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Smell Perception in English Prose  
from the 16th to the 19th century

Jaroslav Peprník

Abstract

This study aims at establishing the range and character of the perception of smells in thirty writers, 
representative of English novels published between 1593 and 1890. There are wide differences in 
the olfactory perception of the writers; the “motivators”, the sources of smell, range from next to 
nothing to scores. Though pleasant smells are registered more often than unpleasant ones, several 
writers represent exceptions. Attempts have been made to explain the differences. In a way, the 
paper is a contribution to the cultural history of the English people.
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People more often communicate about their visual and acoustic experience than about 
their olfactory perception. It is both a physiological process and a subjective interpreta-
tive experience. In spite of this subjectivity in distinguishing the shades of smells (as of 
colours), and the fact that a smell (e.g. some food or tobacco smoke) may be interpreted as 
pleasant by one person and unpleasant by another, such radical differences of perception 
are fairly rare and olfactory communication is possible. As with colours, the olfactory dif-
ferentiation is usually based on reference to the source of the sensory perception: there is 
e.g. buttercup yellow, canary yellow, golden yellow etc. (see Peprník 1987), and similarly 
the smell of a rose, a horse, mud, etc.

Fine smells have attracted greater attention in society than repugnant smells, and there 
is a whole industry, the perfumery business, based on smells, or rather on fragrances, 
perfumes, aromas, with its own categorizations of fragrances into families, such as 
oriental, spicy, fruity, herbal, balsamic, etc. A commercial perfume is largely a composition 
of various ingredients (the recipe being secret). Besides, each manufacturer may have a 
different nomenclature, e.g. resinous or foresty smells. 

There are two kinds of approach to the olfactory fields (they were discussed in Peprník 
2009). 
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The first is based on the motivators (the items producing a smell). As a matter of fact it 
is possible to distinguish emitters (true producers) and carriers of smells. The emitters are 
a human or animal body, plants, organic matter (natural or man-made), inorganic matter 
(again natural or man-made). Carriers of smell are for instance air and breath, man-made 
entities (fabrics, footwear, containers), people in particular occupations (baker, sewage 
worker), and places (farmyard, street, school, bus).

The second is based on semantic analysis of the “key words”, the lexemes introducing 
the olfactory sensation. In the lexical field, the central lexemes are the nouns smell, scent, 
odour, fragrance, perfume, aroma, stench, stink and the adjectives smelly, fragrant, 
aromatic, odourless, scentless. The peripheral lexemes are nouns such as bouquet, breath, 
fume, pong, puff, taint, touch, twang, whiff, and adjectives such as odorous, malodorus, 
inodorous, olfactory. The semantic (paradigmatic) analysis can be combined with a 
syntagmatic analysis (e.g. smell as a noun, smell as a verb, attributes collocating with 
smell).

This paper is focused on something that was merely outlined in Peprník 2009, namely 
olfactory perception in English writers. The registration of olfactory terms (OTs) used in 
their work will shed some light first on the writer’s personality (as with colours, some are 
greater perceivers than others), and second, on the period when they wrote. Prior to the 
mid-18th century, the writers tended to be less sensitive to smells. Also, levels of hygiene 
being lower in the earlier periods, one should expect more numerous nasty smells to be 
registered then, but this is not often so. Third, the OT repertoire and the categories of smell 
also depend on the kind of setting described in the novel, whether it is outdoors or indoors. 
Fourth, the mode of the writing plays a significant role: there are fewer OTs in dialogues 
than in descriptive passages. 

The general findings were summed up as follows: Some writers may be deficient 
in their perception of smells but are outstanding observers of colours. Some are great at 
registering sky phenomena (sun, moon, stars). Some frequently mention a smell but do not 
specify it. Some tend to notice unpleasant rather than pleasant smells, while others keep 
a balance between the two in what they register. Modern writers will introduce a novelty, 
combining several smells (e.g. it was a composition of perfume, sweat, greasepaint and 
raw leaking gas, Angela Carter, Nights at the Circus).

The following classification of the material collected from the corpus consists of 
four categories: pleasant, unpleasant, unspecified, and figurative. In large repertoires, a 
subclassification was found useful (plants, food/drink, place, etc.). The motivators are 
listed alphabetically. Full quotations are in italics.  Starting with Swift, a few words of 
general comment follow after the classification of the corpus material into pleasant – 
unpleasant – unspecified categories. 

Thomas Deloney, 1543 (2)
Pleasant: perfume (be perfumed), pudding.
Unpleasant: breath, dog’s droppings. - Unspecified (but probably pleasant) is smock (Jack 
cannot live without the smell of his Dame’s smock). -  Figurative sense: the sweet smell of 
gold). 
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Thomas Lodge, 1558 (1)
Pleasant: field (flowers deck the fragrant fields), rose, tree blossoms. 
Unpleasant: lily (lily with a foul smell).

Daniel Defoe, 1660 (4)
Record-holding paucity of OTs: none in two novels, one in a third novel (be used to the 
smell of gun powder), three in the fourth novel: ship (I can’t bear the smell of the ship), 
cordial (take off the smell of the cordial, its flavour will cheat the nicest thing), thing (with 
things to smell).

Jonathan Swift, 1667 (1)
Pleasant: herb, ointment.
Unpleasant: animal (the animals smell every rank), bird, carcass, flesh (the flesh smelt 
offensively), fox, skin, stable, weasel.

Unpleasant smells heavily outweigh the pleasant ones. Unspecified smells are emitted by 
persons or places (overcome with a horrible stink) and a composition. A thoughtful com-
ment is: natural smell is more supportable than perfume. Smelling is also present in the 
sense of “become aware of” (e.g. smell a scent; a rat runs smelling; the dog smells her 
all over) and to follow the scent. As against a single positive attribute (pleasant) there are 
seven negative ones: abominable, detestable, horrible, intolerable, nauseous, offensive, 
rank. 

Robert Paltock 1697 (1)
Since there are only three olfactory references, all of the “unpleasant” category, they may 
be quoted in full: the stench of the place well-nigh suffocated us; the corpse stunk; the 
goat’s flesh smelt very strong. 

Henry Fielding, 1707 (3)
Pleasant: dew, lily, rose, violet, heifer (odiferous breath of a heifer), bed, chamber, per-
fume, smelling bottle.
Unpleasant:  child, pork (make the pork nauseous to our smell). 

Pleasant smells prevail, being emitted by nature (dew and three flowers) and an animal. 
The chamber, bed, and perfume are interconnected. Love of the smell of gunpowder is 
probably used in the figurative sense, purely metaphoric is the phrase to smell a rat. The 
stinking child must refer to a particular child. While in Lodge a lily smelt foul, here it 
smells fine. Intensity is expressed in poignant perfume, dazy smell like a violet.

Laurence Sterne, 1713 (1) 
A very limited repertoire of OTs. There is only one specified smell: that of horse-dung. 
The negative and perhaps figurative sense is in the phrase hate the very smell of a monk. 
The rest are neutral: it looks better than it smells; bear bad smells; the organ of smelling.
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Tobias Smollet, 1721 (3)
Pleasant: breeze, geese, herbage, fresh mackerel, delicious morsel, perfume, rose-bud, 
rosewater, tobacco (tobacco is a cephalic, odoriferous, aromatic herb)
Unpleasant: breath (his breath would stink you into a consumption), rancid butter, putrified 
cheese, rotten eggs, excretions, garlic, mud, onion, ordure, musty parchment, the unwhole-
some smell of decayed provisions, slime, stink-pot (empty the stink-pots upon a p.), water 
(stinking water, sea water is much less nauseous to the smell). To be added to this list are 
the motivators from the long quotation below.

Smollet  brings in a flood of smells: among the 74 instances. Some are pleasant, many 
more are unpleasant. Stench is regarded as the first stage of filth (from stench he made 
a transition to filth). Some new smell attributes appear: abominable, noisome, unwhole-
some, villainous. The OT number is increased by citations of unspecified smells (What 
smell is this?, stench of the crowd; he found means to exclude the odour from his sense 
of smelling by breathing only through the nose, I have no smells about me). A new word 
of abuse appears: I think him a stinkard. The 75th instance deserves quoting in full. It is a 
complaint of a visitor coming from the Welsh mountains to the city of Bath: Imagine to 
yourself a high exalted essence of mingled odours, arising from putrid gums, imposthuma-
ted lungs, sour flatulances, rank armpits, sweating feet, running sores and tissues, plaist-
ers, ointments, embrocations, hungary water, spirit of lavender, assafoetida drops, musk, 
hartshorn, and sal volatile... such is the fragrant aether we breathe in the polite assemblies 
of Bath – such is the atmosphere I have exchanged for the pure, elastic animating air of the 
Welsh mountains (Humphrey Clinker).

Oliver Goldsmith, 1730 (1)
Not a single reference to smell, in spite of a few opportunities offered, e.g. among the 
plants is honeysuckle and a party are dining while sitting on hay. Likewise, venison pasty, 
cakes and pudding emit no smells. 

Anne Radcliffe, 1764 (1)
Pleasant: balm, flower, aromatic herb, fruit, odoriferous plant, flowery thicket, shrub, 
orangerie, among the flowers are specified lavender, myrtle, pansy violets, thyme. 

The only author never mentioning a bad smell. Quite a different world from that of Hum-
phrey Clinker. Fine-smelling vegetation is comprised of eight general terms as well as four 
specific plants. 

William Beckford, 1760 (1)
Pleasant: almond tree in blossom, aloe wood, ambergris, carnation, eglantine, flower, herb, 
honeysuckle, hyacinth, jessamine, jonquil, rose, saffron, woods from the Indies. In addi-
tion to vegetation only: censer, aromatic lamp, perfume (perfumed scarf), wine.  
Unpleasant: carcasses, flies (the flies emitted from their wings a suffocating stench), singed 
hair, horns, mummies (dissolving mummies; the stench of mummies increasing, most of the 
crowd fell backward in a state of suffocation). 
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Pleasant smells are emitted by plants, places, objects, but no food and only a single bever-
age. The wide range of flowers is due to the description of oriental splendour in Caliph 
Vathek’s residence. In this Arabian Tale, various exotic and terrifying incidents take place, 
hence the mummies. Unspecified are magical odours, a vapour of perfumes.

Marie Edgeworth, 1768 (4)
Pleasant: fresh morning air, medicine, smelling-bottle, honeysuckle, myrtle, rose.
Unpleasant: musty drawers, dust, paint, phosphorus, tobacco, vitriol, whiskey (she couldn’t 
abide the whiskey punch). 

In contrast to Beckford, the stories of this realistic writer are set in the country, and the 
range of smells is limited to everyday experience. Unpleasant smells are slightly more 
numerous than pleasant ones. The fragrance of only three flowers is registered. Perfume is 
ambiguous: this perfume became agreeable to him; I cannot stand perfumes; abominable 
perfumed papers.

Walter Scott, 1771 (6)
Pleasant: summer air, birch tree, earth, heath (heath afforded a fragrant mattress), shrub 
(shrubs smell sweetest by night-time); dinner, hot venison pasty, wine (the wine perfumes 
the room), essence, perfume. 
Unpleasant: carrion (the corbies smell carrion), dampness (damp smell is found not 
refreshing), rank grass, musty pie, singed sheep’s head, offal of fish, slaughter, charcoal 
(the vapour of charcoal filled the apartment with an oppressive smell), tobacco (the scent 
of tobacco, however fragrant to the nostrils of a connoisseur, was not very agreeable to 
Jeannie).
 
OTs are used sparingly, and unequally, ranging from two references in one novel to 14 in 
another. Smell is emitted by nature, plants (but no flowers except heath), food and drink, 
places and animals, occasionally without the pleasant / unpleasant specification (the pow-
erful smell of the Solan goose; the court smelt like a hospital; to smell the smoke). Odour 
may be unspecified (summer fragrance; God sends odours to refresh the mirkest hour; the 
scent of a land of plenty). -  Used in the figurative sense: to smell a battle afar off; to smell 
the good news six or seven miles off.

Matthew Lewis, 1775 (1)
Pleasant: air (refreshing air breathed perfumes through the cavern), breath (the fragrance 
of her breath, her pure delicious breath), orange blossom. 
Unpleasant: body (putrid half-corrupted body), garlic, prison (sulphurous smell in the 
prison). 

The author has a fairly restricted range and is unimaginative in his choice. In addition to 
the items listed above, for one the appreciation (pleasant or unpleasant) is unspecified 
(champagne), and for one the source is unspecified (suffocating smell).  Once used in a 
figurative sense: he had scented our design.
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Jane Austen, 1775 (4)
A single olfactory reference is in Pride and Prejudice (uncle Philip breathing port wine), 
in Mansfield Park (bad smells), in Northanger Abbey as a quotation from the poet Gray 
(many a flower is born to waste its fragrance on the desert air). In Persuasion, a flower-
stand is mentioned in the description of a room, but no flowers.

The author’s “immunity” to smells is somewhat surprising since her novels are set in the 
country. She is equally “resistant” to colour perception (see Peprník 1987).

Charles Maturin, 1782 (1)  
Pleasant:  blossoms of the tamarind, cocoa, and palm tree; carnation, flower, hyacinth, 
jasmine, myrtle, orange tree, rose, tube-rose, tulip, garden.  Balm and incense may belong 
here, too. 
Unpleasant: foetid air, a musty parchment, and a mass of putrefaction.

Pleasant smells predominate (there are only three unpleasant varieties), their source being 
largely plants; outside vegetation there is a single item only: meat. In the 40 excerpts a 
high percentage are repetitions and the use of the word perfume. The preferred keyword is 
odour, not smell or fragrance.

Tomas Love Peacock, 1785 (2) 
In each of the works explored there is a single OT reference, one of them being a quotation 
from Byron’s Childe Harold: flowers whose odours are agonies. In Crotchet Castle the 
author mentions strong-smelling herbs.

Frederick Marryat, 1892 (3)
His is a very sparing use of OT, especially of fine (or rather, savoury) smells: turtle soup, 
pig’s fry. Bad smells are more frequent: sulphurous smell pervading the building; the 
stench arising from the dead body; the house smells a little close; for one good smell by 
the river’s side there’ll be ten nasty ones. 

The absence of flowers is understandable - these are sea novels.  On the other hand, a ship 
is sure to smell, and there is no comment on it, unlike for instance in Golding’s maritime 
novels. A 20th-century nose is bound to be more sensitive than the nose 150 years ago. 

Elizabeth Gaskell, 1810 (2)
Pleasant smells: air, beans, clove, cowslip, fern, flower, geranium, grass, hayfield, 
herb(age), lavender, rose, musk rose, sweetbriar, breath of the cattle, milk, scented soap, 
spice, Tonquin beans, spring water, tropical fragrance (in this item, the place actually 
stands for its vegetation). 
Unpleasant smells: carnage, machinery, steam, train oil, mould (the latter is referred to in 
two contexts: mouldy skipper, mould odour of aristocracy lingered about the place). 

The pleasant – unpleasant smell ratio is 22:5 in the number of motivators. If occurrences 
were counted, the ratio would be much higher. Most pleasant smells are emitted by plants, 
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the three exceptions being breath of the cattle, the air, the soap, but the latter two are actu-
ally the produce of vegetation and chemical fragrance, respectively. The smell of drugs is 
unspecified, whereas a new wall emits a healthy (and thereby pleasant) smell: the whole-
some smell of plaster and whitewash.

W. M. Thackeray, 1811 (3)
Pleasant: brandy, cigar, eau-de-Cologne, flower, mush, perfumery, pomander, punch, rose, 
burnt sack, scent-bottle /smelling-bottle, supper, wallflower. Things perfumed: coat, hand-
kerchief, letter. 
Unpleasant: gin, musk, stable. Why is gin unpleasant (he smelt of gin abominably) and 
brandy pleasant? The latter was added to tea (the tea had a very strong smell of brandy in 
it).

Conclusion:  Little notice is taken of plants (two flowers only); more attention is paid to 
food, drink and tobacco, and perfumed objects. One instance of figurative use: he scented 
the danger from afar.

Charles Dickens, 1812 (9)
Due to the large number of motivators in Dickens, some subclassification is used, with 
concepts “nature, food, beverages and smoking, products, places”.

Pleasant:  
Nature: air, earth; plants and fruit: beanfield, bouquet, brier, clove, clover, black cur-

rent, flower / flower garden, grapes, trodden grass, hayrick, herb, honeysuckle, incense, 
jessamine, lavender, newly fallen / wet leaves, lemon / lemon peel, mahogany, moss, nose-
gay, orange peel, rose, sprig, woodbine. 

Food: pickled cabbage, cooking, cucumber, broiled ham, hot rolls.
Beverages: coffee, gin, grog, sherry, syrup, warm tea, wine. Smoking: cigar, opium, 

rare tobacco.
Various products: bear’s grease, plaster, scent-bottle, scented soap, shavings (of the 

boat builders), whitewash.
Unpleasant: 

Nature: wild animal, bug, debauch, dress, damp earth, dye, fat, faded fruit, fire, fish, 
fog, garbage, rank grass,  grease, old hay, horse, ironing, rotten leaves, marsh, mildew, 
mould, mouse, mustiness, offal, lamp oil, onion, rat, dry rot, sheep, bilge water, 

Bad-smelling man-made places: barrack, cellar, chariot, church, flat, grave, menagerie 
of wild animals, pot-house, room, ruins, stable, street, town, tunnel. 

Food, drink, smoking: dinner, meat, refuse of butchers’ stalls; beer, brandy, liquor, 
rum, spirits, vinegar; tobacco smoke / stale tobacco.

Products: coffin, expiring lamp, leather, lime, oakum, pitch, rotten books, sawdust, tar. 
– Fabrics: second-hand wearing apparel, worsted stockings.

There are numerous bad-smelling places and only one fine-smelling place (garden). Ani-
mals are referred to fairly frequently: wild animal, fish, horse, mouse, rat. 
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The smell registered is often left unspecified: exquisite scents float in the air; inhale 
the delicious fragrance; the room smelt intolerably / close and unwholesome; some very 
fragrant compound sent forth steam; take a long hearty sniff of the fragrance that hovers 
about; the air became laden with the fragrance it caught on the way; yard reeking with 
stagnant odours; the wind leaves a pleasant fragrance in the track. 

For the first time in English prose accumulation of smells is found: the mingled per-
fume of gas, orange-peel, and gunpowder.  The smell of soap, pickles, pepper, candles, and 
coffee; I smelt the fish, and the pitch, and oakum, and tar smell of sawdust, beer, tobacco-
smoke, and spirits. 

Figurative sense: to scent a creditor.

Anthony Trollope, 1815 (3)
Pleasant: brimstone, fish, escaped gas, gunpowder, sawdust, shell fish, stale tobacco smoke.
Unpleasant: grass, perfume.
Unspecified smells: different smells arising from lobsters, oysters, and salmon.

The paucity of OT as against Dickens is partly due to the fact that three and not nine vol-
umes were researched, but the author’s insensibility to smells is also to blame. Remarkable 
is the absolute absence of flowers and the presence of four seafood terms.

Charlotte Bronte, 1816 (3)
Pleasant:  apple, baked apple,  beverage, new bread, breakfast, cigar, earth, flower, garden, 
heath, herb, honeysuckle, lily, moss-rose, nosegay, perfume, rush, shrub, smelling bottle, 
spice, spring, (white) violet, wine, woods.
Unpleasant: burning, camphor, rancid fat, fire, hospital, meal, oil, refectory, soot-thick 
smoke, sulphur, burnt vinegar, whisky.

The author is distinguished by the use of many unspecified fragrances and odours, and by 
mentioning unspecified vegetation (flower, hedge flower, herb, shrub, woods). The season 
spring is also a complex of unspecified fragrances. The term smell collocates only with 
fire, burning, and whisky, and once with flowers. Flowers mostly collocate with fragrance, 
perfume, scent. There are two instances of a figurative sense: odour of sanctity, be on the 
right scent.  One comment is supplied on the origin of scent of herbs: The herbs though 
scentless when entire, yield fragrance when they are bruised (Vilette).  

Emily Bronte, 1818 (1)
Pleasant:  spice, feast, garden, grain, heather, malt, spring, stock, wallflower.
Unpleasant: musty book, roasted calf-skin.

Nature prevails in the modest repertoire of motivators. In the category of vegetation, two 
new items appear: stock, wallflower. A complex of smells is hidden in the name of the sea-
son, spring. There is one reference to food in general (feast).
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Anne Bronte, 1820 (1)
Of the four instances, two refer to pleasant nature (blossoming hedge, branches), one to a 
bad-smelling place (stable), and one to a person (the smell, the sight of a p. is sufficient to 
make him sick).

George Eliot, 1819 (5)
Pleasant: 

Nature: air, apple, apricot, bergamot, blossom, bouquet, brewing, cedar, dogrose, 
(moist) earth, elder bush, fir / fir plank, flower, hay, hedge, lavender, pine wood, quince, 
rose, rosemary, southernwood, sweetbriar, thyme, violet, woodbine.

Food and drink: grilled bone, bread, butter, cheese, coffee, Christmas cooking, dinner, 
food, gingerbread, boiled ham, meal, milk, pork pie, hot porridge, roast meat, hot toast, 
spirits-and-water.

Places: conservatory, garden. 
Unpleasant: 

Food and drink: flat ale, stale bride-cake, cooking, drug, herring, bad tobacco. 
Places: cupboard, oil mill, mouldy room, traveller’s room in a commercial hotel, sea, 

stables, street.
Others: body, brimstone, damp clothes, dye, fire, leather, oil scorching, life pork, tar. 

The pleasant – unpleasant ratio is 42 : 17, both vegetation and food being well represented 
in the “pleasant” category. Vegetation includes several items never referred to by previous 
writers (bergamot, elder, fir, quince, southernwood, sweetbriar). In the category of places, 
the bad smell of the sea is explained as being due to the presence of some waste in it.  
Christmas-cooking appears to be better smelling than everyday cooking. There are three 
figurative instances: the rank odour of egoism, to smell the autocrat; to scent peerages in 
the air. The phrase the ugly smell of brimstone is synonymous with the smell of hell. An 
interesting example of olfactory racism: the Jews are punished with a bad odour in their 
bodies. The odour goes away when they are baptised. (Daniel Derronda)

Charles Kingsley, 1819 (1) 
Pleasant smells are emitted by birches and heather honey, also fish smell very nice. On the 
other hand, the sharks smell most horribly, someone makes nasty smells with bottles and 
squirts, and a nasty smell is emitted by an undrained lodging. One person says, I can smell 
the rain. An emphatic version is to smell something with one’s nostrils / with one’s own 
nose. For the first time the adjective smelly appears in the corpus: I cannot abide anything 
smelly; a smelly old monk. 

George Meredith, 1928 (3)
Pleasant:  includes air and rain, vegetation, food, and one place: autumn air, bakery, bouil-
lon, clematis, herb, meadow, musk, night-flower, pine, roast / roast meat, shower, weeds, 
wild flower.
Unpleasant: stale beer, sand-earth, musty chariot. 
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There are several unspecified smells: be aware of a singular odour; a strong smell 
of something; the smell of the glass was odious; I don’t mind smells. A single instance of 
figurative sense: to smell the autocrat.

The heading “pleasant” is comprised of such different classes as nature (air, rain, shower), 
plants (first reference to clematis and night-flower), food, and one place (bakery). Worth 
noticing is the writer’s comment in The Egoist on the use of perfumes: Most fragrant she 
that smells of naught. 

Thomas Hardy, 1840 (8)
Pleasant:

Nature: air, bloom, dew, fern, flower, (mellow) fruit, garden, grass, hay, herb, new 
malt, thyme, tree, vegetable, vegetation.

Food: cheese, plum pudding. - Cosmetics: perfume, pomade.
Unpleasant: 

city smoke, the inside of a hat, perishing leaves, piggery, something singed, sulphur, 
(blooming) weeds, burning wood. 

Unspecified whether pleasant or not: camphor, summer fog, garlic, summer mist, 
tobacco. Figurative sense: the snow smelt of icebergs, arctic seas, whales, and white bears. 
(Tess) 

Considering the number of novels explored (eight) and the fact that much action takes 
place in the country, the harvest of OT is very small indeed. Also, the number of flowers is 
minimal (fern, thyme), and the category of food is also comprised of only two items. Worth 
noticing is the complex smell of the snow.

Robert Louis Stevenson, 1850 (4)
Pleasant: air, broom, heather, pine, pudding, sea water.
Unpleasant: sodden leaves, skunk, sulphur, moulting tree trunks.

Places: anchorage (a peculiar stagnant smell hung over the anchorage),  cavern (ill-
smelling cavern of the ship’s bowels), (foul-smelling) chamber, hole (the smell of the hole), 
place (love the smell of that place, the nasty stench of the place turned me sick),  street (the 
foul smells of the street).

Unspecified: blood, powder, salt, sea, tar, tobacco.

In addition to the literal sense -  to smell a fire in the house; to smell fever and dysentery 
– there is figurative usage: to smell a rat, to smell an offence, to smell out a p.’s secret, to 
smell out there is something of import in the wind, to smell cowardly. 

Stevenson is sparing in his detection of smells, and most of the places mentioned smell 
bad. Unspecified whether pleasant or unpleasant are the items associated with the sailor’s 
occupation. In vegetation he has one “first”, the heavy-scented broom, in the animal king-
dom the “first” is the skunk (it has its stench). The author’s figurative use is more varied 
than in earlier writers. 
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Conclusions
The research covered English prose of the late 16th, 17th, 18th and 19th centuries. In each 
of the 30 writers, a representative number of works was explored (the number is given in 
brackets after the writer’s year of birth). The writers are listed chronologically; the years of 
their birth range from 1543 to 1850, of their works from 1590 to 1893, thus in either case 
they span three centuries. The total number of novels providing the corpus material is 84.

The nature of smells is established by means of “motivators”. These sources of smells, 
odours, scents, fragrances, aromas, perfumes, stink and stench, come from such areas as 
earth, vegetation, man and animal, food and drink. The secondary carriers of smells, such 
as abodes, clothing, hair, etc., are mostly registered as sources of unspecified bad smells 
(primarily emitted by sweat, filth, and the like), one exception being air, which may be 
either pleasant or unpleasant, depending on where it comes from.

From the wealth of motivators, only two categories of pleasant smells will now be analyzed, 
those emitted by food and by vegetation, and registered by noses over three centuries.

In food, in addition to the general terms such as breakfast, dinner, meal, etc. the follow-
ing particular items were found worth mentioning: bouillon, new bread, broiled ham, fresh 
mackerel, hot venison pasty, pig’s fry, pudding, hot rolls, shell fish, turtle soup. Gaskell 
adds butter, cheese, gingerbread, hot toast, milk, pork pie, roast meat. Coffee and tea first 
appear in Dickens, his additional drinks are beer, brandy, gin, grog, sherry, spirits, syrup, 
and wine. Punch is found only in Thackeray. Coffee also occurs in Eliot. Tea is never men-
tioned since Dickens.

In fruit the most sensitive author is Gaskell, with apple, apricot, elderberry, and quince.  
Dickens adds black current, grapes, lemon and orange peel.

In the class of vegetable and spice, there are found bergamot (Eliot), garlic (Hardy), 
onion (Smollett), clove (Gaskell), pepper (Dickens).

Frequency was established in the category of plants and trees:
rose 9, lavender 5, honeysuckle 4, violet 4, heather 3, jessamine  / jasmine 3, lily 3, 

pine 3, sweetbriar 3, thyme 3, carnation 2, fern 2, hyacinth 2, myrtle 2, orange blossom 2, 
wallflower 2, woodbine 2. The rest are with frequency one: birch, broom, cedar, clematis, 
clover, cowslip, dogrose, eglantine, fir, geranium, moss, musk-rose, night-flower, rose-
mary, saffron, southernwood, stock, tamarind, Tonquin bean, tulip.

The general findings can be summed up as follows: the sample of English prose presented 
here is large enough (84 books) to allow conclusions about the differences between writers 
and between periods. Some writers, though outstanding observers of colours, are largely 
deficient in their perception of smells. Some frequently mention a smell but do not spec-
ify it. Some tend to notice unpleasant rather than pleasant smells, others keep a balance 
between the two in what they register. A few writers nearly ignore and one totally ignores 
olfactory perception. As expected, the olfactory sensitivity of writers has been increasing 
since the beginnings of English prose. The majority of the smells can be classed in the 
pleasant – unpleasant categories. In the 20th century, writers introduced novelty, combin-
ing several smells, e.g. it was a composition of perfume, sweat, greasepaint and raw leak-
ing gas (quoted from Angela Carter, Nights at the Circus).
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Sources
The date after each prose item is the year when the work was first published. Since there 
are no references to pages in the text of the article, the name and place of the publishing 
house is not given.

Austen, Jane (1775–1817). Pride and Prejudice (1813), Mansfield Park (1814), North-
anger Abbey (1818), Persuasion (1818)

Beckford, William (1759–1844). The History of the Caliph Vathek (1786)
Bronte, Anne (1820–1849). Agnes Grey (1847)
Bronte, Charlotte (1816-1855). Jane Eyre (1847), Vilette (1849), Shirley (1849)
Bronte, Emily (1818–1848). Wuthering Heights (1847)
Defoe, Daniel (1660–1731). Captain Singleton (1720), Roxana (1724), Memoirs of a Cav-

alier (1724)
Deloney, Thomas (c. 1543–1600). Thomas Reading (1596), Jack of Newberry (1600)
Dickens, Charles (1812–1870): Pickwick Papers (1836), Oliver Twist (1837), Nicholas 

Nickleby (1839), The Old Curiosity Shop (1841), Barnaby Rudge (1841), David 
Copperfield (1850), Bleak House (1852), Little Dorrit (1857), Great Expectations 
(1861)

Edgeworth, Maria (1768–1849). Castle Rackrent (1800), Belinda (1801), Absentee (1812), 
Ormond (1817) Eliot, George (1819-80). Adam Bede (1859), The Mill on the Floss 
(1860), Silas Marner (1860), Middlemarch (1872), Daniel Deronda (1867)

Fielding, Henry (1707–1754). Joseph Andrews (1743), Jonathan Wilde (1743), The His-
tory of Tom Jones (1749)

Peacock, Thomas Love (1785–1866). Nightmare Abbey (1818), Crotchet Castle (1831)
Gaskell, Elizabeth (1810–1865). North and South (1855), Sylvia’s Lovers (1863)
Goldsmith, Oliver (1730–1774). The Vicar of Wakefield (1766)
Kingsley, Charles (1819–1875). Water Babies (1863)
Hardy, Thomas (1840–1928): Under the Greenwood Tree (1871), A Pair of Blue Eyes 

(1873), Far from the Madding Crowd (1874), Return of the Native (1878), The 
Mayor of Casterbridge (1886), The Woodlanders (1887), Tess of the d’Urbervilles 
(1891), Jude  the Obscure (1896)

Lewis, Matthew (1775–1818). The Monk (1796)
Lodge, Thomas (1558–1625). Rosalynde, or Euphues Golden Legacy (1590)
Marryat, Frederick (1792–1848). Jacob Faithful (1834), Masterman Ready (1841), The 

Pirate (18??) 
Maturin, Charles (1782–1824). Melmoth the Wanderer (1890)
Meredith, George (1828–1909). The Ordeal of Richard Feveral (1859), The Egoist (1879),  

Diana of the Crossways (1885)
Paltock, Robert (1697–1767). The Life and Adventures of Peter Wilkins (1751)
Radcliffe, Ann (1764–1823). The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794)
Scott, Walter (1771–1832). Waverley (1814), The Antiquary (1816), Rob Roy (1817), The  

Heart of Midlothian (1818), The Bride of Lammermoor (1819), Kenilworth (1821)
Smollett, Tobias (1721–1771). Roderick Random (1748), Peregrine Pickle (1758), The  

Expedition of Humphrey Clinker (1771)
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Sterne, Laurence (1713–1768). Tristram Shandy (1761)
Stevenson, Robert Louis (1850–1894). Treasure Island (1882), Kidnapped (1886), The 

Master of Ballantrae (1889), Catriona (1893) 
Swift, Jonathan (1667–1745). Gulliver’s Travels (1726)
Thackeray, W. M. (1811–1863). The Memoirs of Barry Lyndon, Esq (1844), Vanity Fair 

(1848), Henry Esmond (1852)
Trollope, Anthony (1815–1882). Barchester Towers (1857), Doctor Thorne (1868), Fram-

ley Parsonage (1861)
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