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ABSTRACT 
The role of so-called normal and dark personality traits in everyday preferences, 
interests, and choices is visible in different domains of life. However, a small 
number of studies have dealt with individual differences in dark personality traits 
and aesthetic preferences. The domain of dark personality traits is in recent 
studies generally conceptualized as the Dark Tetrad — comprised of 
Machiavellianism, narcissism, psychopathy, and sadism. Thus, the aim of this 
research was to examine the relationship between the Dark Tetrad and visual 
aesthetic preferences. The sample consisted of 170 participants (Mage = 29.09, 
SDage = 10.66; 77.1 % females). Participants completed the Short Dark Triad and the 
Varieties of Sadistic Tendencies questionnaires, and also rated their familiarity 
and preference for 15 paintings with five different types of motives (religious, 
abstract, oriental, violence, and landscape). It was shown, based on looking at 
zero-order correlations that only narcissism positively correlates with the 
preference for paintings with violent motives. Also, a series of regression analyses 
were performed, which showed that the only significant regression model is the 
one that reflects the role of reduced psychopathy in the preference for religious 
motives. The first finding can be explained on the basis of stable findings on the 
relationship between narcissism and aggression, and also narcissism and violence. 
The second finding can be interpreted in the context that general religiosity has 
previously been shown to be negatively associated with psychopathy. It can be 
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concluded that dark personality traits are one of the factors that affect aesthetic 
preferences. 
Keywords: dark personality traits, Dark Tetrad, aesthetic preferences, narcissism, 
psychopathy 
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Introduction  

The role of so-called normal and dark personality traits in everyday 
preferences, interests, and choices is visible in different domains of life, but 
only a few studies investigated this role in the field of aesthetic preferences 
(Bowes et al., 2018). For this reason, one may wonder whether individual 
differences in personality traits can be determinants of aesthetic preferences 
or whether aesthetic preferences are shaped only by random aesthetic 
experiences throughout life (Chamorro‐Premuzic et al., 2009; Ercegovac et al., 
2015). The dominant approach in examining the relationship between 
personality traits and art is precisely through the observation of aesthetic 
preferences, which is usually defined as the degree to which individuals like 
or dislike certain art movements or styles in visual art (Chamorro-Premuzic et 
al., 2007). It is assumed that researchers often choose this approach because 
of the ease of categorizing works of art into different art movements and 
styles (Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2007). 

According to Marković (2017), aesthetic preference or the experience 
of beauty-ugliness can be defined as a component of the everyday hedonic 
experience that is closely related to personal liking – for instance, one can like 
a particular design of cell phone or dislike Jean Dubuffet’s paintings. In 
addition to aesthetic preference in this broader sense, there is a special 
aesthetic phenomenon such as the aesthetic experience. It is a qualitatively 
specific state of consciousness that is characterized by a fascination with 
artworks, their meaning, and compositional sophistication. In this paper, we 
will focus on the first meaning of aesthetic preference, such as liking of 
artworks because it better reflects more basic personal preferences (see 
Marković, 2017). 

Studies of the relationship between normal personality traits (e.g., 
openness to experience, sensation seeking, etc.) and aesthetic preferences 
have been done for decades (Burt, 1933; Rawlings et al., 2000). However, 
during all this time, a small number of studies have dealt with individual 
differences in dark personality traits and aesthetic preferences (e.g., 
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Newberry, 2017). Before we move on to the aim of this research, it will be 
described what is meant by dark personality traits and the studies that have 
been done so far in the field of personality traits and aesthetic preferences.  

The Dark Tetrad 

Previous studies have used three traits to describe immoral, deceitful, 
and antisocial individuals, using the unified term ‘Dark Triad’, namely 
subclinical narcissism, Machiavellianism, and subclinical psychopathy (Buckels 
et al., 2013; Međedović & Bulut, 2017). By narcissism is meant a subclinical 
version of the personality disorder defined according to the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) and implies a feeling of 
superiority, dominance, privilege, grandiosity, high self-esteem, lack of 
empathy, as well as the need for other people to admire them. The construct 
Machiavellianism encompasses people who are cold, cynical, manipulative, 
and people perceive them as charming (Jonason et al., 2012; Paulhus & 
Williams, 2002). The central characteristics of psychopathy are the search for 
excitement, harsh social attitudes, interpersonal antagonism, egocentrism, 
flattened affect, high impulsivity, low anxiety, low empathy, lack of remorse, 
etc. (Jonason et al., 2012; Jonason et al., 2014). It was only later that the trait of 
sadism was added to this set of subclinical personality traits and the name 
was changed to ‘Dark Tetrad’ (Buckels et al., 2013; Međedović & Petrović, 2015). 
The psychological construct of sadism is broadly defined as experiencing 
feelings of satisfaction when other people are harassed or hurt (Baumeister 
& Campbell, 1999; Bulut, 2017). 

Visual aesthetic preference and its relations with 
personality  

Studies of the relationship between personality traits and artistic 
preferences have most often used the Big Five model of personality (e.g., 
Chamorro-Premuzic & Furnham, 2004; Chamorro‐Premuzic et al., 2009; 
Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2010). In most studies of this type, it has been 
shown that the trait of openness to experience plays a role in the formation 
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of aesthetic preferences, while other personality traits from the model 
(extraversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and neuroticism) have a 
greater influence on specific aesthetic preferences (Chamorro‐Premuzic et al., 
2009; Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2010). Prior research also often studied links 
between the trait of sensation seeking and aesthetic preferences (e.g., 
Rawlings et al., 2000; Tobacyck et al., 1981; Zaleski, 1984; Zuckerman et al., 1993).  

Participants with low scores on openness to experience and 
sensation seeking show a preference for more harmoniously structured 
(classicist, figural) images. On the other hand, the increase in scores on these 
traits leads to an increase in the preference for compositionally “chaotic” and 
more obscure (expressionist, more abstract) paintings (Feist & Brady, 2004; 
Furnham & Avison, 1997; Rawlings, 2000, 2003; Rawlings et al., 2000; Tobacyck 
et al., 1981; Zaleski, 1984; Zuckerman et al., 1993). Furthermore, studies have 
shown that the preference for pleasant or unpleasant (violent) artwork was 
associated with openness to experience and sensation seeking. For the trait 
of openness to experience, studies suggest that higher openness to 
experience is related to liking unpleasant (violent) artwork (Rawlings, 2000, 
2003). For the relation of sensation seeking and the preference for violent 
paintings, conflicting findings are obtained, in most studies participants with 
high scores on the sensation seeking scales like unpleasant, violent paintings 
(Rawlings, 2000, 2003), while in one study it was shown that participants with 
a high score on a sensation seeking scale dislike unpleasant and violent 
paintings (Rawlings & Bastian, 2002). However, in general, normal personality 
traits explain a low percentage of variance in aesthetic preferences 
(Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2010).  

The relationship of personality traits from the Dark Tetrad with 
aesthetic preferences can be expected due to their association with 
sensation seeking and personality traits from the Big Five model (Newberry, 
2017). Narcissism negatively correlates with agreeableness, while it positively 
correlates with extraversion, openness, and sensation seeking (Crysel et al., 
2013; Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Machiavellianism is negatively associated 
with conscientiousness and agreeableness, while it is positively associated 
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with sensation seeking (Crysel et al., 2013; Paulhus & Williams, 2002). 
Psychopathy is associated with all normal personality traits; it is positively 
associated with extraversion, openness, and sensation seeking, while it is 
negatively associated with agreeableness, conscientiousness, and 
neuroticism (Crysel et al., 2013; Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Finally, sadism is 
positively associated with extraversion; while on the other hand, it is 
negatively associated with conscientiousness, agreeableness, and 
neuroticism (Book et al., 2016).  

In addition to their relationship with normal personality traits, we can 
expect their relationship with aesthetic preferences due to the fact that they 
successfully predict preferences in the domain of entertainment (Battista, 
2011; Bowes et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2001; Williams et al., 2007). Psychopathy 
is positively associated with a preference for aggressive and horror movies 
and rock music, it is negatively associated with a preference for pop music 
and romantic movies (Battista, 2011; Williams et al., 2001; Williams et al., 2007), 
while in one study it did not have clear and consistent associations with 
entertainment preferences (Bowes et al., 2018). Narcissism is not related in a 
specific manner to movie and music genres, but it showed a positive 
association with a preference for war and western movies (Bowes et al., 2018). 
Machiavellianism has been shown to be positively associated with watching 
aggressive films, albeit to a lesser degree than psychopathy (Williams et al., 
2001). So far, the connection between sadism and preferences in the field of 
entertainment or art has not been investigated. 

The present study 

The aim of this research was to examine the relationship between 
personality and visual aesthetic preferences, more precisely the role that dark 
personality traits play in the preference for paintings with different main 
motives. Although previous research has shown that artistic preferences are 
influenced by stable normal personality traits (e.g., Feist & Brady, 2004; 
Furnham & Avison, 1997; Furnham & Walker, 2001; Rawlings, 2000, 2003; 
Rawlings et al., 2000; Tobacyck et al., 1981; Zaleski, 1984; Zuckerman et al., 1993), 



PP (2021) 14(4), 443-463  The Dark Tetrad and aesthetic preferences 

 
 

449 

to the best of our knowledge, no study has been conducted on the influence 
that the Dark Tetrad, as a set of stable dark personality traits, has on the 
formation of aesthetic preferences and more specifically on the preference 
for visual motives. We hypothesized that all traits from the Dark Tetrad would 
show positive associations with the preference for motives of violence in 
paintings. This was expected based on previous studies which showed that 
people with higher scores on dark personality traits show a preference for 
genres of music and movies which contain violent content (Battista, 2011; 
Bowes et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2001; Williams et al., 2007).  

Method 

Sample 

The sample consisted of 170 participants, aged 18 to 66 years (Mage = 
29.09, SDage = 10.66; 77.1 % females). The participants were recruited via 
snowball method through social media. Participation in the study was on a 
voluntary basis and without financial compensation. The study was 
conducted in accordance with the Helsinki Declaration. 

Instruments 

The Short Dark Triad (SD3) 

The Short Dark Triad (SD3; Jones & Paulhus, 2014). With this scale, 
personal dispositions towards the dark side of the personality were examined. 
This scale measures three dark personality traits — Machiavellianism, 
psychopathy, and narcissism. The scale contains 27 items. It was used in a self-
report form. The participant gives answers on a five-point Likert scale (1 = 
strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). The scores on each of the subscales are 
obtained by averaging the responses on the items and recoding the inverse 
items. The psychometric properties of the scale on the sample can be seen in 
Table 1 in the Results section. 
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Varieties of Sadistic Tendencies (VAST) 

Varieties of Sadistic Tendencies (VAST; Paulhus & Jones, 2015). This 
scale is designed to measure the propensity for sadistic behavior. In the scale, 
a distinction is made, in the form of subscales, between direct sadism and 
vicarious sadism. Direct sadism involves enjoying hurting others, either 
physically or verbally, while vicarious sadism involves enjoying watching 
others while someone else hurts them. The scale contains 16 items. For the 
purposes of this study, only the direct sadism subscale, which contains 7 
items, was used to merge with the traits from the Dark Triad. The participant 
gives answers on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly 
agree). The scores on the subscale are obtained by averaging the answers on 
the items and recoding the inversely formulated items. The psychometric 
properties obtained on the sample can be seen in Table 1 in the Results 
section. 

Visual stimuli  

Studies in the field of aesthetic preferences have used different 
categorizations of visual art and as a result, inconsistent findings are obtained 
regarding the relationship between aesthetic preferences and personality 
traits (Ercegovac et al., 2015). One of the pragmatic approaches to the 
categorization of visual art is the selection of paintings according to their 
predominant motive, which has been shown to be an important criterion in 
preferences in the visual domain (Ercegovac et al., 2015). This method of 
categorization was used in this study. The five categories of motives 
(Ercegovac et al., 2015) that were presented were religious motives (e.g., The 
Elevation of the Cross, Peter Paul Rubens), motives of violence (e.g., The 
Revolt of Cairo, Anne-Louis Girodet de Roussy-Trioson), oriental motives (e.g., 
Bharat Mata, Abanindranath Tagore), landscape motives (e.g., a painting by 
Claude Monet from his series Haystacks), and abstract motives (e.g., Blue 
painting, Wassily Kandinsky). Fifteen art paintings were selected (three 
paintings for each type of motive). 
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Aesthetic judgment 

Each painting was shown with a question on a five-point Likert scale 
that measures the intensity of preference for a certain painting (1 = I don't like 
it at all; 5 = I like it very much). Participants were also asked to rate the 
familiarity of paintings on a five-point Likert scale (1 = not known to me at all; 
5 = very familiar to me). Likert-type rating scales were chosen for measuring 
aesthetic preferences, as a standard way to evaluate paintings in psychology 
of art (e.g., Ercegovac et al., 2015; Stojilović & Marković, 2014). Descriptive 
statistics and psychometric properties for the preference and familiarity of 
paintings with different motives can be seen in Table 1 in the Results section. 

Procedure 

Instruments and visual material were placed on the Google Forms 
platform and distributed via social networks. The time for filling out the 
questionnaires and aesthetic judgment was not limited, but it took about 15 
minutes to complete. Before filling out the questionnaires and aesthetic 
judgment, the participants gave their consent to participate in the study. 
After that, they answered a set of questions related to sociodemographic 
characteristics — gender and age. Participants were shown paintings in a 
randomized order, with questions related to the familiarity of the painting 
and the intensity of the preference for the painting. After aesthetic judgment, 
participants were given questionnaires related to the Dark Tetrad. After 
completing the questionnaire and aesthetic judgment, the participants were 
given the opportunity to comment on their impression of the study, as well 
as the contact e-mail of the researcher if they want to receive feedback on 
the study. 
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Results 

Descriptive statistics and psychometric properties of analyzed 
measures 

Descriptive statistics and psychometric properties of all measures 
used are given in Table 1. Analysis of aesthetic preferences of different 
motives showed a significant main effect (F(4,676) = 41.53, p < .01), while post 
hoc analyses showed that there are significant differences between almost 
all categories of motives, except between landscape and religious motives, 
as well as oriental and violent motives. It can be concluded that the 
participants liked the paintings with religious and landscape motives the 
most, while they liked the abstract paintings the least. Regarding the 
reliability of the preferences of artistic motives, the highest reliability was 
obtained for the preference for religious paintings, while the lowest reliability 
was obtained for the preference for paintings with oriental motives. It can be 
noticed that the average familiarity of paintings within different categories 
of motives is low; therefore, most of the artwork shown to the participants 
were unknown to them. Statistical analyses showed that there is a difference 
in familiarity between paintings with different motives (F(4,176) = 50.18, p < 
.01). Participants were most familiar with paintings with religious motives, 
while they were the least familiar with abstract and oriental paintings. 
Reliabilities are slightly lower for narcissism, psychopathy, and direct sadism 
compared to results from previous studies (Jones & Paulhus, 2014; Paulhus & 
Jones, 2015). 
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Table 1 
Descriptive statistics and psychometric properties of all measures used 

Measure M (SD) Min-Max α 
Preference for abstract paintings 7.82 (2.76) 3-14 .50 
Preference for landscape paintings 10.69 (2.60) 3-15 .62 
Preference for oriental paintings 9.37 (2.58) 3-15 .45 
Preference for religious paintings 10.44 (3.22) 3-15 .81 
Preference for violent paintings 9.11 (3.55) 3-15 .76 
Familiarity with abstract paintings 6.28 (3.28) 3-15 .63 
Familiarity with landscape paintings 6.69 (3.14) 3-15 .64 
Familiarity with oriental paintings 6.06 (2.94) 3-15 .64 
Familiarity with religious paintings 8.86 (3.42) 3-15 .52 
Familiarity with violent paintings 7.08 (3.21) 3-15 .61 
Machiavellianism 2.94 (.69) 1-5 .74 
Narcissism 2.71 (.67) 1-5 .68 

Psychopathy 1.85 (.64) 1-4 .71 

Direct sadism 1.66 (.54) 1-4 .55 

Notes: M – mean; SD – standard deviation; Min-Max – minimum and maximum; α – 
Cronbach’s alpha. 

Relationship between aesthetic preferences of different motives 
and the Dark Tetrad 

 In order to get a preliminary insight into the association between 
aesthetic preferences of different motives and the Dark Tetrad, as well as 
intercorrelations of aesthetic preferences of different motives and the Dark 
Tetrad, Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated, which can be seen 
in Table 2. Based on Table 2, it can be observed that significant positive 
correlations were obtained between the preferences of all types of motives, 
except between the preferences of abstract and religious motives. It was 
obtained that the traits of the Dark Tetrad are low to highly correlated, which 
is in line with the findings from previous studies (e.g., Chabrol et al., 2017). 
Regarding the relation between aesthetic preferences and the Dark Tetrad, 
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only a low positive correlation was obtained between narcissism and the 
preference for violent motives in the paintings. 
 

Table 2 

Pearson bivariate correlations between aesthetic preferences and the Dark Tetrad 
Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Preference for abstract paintings -         

2. Preference for landscape paintings .42** -        

3. Preference for religious paintings .14 .26** -       

4. Preference for oriental paintings .37** .49** .42** -      

5. Preference for violent paintings .30** .33** .70** .53** -     

6. Machiavellianism -.07 -.03 .09 .04 .09 -    

7. Narcissism .03 .11 .13 -.08 .18** .30** -   

8. Psychopathy  .04 -.01 -.12 -.08 -.02 .46** .22** -  

9 .Direct sadism  -.02 -.05 -.05 -.10 -.00 .43** .21** .65** - 

Note: ** p < .01. 

 In order to see in more detail, the role of the Dark Tetrad in aesthetic 
preferences, a series of regression analyses were performed, where the traits 
of the Dark Tetrad were predictors, and the aesthetic preferences of different 
motives were criteria and analyses results can be seen in Table 3. The only 
significant regression model is the one in which the criterion variable is the 
aesthetic preference for religious motives, where psychopathy stands out as 
the only significant predictor and explains 6% of the variance, while in the 
statistically insignificant regression model, narcissism stands out, as seen in 
the correlation analysis, as a predictor of the preference for religious motives. 
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Table 3 

Results (standardized regression coefficients, coefficients of multiple correlation, and 
percent of explained variance) of standard regression analyses with aesthetic 
preferences as criteria 

   Aesthetic 
preferences 

  

The Dark Tetrad 

Preference 
for 

abstract 
paintings 

Preference 
for 

landscape 
paintings 

Preference 
for religious 

paintings 

Preference 
for 

oriental 
paintings 

Preference 
for violent 
paintings 

Machiavellianism -.11 -.05 .16 .14 .08 
Narcissism .05 .14 .14 -.08 .18** 
Psychopathy  .11 .03 -.22** -.06 -.08 
Direct sadism -.05 -.08 .00 -.11 -.03 
R .12 .14 .24 .17 .21 
R2 .02 .02 .06 .03 .04 
F(4) .62 .88 2.61** 1.18 1.85 

Note: **p < .01. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Visual aesthetic preferences 

The analysis of aesthetic preferences showed that the participants 
preferred paintings with landscape and religious motives, while they 
expressed the lowest preferences for paintings with abstract motives. 
Additionally, it has been shown on the basis of correlations between 
preferences, that there is some kind of general preference for paintings 
regardless of the presented motive. This has been shown in almost all cases, 
except there was an absence of correlation between the preferences of 
abstract and religious motives. The preference for landscape paintings is 
understandable based on the results from previous research and can be 
explained by the universal preference for landscapes discovered by Komar 
and Melamid (1999), while the finding that paintings with religious motives 
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are also highly preferred is contrary to their previous findings. Landscape 
preference could also be explained by the greater presence of landscape 
paintings in people's daily lives compared to other examined motives 
(Ercegovac et al., 2015). Another potential explanation is that by being more 
present than other motives, that they are also a more socially desirable 
preference and that the results obtained are such due to the response style 
of the participants (Ercegovac et al., 2015). An additional interpretation of this 
finding is that artworks containing landscapes are created so that they can 
be processed in a way that relates to the coding of natural stimuli, for which 
the human visual system is highly adapted (Redies, 2015). More precisely, 
people prefer landscape paintings because they mimic natural scenes (Redies, 
2015). The finding regarding religious preference may be explained by the idea 
that religious art evokes strong emotions, which are contained within the 
narrative of the art piece (Yanulevskaya et al., 2012). The lowest preference 
for abstract paintings is in line with cross-cultural findings on the aversion to 
unusual, abstract paintings versus realistic paintings (Komar & Melamid, 1999).  

Visual aesthetic preferences and its relations with dark personality 
traits 

Previous research has shown that normal personality traits are 
associated with aesthetic preferences (e.g., Chamorro-Premuzic & Furnham, 
2004; Chamorro‐Premuzic et al., 2009; Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2010; 
Ercegovac et al., 2015; Feist & Brady, 2004). In this study, it was shown based 
on looking at zero-order correlations that only narcissism positively correlates 
with the preference for paintings with violent motives. This finding can be 
explained by a finding of similar type that people with higher narcissism 
prefer to watch westerns and war movies in which scenes of violence are 
frequent (Bowes et al., 2018). The finding can also be explained on the basis 
of stable findings on the association between narcissism and aggression, as 
well as narcissism and violence (Lambe et al., 2018). The tendency towards 
aggression and violence in narcissistic people is explained to exist in 
situations where there is an ego threat (Lambe et al., 2018). 
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When observing the group role of dark personality traits in the 
aesthetic preferences of different motives, the only significant regression 
model is the one that reflects the role of reduced psychopathy in the 
preference for religious motives. This finding can be interpreted in the context 
that general religiosity has been shown to be negatively associated with 
psychopathy, which is assumed to be, among other things, due to the fact 
that persons who have high scores on dark personality traits also have low 
scores on measures of empathy (Łowicki & Zajenkowski, 2017). The absence 
of an association between the Dark Tetrad and the preferences of other 
categories of motives can be explained by the fact that individual differences 
in personality traits do not significantly predict preference for certain types 
of stimuli, as shown by research with personality traits from the Big Five 
model (Swami & Furnham, 2014). 

Limitations 

One of the limitations of this study was the difference in the 
familiarity of paintings belonging to the categories of different motives, but 
considering that it was not a variable of interest in this study, it is assumed 
that it did not affect the main findings related to the association between the 
Dark Tetrad and aesthetic preferences. It would certainly be useful in future 
studies to try to determine the prevalence of familiarity for paintings with 
different motives in the Serbian population. A more heterogeneous sample in 
terms of gender in future studies could shed more light on the relationship 
between the Dark Tetrad and aesthetic preferences, due to the fact that men 
typically score higher on the Dark Tetrad (Jones & Paulhus, 2014). Additional 
knowledge would be brought to us by studies that include the so-called 
normal and dark sides of personality, by using the Big Five model and the Dark 
Tetrad model.  
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