emotional responses (V. Turner 55). An additional 

interesting way of interpreting the aural punctuation of the cry is that it doesn’t just 

disrupt the narrative flow (or operate as a pronounced moment of transition) but it also 

creates what might be described as pockets of intensified experience that might linger in 

the memory of the audience. Turner might read these pockets as moments as a kind of 

heightened liminality. He writes, “Sharp symbolic inversion of social attributes may 

characterize separation; blurring and merging of distinctions may characterize liminality” 

(V. Turner 59). Its positioning earlier in the story might also herald aspects of the story 

itself that get returned to on an affective level, such as pronounced or vivid moments 

whose affective wake is something akin to a feeling of unease or dread. 

Line 65 

“Nowel nayted onewe, neuened ful ofte” (“And ‘Noel!’ was renewed, named again 

and again”). This line refers to the chanting or singing of “Noel,” a Christmas carol, 

repeated many times. 

1. Diegetic Sounds: 
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○ The singing of “Noel” as depicted in “Nowel nayted onewe, neuened ful 

ofte” is a clear example of diegetic sound. It originates within the story’s 

world, is audible to the characters, and directly contributes to the narrative 

environment, influencing the characters’ and readers’ experience of the 

scene. 

2. Sounds of Culture: 

○ The repetitive singing of “Nowel” ties into the cultural and festive 

traditions associated with Christmas in the narrative. This sound anchors 

the events within a specific temporal and cultural context. It reflects 

societal celebrations and the communal embrace of the season. 

3. Emotional Sounds: 

○ The chant of “Noel” can be interpreted as both diegetic and non-diegetic 

in its affectivity. It enhances the narrative’s atmosphere by instilling a 

sense of joy and communal festivity, affecting the emotions of both 

characters and readers, and marking a moment of celebration within the 

story. 

4. Temporal Sounds: 

○ The repeated singing of “Noel” also serves as a temporal sound, signifying 

the celebration of Christmas within the narrative’s timeline. This repetition 

marks the seasonal time and contributes to the thematic development. It 

reinforces the cyclical nature of festive traditions and their role in 

structuring time within the narrative. 
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Festive repetition is the hallmark of the moment marked in the line “Nowel 

nayted onewe, neuened ful ofte,” in which “Noel” is sung and chanted. It is, of course, a 

word and song historically associated with Christmas and celebration. The repetitive 

intonation, one might read, essentially works to mold the soundscape—what it is doing is 

integrating the narrative with the seasonal traditions and festivities of Christmas. 

Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope (“time space”), where temporal and spatial 

indicators are formed into a concrete whole, which in turn has the effect of making time 

aesthetically apparent and space responsive to the movements of time and history, is 

useful for thinking through this passage (Bakhtin 84). Christmas as a timeframe marks 

both the beginning and the end of the poem, placing the story within a cyclical temporal 

context that reflects the psychological and symbolic rebirth characteristic of the season’s 

rituals. In Bakhtin’s terms, this cyclical temporal context “thickens” time, giving it 

“flesh” and making it “artistically visible” (Bakhtin 84). And as Paul Ricœur asserts, “the 

circle of narrativity and temporality is not a vicious but a healthy circle, whose two 

halves mutually reinforce one another” (Ricœur 3).  

There’s also the possibility of reading the act of singing as the bringing-into-

existence of the world in which the reader will be immersed—a variation of breathing 

into existence creation. Aurally, the mention of “Nowel” being “nayted onewe” (that is, 

sung anew) and “neuened ful ofte” (named very often) brings the reader into a specific 

soundscape filled with the joyous repetition of Christmas carols. Singing or chanting 

“Noel” basically manifests as an auditory phenomenon that orchestrates an atmosphere 

imbued with collective jubilation and festivity—it sculpts and signals the entire 

immersion into an affective experience that also emphasizes the time of the year. This 
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festive soundscape can be seen as part of the literary chronotope, where “the intersection 

of axes and the fusion of [temporal] indicators” is what within the genre space of the 

romance, as it is being delivered alliteratively in fourteenth-century Middle English, 

forms the aestheticization of time and space (Bakhtin 85).  

The iterative, incantatory vocalization of this expression accentuates the ritualistic 

cycle of celebratory traditions—within the space of the text is the performance of the 

recurrence of particular sounds and melodies that are working in such a way that both 

demarcates the season as well as cultivates a communal temporality and sense of 

occasion. Bakhtin’s discussion of the relationship between genre and the chronotope is 

useful for looking at the depiction of the cyclical nature of Christmas in the poem, in that 

it helps establish its genre and thematic elements. He writes, “It can even be said that it is 

precisely the chronotope that defines genre and generic distinctions, for in literature the 

primary category in the chronotope is time” (Bakhtin 85).  

That sustained singing creates the parameters within which a wellspring and 

spectrum of emotions come—from joy, excitement, anticipation, belonging—linking 

them within the community. One way of thinking about this is that everybody feels 

connected through a shared system of lore centered on temporal traditions and specific 

acts carried out within that time frame. It transforms personal moments into a shared 

celebration; sound is traversing time and strengthening communal ties. The Christmas 

aesthetic might also operate across temporal frameworks in that readers in any given era, 

including our own, may transpose our own memories of Christmastime traditions on the 

text, even if the original author may have been drawing on memories that to us may have 

in some way been unusual or not part of the same mode of understanding the holiday 
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season. On an affective temporal level, we might derive and blur feelings, memories, and 

traditions of winter holiday seasons while still having the vague image shared in kind 

with the community represented in the text. 

Lines 116-120 

Lines 116-120: “Þen þe first cors come with crakkyng of trumpes, / Wyth mony 

baner ful bryȝt þat þerbi henged; / Nwe nakryn noyse with þe noble pipes, / Wylde 

werbles and wyȝt wakned lote, / Þat mony hert ful hiȝe hef at her towches.” (“The 

course was served finely with fanfares of horns / Which, with brightly hued banners, 

blared a sweet sound. / The new noise of drums and nimbly played pipes, / Sang out 

sonorous sounds, each so stately and pure / That the hearts in that hall could not 

help but heave sighs”) This scene features loud, resonant brass and percussion 

instruments as well as melodic and complex tones, all of which contribute to an auditory 

environment that affects the characters’ emotions. 

1. Diegetic Sounds: 

○ The description of “crakkyng of trumpes” and “noble pipes” directly 

aligns with diegetic sounds. These sounds are physically present within 

the narrative’s world, audible to characters, and play a significant role in 

creating the celebratory atmosphere of the feast. 

2. Sounds of Culture: 

○ The festive sounds of trumpets and pipes are entrenched in the cultural 

setting of the narrative. They reflect the medieval customs surrounding 

celebrations and feasts, highlighting the social and cultural significance of 
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music in these gatherings. Such sounds not only entertain but also 

reinforce the societal rituals associated with New Year’s celebrations. 

3. Temporal Sounds: 

○ These sounds clearly mark the passage of time and the onset of 

celebration, indicating a significant moment in the story’s timeline—the 

New Year. This aligns them with temporal sounds as they contribute to the 

thematic development of renewal and festivity that the New Year 

embodies. 

4. Emotional Sounds: 

○ The “wild trills and vigorous” sounds from the pipes that awaken many a 

heart underscore their emotional impact, which can be interpreted as both 

diegetic and non-diegetic. Characters within the story react to these 

sounds, which also have the potential to move the reader, linking the 

narrative’s emotional atmosphere with the audience’s response. 

In March 1984, during a post-excavation examination at Billingsgate Lorry Park 

in London, archaeologists discovered four sections of a fourteenth-century trumpet buried 

in an organic deposit. The recovery of this rare find of a nearly intact medieval musical 

instrument, which was made from a copper alloy, was carried out under challenging 

conditions (Lawson and Egan 63-64). It seemed to feature various repairs, indicating that 

it was a well-used instrument before its deposition (65). Its discovery, documented by 

Graeme Lawson and Geoff Egan, was a noteworthy and exciting find for the material 

history of medieval music. When it was determined how important the find of the pieces 

was, they were “rushed to the [Museum of London’s] conservation laboratory where their 
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condition could be monitored and stabilised in a controlled environment. Closer 

examination confirmed the identification and importance of the remains, and a special 

programme of conservation and detailed analysis was begun to preserve, record and 

assess all their available data” (64). “Is there another way to value waiting,” Carolyn 

Dinshaw asks, “other than as exasperating and without promise?” (Dinshaw, How Soon Is 

Now? 4).  

The notion of the trumpet patiently waiting (even my reaching for that adverb—

“patiently”—is to attempt to anthropomorphize, or imbue an object with affects) through 

time, to be discovered and made the central object in communal excitement as the 

workers and archaeologists and researchers try to make sense of its pieces centuries 

removed from its context, and when I, four decades later, engage with textual 

descriptions of it and imagine what its discovery was like, and what its time in the dirt 

looked like. As A. C. Spearing notes about how much time is a fixation of the Gawain 

text, “temporal placing and time’s passing are persistently evoked, on many different 

scales—histories, years, seasons, days, moments; and events are colored, even defined, 

by human perceptions of time” (Spearing 340). The materiality of the centuries-old 

trumpet being rediscovered in the earth, its “saving” by the archaeologists and its 

subsequent study under lab conditions, and the inherent excitement of the find can all be 

parsed through an affective temporal framework: the trumpet, as a tangible artifact, 

connects the present to the past, evoking the cultural and historical significance it once 

held, and we can read the layers of repair and its use as being inherently imbued with a 

narrative of its own, one that we can only imagine, telling a story of its journey through 

time, the hands that crafted it, played it, and eventually lost it, only for it to be found 
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centuries later, appreciated anew through modern scientific methods and historical 

inquiry, and regarded again as part of the “text” of the continuum of scholarship.  

The act of imagining the ephemeral nature of the sounds that trumpet made—

maybe even wondering when the last moment it ever sounded a note may have been—

calls to mind the literary depiction of the diegetic sounds of the “crakkyng of trumpes” 

and “noble pipes” in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. These sounds are physically 

present within the narrative’s world, audible to the characters, and communicate what the 

audience must feel and imagine about the celebratory atmosphere of the feast. Capturing 

the auditory texture of the event, the scene is being endowed with a kind of “heightened 

realism” that subtly shapes the audience’s expectations what that space should entail in 

terms of social rituals and performances of feeling (such as gaiety and mirth)—the 

auditory cues are allowing the audience to “hear” the festivities and immerse themselves 

in the narrative space (Sánchez-Martí 112). The festive sounds of trumpets and pipes are 

entrenched in the cultural setting of the narrative. They reflect the courtly medieval 

customs surrounding celebrations and feasts, which must have signaled context-specific 

affects for the contemporary audience of the text of a significance that was social and 

cultural, of course, but also likely affecting in ways that touched on their specific 

memories, whereas for us we might only be operating from the facsimiles of productions 

of various medievalisms—we reconstruct the feelings and then produce the affective 

valences that we only know from a remove.  

Such sounds within the text and among the characters of the text are meant for 

entertainment, but they are also reinforcing the societal rituals associated with New 

Year’s celebrations. “While scenes of celebration and hunting are common in romances,” 
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Jordi Sánchez-Martí writes, “the Gawain-poet endows them with greater performativity 

by recording their sonic imprint. This kind of sound representation, however, does not 

serve a function solely relegated to decoration, nor is it neutral or objective, since the 

recorded sounds, the emotions they express and the language used to describe them all 

reinforce the social hierarchies and ideology of the poet’s acoustic community and its 

sense of belonging (Sánchez-Martí 118). The attention to sound and its contextual 

significance for us might be an archive of literary sound in the genre space of this study, 

but they were also avenues for feeling that his audience could enjoy as part of their 

immersion in the pleasure of the story—it’s still certainly the case today, although our 

perceptions of the scenes would likely be mediated by our own productions of 

medievalism intervening in the imaginative process. The sensory experiences of cultural 

practices in medieval literature are still pleasurable, though—we can study the specific 

historical dimensions of what any given sound might signal, but there is still an 

inherently subjective, affective experience of that alterity of temporality. 

VI. Takeaways, Applications, and Concluding Thoughts 

I have had several goals throughout this chapter. The primary goal was to perform 

a variety of sustained close readings of very brief passages from Sir Gawain and the 

Green Knight, specifically calling attention to the inherent possibilities in doing far much 

more than is possible for one chapter of a dissertation. Orbiting that act was to 

simultaneously allow for three other major directions to develop: affective temporalities 

and aurality; the digital humanities and artificial intelligence; and genre experimentation. 

As a starting point for further exploring the implications of using AI in the study 

of medieval texts, it would be valuable to pose research-oriented questions that 
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emphasize AI’s iterative potential in both teaching and research contexts. For instance, 

how can generative AI tools like ChatGPT or similar LLMs to enhance (or even limit) 

our understanding of the affective dimensions in medieval literature? What new insights 

might emerge from using AI to compare multiple translations of Middle English texts, 

and how can this be leveraged to teach students about the interpretive nature of 

translation? Additionally, how can AI aid in the process of digitizing and making 

accessible medieval manuscripts, and what pedagogical benefits could arise from 

incorporating AI-driven textual analysis in the classroom? Importantly, as well, what 

might the limitations be in this process, especially when AI gets something wrong? (What 

cognitive practices can we as readers make to double-check the work of AI and not 

merely accept it?) 

Continuing the analysis of affective temporalities while also building out a 

framework for literary sound has also been an important goal for the scholarly endeavor 

of more richly reading the Gawain text and offering if not just new readings then also 

potentially new avenues for inspiring new ways of reading the text. In the latter sense, my 

goal has been to offer my own readings of familiar lines through an affective temporality 

and aurality lens, yes, but it’s also been to provide a framework for similar such studies, 

especially for more extended, unified projects—and if not for Gawain, then for any other 

medieval literary text. But as a proof of concept, the close readings in their form—within 

this mixed-genre integration—serve to also model potential collaborative projects that 

could theoretically last for years in another format and with a self-sustaining community.  

Offering the extended readings isolated to singular lines or passages is also 

intentional for the purposes of what I hope is my modest contribution to the field of 
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medieval digital humanities. We have, it seems, entered a critical new phase in 

determining ways to work within the intersection of the humanities and technology, and 

especially in medieval literary studies, in the sense that we have now been (and will 

continue to be) contending with the ways in which we might want to make use of new 

generative AI technologies. That as well includes how we might as a community not 

want to make use of them—for which there are myriad reasons. My work in the field of 

responsible AI makes me circumspect (if not outright suspicious) when it comes to a lot 

of the hype surrounding AI, while my practices as a writer, researcher, and teacher 

encourage me to take something of a pragmatic approach to understanding that a 

constantly punitive approach to its use in academia is not something that is, in the long 

run, sustainable nor entirely educative. 

Genre experimentation in this chapter has served a couple of purposes to that end. 

First, it has allowed me to work out the preliminary explorations that I have explained 

previously. Second, it performs the function that I hope can in its way be more readily 

replicable in collaborative projects—whether with scholars, amateurs (in the truest 

etymological sense of that word, as in one who loves something), and with students. The 

taxonomy of aurality is a pattern that could be applied, almost like a script, for various 

other endeavors of inquiry, in prompting large language models to rearticulate 

interpretive possibilities through more refined lenses. The art of prompting a large 

language model is in part the skill of defining terms and parameters—otherwise most 

answers will be confidently espoused but highly ambiguous (and inaccurate) guesses 

based off of the LLM’s statistical calculations. But rather than taking any outputs from an 

LLM as an acceptable given, there are pedagogical applications that are highly useful in 
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the classroom. For starters, scaffolding the use of generative AI tools will more than 

likely become a primary component of most classroom instruction in the coming century, 

provided that this current trajectory is sustainable. Second, the act of revising an LLM’s 

outputs is clearly a complex cognitive skill in and of itself, one that through conditioning 

we ourselves will have to keep on practicing and one that could likely hone students’ 

reading, writing, and critical thinking skills. Combining these practices in collaborative 

classroom activities in which students contribute close readings to databases (much like 

how I envision my proof of concept) could be a means of integrating technology into 

medieval literary analysis—think, for example, of the kinds of classroom exercises one 

could offer students in order to help them practice close reading in tandem with an LLM 

while also specifically working to detect and correct AI-generated errors or to work out 

with more clarity how to find their own voice and original thoughts without simply 

accepting the chatbot’s formulations. 

Jonathan Hsy’s essay “Language Ecologies: Ethics, Community, and Digital 

Affect” (2016) comes to mind here when we think of valuable insights and takeaways 

into how collaborative projects can be effectively structured within digital humanities 

pedagogy. Hsy’s exploration of online communities and their engagement in preserving 

and revitalizing endangered languages is demonstrative of the potential of digital 

platforms to foster collective scholarly and creative endeavors (Hsy, “Language 

Ecologies” 374). Hsy draws on examples such as the collaborative creation of the Old 

English Wikipedia and the community-driven support for Paul Kingsnorth’s The Wake in 

order to show a blueprint for integrating collaborative efforts into medieval literary 

studies (Hsy, “Language Ecologies” 373). These projects, as Hsy notes, “demonstrate 
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how digital communities offer venues for theorizing language vitality and for mobilizing 

an affective response to an ecological crisis” (Hsy, “Language Ecologies” 374).  

It could be a rewarding experience to design classes, or at least modules in some 

kinds of classes, for students to contribute to digital databases and collaborate on 

language and literature projects—harnessing the collective intellectual energy of both 

scholars and enthusiasts and applying them in the classroom could for certain kinds of 

imaginable projects in the future—some potentially even using generative AI in some 

capacity—be an instructive (and hopefully inspiring) means of teaching medieval 

literature in the coming years. There’s an element to this process that is democratizing in 

that it shares the process of literary analysis—for example, if we imagine my proof of 

concept for the taxonomy of aurality in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight as a database to 

which anyone could contribute close readings of lines of the poem text while applying the 

taxonomy to close readings of lines and stanzas and scenes—but it also ensures that the 

pedagogical use of generative AI is grounded in critical engagement and communal 

learning. As Hsy suggests, digital interfaces reveal “how public modes of linguistic 

ecology provoke disorienting configurations of theory, ethics, and affect” (Hsy 379). The 

field of the digital humanities has a lot of potential if we take some of these practices that 

new technological paradigms might afford us and merge them with traditional scholarly 

practices. And part of the process here would certainly involve robust, sustained critique 

for the practices that emerge along the way. 

Literary sound is a largely open field of inquiry and analysis when we think of 

systematic and taxonomic processes of close reading, and imagining archives of close 

readings along these lines can lend themselves to a sense of the infinite—especially when 
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we imagine the prizing of the visual over the aural or the other senses. And thinking in 

terms of long-term collaborative projects and archives, Arlette Farge, in her introduction 

to The Allure of the Archives (1989), gives us a good description of the process of 

working with historical documents, in particular focusing on the tactile and immersive 

experience of handling archival materials. Farge writes, “The archival document is a tear 

in the fabric of time, an unplanned glimpse offered into an unexpected event” (Farge 6). 

The notion of archives as a tangible connection to the past accords with this dissertation’s 

running interest in affective temporality, but specifically it also aligns with Hsy’s 

emphasis on the physical and emotional engagement in digital communities. Farge’s 

description of the archives as “excessive and overwhelming, like a spring tide, an 

avalanche, or a flood” (Farge 4) parallels the vast and collaborative nature of digital 

projects that Hsy discusses, and which I’ve been exploring—whether it’s the real AI 

Incident Database or the hypothetical database of close readings of aurality in Sir Gawain 

and the Green Knight. The archival work Farge describes—meticulous, hands-on, and 

deeply immersive—also shares common ground with the collaborative spirit of digital 

humanities projects, where the act of contributing to a shared database or platform 

becomes a way of “touching the real” and engaging with historical and linguistic artifacts 

on a communal level (Farge 11). Integrating these archival methods into classroom 

activities can deepen students’ understanding and appreciation of medieval texts, and for 

anyone else involved in such projects—the inherent connection and continuity between 

past and present scholarly endeavors continues. 
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Epilogue 

In this dissertation, I have provided a unified framework for affective temporality 

as a critical lens. The very broad field of medieval literature offers a deep archive of 

analytical considerations for affective temporality because of how removed it is from our 

own time while still being something to which we have ready and abundant access. The 

point of this study hasn’t been to make a case for relatability, but rather to create a means 

of discussing the powerful subjectivities that reading texts across time may still engender. 

Affective temporality as I have explored it seeks to articulate a space that reconciles some 

of the temporal tension between practices in the history of emotions versus affect theory 

in our lived present. I am conscious of the debates on presentism that historians may 

eschew, while simultaneously wanting to discuss the affective dimensions that may be 

felt in relation to those archives as we engage with them in our specific temporal and 

sociocultural (and sociopolitical) contexts, as well as how we might express our 

responses in the present in anticipation of future potentialities. 

Across the four chapters of this study, I have primarily focused on five main 

medieval texts: On the Times, A Treatise on the Astrolabe, The Ruin, St. Erkenwald, and 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Each of these texts represent different genre spaces. 

On the Times is a polemic in the form of a macaronic (Middle English and Latin) poem. 

A Treatise on the Astrolabe is, as its title suggests, a treatise, with modern commentators 

sometimes referring to it as a technical manual, while Chaucer blurs some of the 

boundaries and conventions of what those labels might suggest. The Ruin is an Old 

English elegy and St. Erkenwald could reasonably be classed as a Middle English 

hagiography in poem form (McAlindon). Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is a chivalric 
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romance (or possibly a subversion of one). While affective temporality has been the 

predominant critical framework, genre theory has also been a critical component of the 

study, as shown in particular with my overt genre experimentation in the fourth chapter. 

A future area of study could be a closer, more sustained examination of the nature of 

genre space and affective temporality, and the ways in which time and emotion may alter 

based on the desires inherent in any respective genre, and what that could offer (for 

example) rhetoricians, historians of emotion, and affect theorists. As those embedded 

desires within genre spaces require more historicizing in order to be comprehended in 

their original contexts yet might still be engaged with in eras well beyond their original 

appearance, audiences in any era will still interact with them and derive meaning from 

their engagement with those texts.  

A poem like On the Times is innately of its own time, and reading too much of 

our present situation into it shouldn’t go so far as to override the historical context of the 

poem. But it’s not unreasonable to imagine that anyone who happens to read that poem in 

the context of the 2020s might not begin ruminating on certain parallels, and be moved to 

feel a certain way about the way it might resonate in similar ways. I think this space we 

encounter as readers is a good place for an affective temporality framework, as the text is 

continuing to exist in a new spatiotemporal milieu within which its meaning is being 

reinterpreted in terms of affect and feeling in light of the specific experiential history of 

the person reading it in a time altogether removed from its original composition. That 

does not change the text itself, but the way it is received and the way it continues to 

influence new readerships across time is still a quality of the text that is in some strong 

measure separate from a strict analysis of its original historical context and what the 



330 
 

performed emotions within the text specifically meant in, say, 1388, the year On the 

Times was likely composed. In a more expansive study, affective temporality could very 

much be put into conversation with reception theory in order to discuss the specific 

affective, emotional, and temporal aspects of reader-text interactions and interpretive 

communities, thinking specifically along the lines of Stanley Fish’s Is There a Text in 

This Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities (1980). 

Chaucer’s A Treatise on the Astrolabe is not an easy text. But in that notion—the ease 

with which one might read a text such as the Treatise in light of our entertainment culture 

paradigms—is in and of itself worth examination about our relationship to time, 

engagement, attention, pleasure, and learning. I do find the long-running conversations 

about whether to classify it as a technical manual as interesting too, as that whole 

discourse itself could be scrutinized through an affective temporality framework—the 

shifting perceptions of its utility, its value as something not “entertaining,” its alignment 

with what we want and expect from technical manuals, to name a few avenues. If we 

were to continue combining genre and reception studies into this framework with respect 

to the Treatise, then affective temporality could allow us, for example, to explore how 

readers’ emotional and experiential contexts might shape their approach and 

understanding of the Treatise. Think, for example, of the affects of regarding something 

as “dry” versus “fascinating.” Responses to the text such as frustration or curiosity could 

be articulated as being tied to the readers’ respective temporal milieus and what it might 

say about prevailing attitudes toward learning and technical literature in light of other 

modes of engaging with information and media. Here is where historians of emotion 

could also perform studies about specific era contexts and the affective temporal 
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responses that readers may have toward certain genre spaces and the expectations they 

may have regarding them, and what this also might mean for us as educators. 

The polychronic lens I constructed out of Edward T. Hall’s map of time and in 

light of Jonathan Gil Harris’s work on polychronicity is a helpful means of thinking about 

the ways in which we might in a more granular fashion perform critical approaches to 

texts using affective temporality. Hall’s work as an anthropologist is not directly in 

conversation with long-running studies on time in the Middle Ages, but to a certain 

extent that’s beside the point—his nine definitions for time are useful parameters for 

sculpting the contours of a theoretical approach, especially when distilled to a more 

maneuverable set of three definitions (my perceived time, sociotemporality, and 

ecocosmic time). I do think the framework could be refined in future studies, but similar 

to much of what I seek to do in my fourth chapter, I am in fact approaching the project 

with something of a utilitarian ethos for offering a workable proof of concept that could 

be reformulated for a variety of different projects. Unifying a way of approaching texts as 

removed in time from each other as The Ruin and St. Erkenwald can also be what a 

polychronic framework such as that employed in the third chapter does, where it doesn’t 

necessarily matter which text (from any era) is being surveyed—any text could have the 

same lens applied, but those two in particular are so resonant as time-steeped texts that 

putting them in conversation with one another through one lens was, for me, in and of 

itself a generative project. They each have such tactile qualities to them that they, as has 

been a recurring theme of this study, do seem to want to reach out through time. 

Morton W. Bloomfield’s vivid description back in 1961 about Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight is that it is a poem “soaked in time in all its aspects” (Bloomfield 18). He also 
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explains in that passage that “we have an inner or psychological time represented on 

occasion, when the narrator speaks of events occurring inside Gawain's head” and that 

“[e]vents are sometimes seen as subjective duration. All this seems to be reflected in the 

poet’s curious use of tenses . . . especially his shifting between past and present and 

occasional use of the subjunctive” (Bloomfield 18). I sometimes think of this similar 

engagement of the past and present with digital humanities projects—the way that time 

seems to exist in a different state of being in databases and websites—such as 

encountering websites that are still in operation but haven’t been updated since the 1990s, 

or now looking through files and folders and emails going back to the early 2000s with 

their original date and time stamps still intact. I do think that one of the affective 

temporal dimensions of generative AI is its constant churning of its dataset—that the 

items comprising, for example, a large language model’s training data is being reworked 

and rearranged according to new prompts, all calling into question the original substance 

that went into the creation of the new output, and our connection to the act and labor of 

composition in relation to time through those algorithmic engagements.  

Discussions of this nature invariably create in the record something that will in 

time provoke a spectrum of feelings in any hypothetical future audience. These feelings 

might range on the positive end, something approaching “intriguing prescience” (similar 

to the engagement with Widmann and Borroff) or, moving toward the negative side, 

“bemused quaintness,” or maybe even the sense that “not much has changed.” Regardless 

of what the feeling may be, it is an affective temporality—it produces an emotional 

engagement with text through and across time. Reading and feeling texts in their myriad 

afterlives from the early and late medieval periods to the literature of technology over the 
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past century and to this very specific moment of generative artificial intelligence is 

something for which more lexical capacity, more clarity, is required. The continuum of 

time, emotion, and intimacy—our subjectivities as thinkers, readers, and writers—

reshapes the experience of being with any given text, and in that there will be a need and 

a desire to express the affective realities that transpire. 
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