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'Edmund Burke,
from A philosophical enquiry into the
origin of our ideas of the sublime

and beautiful (1759)

Part One. Section V11
Of the sublime

Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and danger, that is
to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects,
or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that
is, it is productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feel-
ing. I say the strongest emotion, because I am satisfied the ideas of pain are
much more powerful than those which enter on the part of pleasure. Without
all doubt, the torments which we may be made to suffer, are much greater in
their effect on the body and mind, than any pleasures which the most learned
voluptuary could suggest, or than the liveliest imagination, and the most
sound and exquisitely sensible body could enjoy. Nay I am in great doubt,
whether any man could be found who would earn a life of the most perfect
satisfaction, at the price of ending it in the torments, which justice inflicted in
a few hours on the late unfortunate regicide in France. But as pain is stronger
in its operation than pleasure, so death is in general a much more affecting
idea than pain; because there are very few pains, however exquisite, which
are not preferred to death; nay, what generally makes pain itself, if I may say
so, more painful, is, that it is considered as an emissary of this king of terrors.
When danger or pain press too nearly, they are incapable of giving any
delight, and are simply terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain
modifications, they may be, and they are delightful, as we every day experi-
ence. The cause of this I shall endeavour to investigate hereafter.

Section XVIII
The recapitulation

To draw the whole of what has been said into a few distinct points. The pas-
sions which belong to self-preservation, turn on pain and danger; they are
simply painful when their causes immediately affect us; they are delightful
when we have an idea of pain and danger, without being actually in such
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circumstances; this delight I have not called pleasure, because it turns on
pain, and because it is different enough from any idea of positive pleasure.
Whatever excites this delight, I call sublime. The passions belongmg to self-
preservation are the strongest of all the passions.

The second head to which the passions are referred with relation to their
final cause, is society. There are two sorts of societies. The first is, the society
of sex. The passion belonging to this is called love, and it contains a mixture
of lust; its object is the beauty of women. The other is the great society with
man and all other animals. The passion subservient to this is called likewise
love, but it has no mixture of lust, and its object is beauty; which is a name I
shall apply to all such qualities in thmgs as induce in us a sense of affection
and tenderhess, or some other passion the most nearly resembling these. The
passion of love has its rise in positive pleasure; it is, like all things which grow
out of pleasure, capable of being mixed with a2 mode of uneasiness, that is,
when an idea of its object is excited in the mind with an idea at the same time
of having irretrievably lost it. This mixed sense of pleasure I have not called
pain, because it turns upon actual pleasure, and because it is both in its cause
and in most of its effects of a nature altogether different.

Next to the general passion we have for society, to a choice in which we are
directed by the pleasure we have in the object, the pamcular passion under
this head called sympathy has the greatest extent, Thq nature of this passion
is to put us in the place of another in whatever cnrcumstances he is in, and to
affect us in a like manner; so that this passion may, as the occasion requires,
turn either on pain or pleasure; but with the modlﬁcatxbns mentioned in some
cases in section II. As to imitation and preference no;hmg more need be said.

Part Two. Section [ SRR TIT
Of the passion caused by the sublime g

The passion caused by the great and sublime i m na]:ure, when those causes
operate most powerfully, is Astonishment; and asto, yment is that state of
the soul, in which all its motions are suspended wit 'sqmé degree of horror.

In this case the mind is so entirely filled with its obl timt it cannot entertain
any other, nor by consequence reason on that ob which employs it. Hence
arises the great power of the sublime, that far ftom bpmg produced by them,

it anticipates our reasonmgs, and hurries us on by an irresistible force.

Astonishment, as [ have said, is the effect of the sublime in its highest degree;
the inferior effects are admiration, reverence and respect.
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Section 11
Terror

No passion so effectually robs the mind of all its powers of acting and reason-
ing as fear. For fear being an apprehension of pain or death, it operates in a
manner that resembles actual pain. Whatever therefore is terrible, with
regard to sight, is sublime too, whether this cause of terror, be endued with
greatness of dimensions or not; for it is impossible to look on any thing as
trifling, or contemptible, that may be dangerous. There are many animals,
who though far from being large, are yet capable of raising ideas of the sublime,
because they are considered as objects of terror. As serpents and poisonous
animals of almost all kinds. And to things of great dimensions, if we annex an
adventitious idea of terror, they become without comparison greater. A level
plain of a vast extent on land, is certainly no mean idea; the prospect of such
a plain may be as extensive as a prospect of the ocean; but can it ever fill the
mind with any thing so great as the ocean itself? This is-owing to several
causes, but it is owing to none more than this, that the ocean is an object of
no small terror. Indeed terror is in all cases whatsoever, either more openly or
latently the ruling principle of the sublime. Several languages bear a strong
testimony to the affinity of these ideas. They frequently use the same word, to
signify indifferently the modes of astonishment or admiration and those of
terror. ‘dufoc is in Greek, either fear or wonder; deivdg s terrible or respect-
able; aidéw, to reverence or to fear. Vereor in Latin, is what a{déw is in Greek.
The Romans used the verb stupeo, a term which strongly marks the state of
an astonished mind, to express the effect either of simple fear, or of astonish-
ment; the word attonitus, (thunderstruck) is equally expressive of the alliance
of these ideas; and do not the French etonnement, and the English astonish-
ment and amazement, point out as clearly the kindred emotions which attend
fear and wonder? They who have a more general knowledge of languages,
could produce, I make no doubt, many other and equally striking examples.

Section III
Obscurity

To make any thing very terrible, obscurity seems in general to be necessary.
When we know the full extent of any danger, when we can accustom our eyes
to it, a great deal of the apprehension vanishes. Every one will be sensible of
this, who considers how greatly night adds to our dread, in all cases of danger,
and how much the notions of ghosts and goblins, of which none can form
clear ideas, affect minds, which give credit to the popular tales concerning
such sorts of beings. Those despotic governments, which are founded on the
passions of men, and principally upon the passion of fear, keep their chief as
much as may be from the public eye. The policy has been the same in many
cases of religion. Almost all the heathen temples were dark. Even in the bar-
barous temples of the Americans at this day, they keep their idol in a dark
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part of the hut, which is consecrated to his worship. For this purpose too the
druids performed all their ceremonies in the bosom of the darkest woods, and
in the shade of the oldest and most spreading oaks. No person seems better
to have understood the secret of heightening, or of setting terrible things,.if I
may use the expression, in their strongest light by the force of a judicious
obscurity, than Milton. His description of Death in the second book is admir-
ably studied; it is astonishing with what a gloomy pomp, with what a signifi-
cant and expressive uncertainty of strokes and colouring he has finished the
portrait of the king of terrors.

The other shape,
If shape it might be called that shape had none
Distinguishable, in member, joint, or limb;
Or substance might be called that shadow seemed, , (
For each seemed either; black he stood as night;
Fierce as ten furies; terrible as hell;
And shook a deadly dart, What seemed his head
The likeness of a kingly crown had on.

In this description all is dark, uncertain, confused, terrible, and sublime to the
last degree.

Section IV
Of the difference between Clearness and Obscurity with regard
to the passions

It is one thing to make an idea clear, and another to make it affecting to the
imagination. If I make a drawing of a palace, or a temple, or a landscape, 1
present a very clear idea of those objects; but then (allowing for the effect of
imitation which is something) my picture can at most affect only as the
palace, temple, or landscape would have affected in the reality. On the other
hand, the most lively and spirited verbal description I can give, raises a very
obscure and imperfect idea of such objects; but then it is in my power to raise
a stronger emotion by the description than I could do by the best painting.
This experience constantly evinces. The proper manner of conveying the
affections of the mind from one to another, is by words; there is a great
insufficiency in all other methods of communication; and so far is a clearness
of imagery from being absolutely necessary to an influence upon the passions,
that they may be considerably operated upon without presenting any image
at all, by certain sounds adapted to that purpose; of which we have a sufficient
proof in the acknowledged and powerful effects of instrumental music. In
reality a great clearness helps but little towards affecting the passions, as it is
in some sort an enemy to all enthusiasms whatsoever.
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Section [IV]
The same subject continued

There are two verses in Horace’s art of poetry that seem to contradict this
opinion, for which reason I shall take a little more pains in clearing it up. The
verses are,

Segnius inritant animos demissa per aurem
Quam que sunt oculis subjecta fidelibus.

On this the abbé du Bos founds a criticism, wherein he gives painting the prefer-
ence to poetry in the article of moving the passions; principally on account of
the greater clearness of the ideas it represents. I believe this excellent judge
was led into this mistake (if it be a mistake) by his system, to which he found
it more conformable than I imagine it will be found to experience. I know
several who admire and love painting, and yet who regard the objects of their
admiration in that art, with coolniess enough, in comparison of that warmth
with which they are animated by affecting pieces of poetry or rhetoric. Among
the common sort of people, I never could perceive that painting had much
influence on their passions. It is true that the best sorts of painting, as well as
the best sorts of poetry, are not much understood in that sphere. But it is most
certain, that their passions are very strongly roused by a fanatic preacher, or
by the ballads of Chevy-Chase, or the children in the wood, and by other little
popular poems and tales that are current in that rank of life. I do not know
of any paintings, bad or good, that produce the same effect. So that poetry
with all its obscurity, has a more general as well as a more powerful dominion
over the passions than the other art. And I think there are reasons in nature
why the obscure idea, when properly conveyed, should be more affecting
than the clear. It is our ignorance of things that causes all our admiration, and
chiefly excites our passions. Knowledge and acquaintance make the most
striking causes affect but little. It is thus with the vulgar, and all men are as the
vulgar in what they do not understand. The ideas of eternity, and infinity, are
among the most affecting we have, and yet perhaps there is nothing of which
we really understand so little, as of infinity and eternity. We do not anywhere
meet a more sublime description than this justly celebrated one of Milton,
wherein he gives the portrait of Satan with a dignity so suitable to the subject.

He above the rest
In shape and gesture proudly eminent
Stood like a tower; his form had yet not lost
All her original brightness, nor appeared
Less than archangel ruin’d, and th’ excess
Of glory obscured: as when the sun new ris’n
Looks through the horizontal misty air
Shorn of his beams; or from behind the moon
In dim eclipse disastrous twilight sheds
On half the nations; and with fear of change
Perplexes monarchs.
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Here is a very noble picture; and in what does this poetical picture consist? in

images of a tower, an archangel, the sun rising through mists, or in an eclipse,
the ruin of monarchs, and the revolutions of kingdoms. The mind is hurried
out of itself, by a crowd of great and confused images; which affect because
they are crowded and confused. For separate them, and you lose much of the
greatness, and join them, and you infallibly lose the clearness. The images
raised by poetry are always of this obscure kind; though in general the effects
of poetry, are by no means to be attributed to the images it raises; which point
we shall examine more atlarge hereafter. But painting, when we have allowed
for the pleasure of imitation, can only affect simply by the images it presents;
and even in painting a judicious obscurity in some things contributes to the
effect of the picture; because the images in painting are exactly similar to
those in nature; and in nature dark, confused, uncertain images have a greater
power on the fancy to form the grander passions than those have which are
more clear and determinate. But where and when this observation may be
applied to practice, and how far it shall be extended, will be better deduced
from the nature of the subject, and from the occasion, than from any rules
that can be given. '

I am sensible that this idea has met with opposition, and is likely still to be
rejected by several. Butlet it be considered that hardly any thing can strike the
mind with its greatness, which does not make somé sort of approach towards
infinity; which nothing can do whilst we are able to perceive its bounds; but
to see an object distinctly, and to perceive its bounds, is one and the same
thing. A clear idea is therefore anothér nanie for alittle idea. There is a pas-
sage in the book of Job amazingly sublime, and this sublimity is principally
due to the terrible uncertainty of the thing déséribed. In thoughts from the
visions of the night, when deep sleep falleth upom men, fear came upon me
and trembling, which made all my bones shake. Then a spirit passed before
my face. The hair of my flesh stood up. It sto6d still, but I could not discern
the form thereof; an image was before mine eyes; there was silence; and 1
beard a voice, — Shall mortal man be more just than God? We are first prepared
with the utmost solemnity for the vision; wé are first terrified, before we are
let even into the obscure cause of our emotion; but when'this grand cause of
terror makes its appearance, what is it? is it not, wrapt up in the shades of its
own incomprehensible darkness, more awful, more striking, more terrible,
than the liveliest description, than the clearest painting could possibly repre-
sent it? When painters have attempted to give us clear representations of
these very fanciful and terrible ideas, they have I think almost always failed;
insomuch that I have been at a loss, in all the pictures | have seen of hell,
whether the painter did not intend something ludicrous. Several painters have
handled a subject of this kind, with a view of assembling as many horrid
phantoms as their imagination could suggest; but all the designs I have
chanced to meet of the temptations of St Anthony, were rather a sort of odd
wild grotesques, than any thing capable of producing a serious passion. In all
these subjects poetry is very happy. Its apparitions, its chimeras, its harpies,
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its allegorical figures, are grand and affecting; and though Virgil’s Fame, and
Homer’s Discord, are obscure, they are magnificent figures. These figures in
painting would be clear enough, but I fear they might become ridiculous.

Section V
Power

Besides these things which directly suggest the idea of danger, and those
which produce a similar effect from a mechanical cause, I know of nothing
sublime which is not some modification of power. And this branch rises as
naturally as the other two branches, from terror, the common stock of every
thing that is sublime. The idea of power at first view, seems of the class of
these indifferent ones, which may equally belong to pain or to pleasure. But
in reality, the affection arising from the idea of vast power, is extremely
remote from that neutral character. For first, we must remember, that the
idea of pain, in its highest degree, is much stronger than the highest degree of
pleasure; and that it preserves the same superiority through all the subordi-
nate gradations. From hence it is, that where the chances for equal degrees of
suffering or enjoyment are in any sort equal, the idea of the suffering or enjoy-
ment must always be prevalent. And indeed the ideas of pain, and above all
of death, are so very affecting, that whilst we remain in the presence of what-
ever is supposed to have the power of inflicting either, it is impossible to be
perfectly free from terror. Again, we know by experience, that for the enjoy-
ment of pleasure, no great efforts of power are at all necessary; nay we know,
that such efforts would go a great way towards destroying our satisfaction:
for pleasure must be stolen, and not forced upon us; pleasure follows the will;
and therefore we are generally affected with it by many things of a force
greatly inferior to our own. But pain is always inflicted by a power in some
way superior, because we never submit to pain willingly. So that strength,
violence, pain and terror, are ideas that rush in upon the mind together. Look
at a man, or any other animal of prodigious strength, and what is your idea
before reflection? Is it that this strength will be subservient to you, to your
ease, to your pleasure, to your interest in any sense? No; the emotion you feel
is, lest this enormous strength should be employed to the purposes of rapine
and destruction. That power derives all its sublimity from the terror‘with
which it is generally accompanied, will appear evidently from its effect in the
very few cases, in which it may be possible to strip a considerable degree of
strength of its ability to hurt. When you do this, you spoil it of every thing sub-
lime, and it immediately becomes contemptible. An ox is a creature of vast
strength; but he is an innocent creature, extremely serviceable, and not at all
dangerous; for which reason the idea of an ox is by no means grand. A bull
is strong too; but his strength is of another kind; often very destructive, sel-
dom (at least amongst us) of any use in our business; the idea of a bull is there-
fore great, and it has frequently a place in sublime descriptions, and elevating
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comparisons. Let us look at another strong animal in the two distinct lights
in which we may consider him. The horse in the light of an useful beast, fit for
the plough, the road, the draft, in every social useful light the horse has
nothing of the sublime; but is it thus that we are affected with him, whose
neck is clothed with thunder, the glory of whose nostrils is terrible, who
swalloweth the ground with fierceness and rage, neither believeth that it is the
sound of the trumpet? In this description the useful character of the horse
entirely disappears, and the terrible and sublime blaze out together. We have
continually about us animals of a strength that is considerable, but not perni-
cious. Amongst these we never look for the sublime: it comes upon us in the
gloomy forest, and in the howling wilderness, in the form of the lion, the tiger,
the panther, or rhinoceros. Whenever strength is only useful, and employed
for our benefit or our pleasure, then it is never sublime; for nothing can act
agreeably to us, that does not act in conformity to our will; but to act agree-
ably to our will, it must be subject to us; and therefore can never be the cause
of a grand and commanding conception. The description of the wild ass, in
Job, is worked up into no small sublimity, merely by insisting on his freedom,
and his setting mankind at defiance; otherwise the description of such an
animal could have had nothing noble in it. Who hath loosed (says he) the
bands of the wild ass? whose house I have made the wilderness, and the bar-
ren land his dwellings. He scorneth the multitude of the city, neither regar-
deth be the voice of the driver. The range of the mountains is bis pasture. The
magnificent description of the unicorn and of leviathan in the same book, is
full of the same heightening circumstances. Wil the unicorn be willing to
serve thee? canst thou bind the unicorn with his band in the furrow? wilt thou
trust him because bis strength is great? — Canst.thou draw out leviathan with
an hook? will he make a covenant with theeé wilt thou take him for a servant
for ever? shall not one be cast down even at the sight of him? In short, where-
soever we find strength, and in what light soever we look upon power, we
shall all along observe the sublime the concomitant of terror, and contempt
the attendant on a strength that is subservient and innoxious. The race of
dogs in many of their kinds, have generally a.competent degree of strength
and swiftness; and they exert these, and other valuable qualities which they
possess, greatly to our convenience and pleasure. Dogs-are indeed the most
social, affectionate, and amiable animals of the whole brute creation; but
love approaches much nearer to contempt than is commonly imagined; and
accordingly, though we caress dogs, we borrow from them an appellation of
the most despicable kind, when we employ terms of reproach; and this appel-
lation is the common mark of the last vileness and contempt in every lan-
guage. Wolves have not more strength than several species of dogs; but on
account of their unmanageable fierceness, the idea of a wolf is not despicable;
it is not excluded from grand descriptions and similitudes. Thus we are
affected by strength, which is natural power. The power which arises from
institution in kings and commanders, has the same connection with terror.
Sovereigns are frequently addressed with the title of dread majesty. And it

*
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may be observed, that young persons little acquainted with the world, and
who have not been used to approach men in power, are comronly struck
with an awe which takes away the free use of their faculties. When I prepared
my seat in the street (says Job) the young men saw me, and hid themselves.
Indeed so natural is this timidity with regard to power, and so strongly does
it inhere in our constitution, that very few are able to conquer it, but by mix-
ing much in the business of the great world, or by using no small violence to
their natural dispositions. I know some people are of opinion, that no awe, no
degree of terror, accompanies the idea of power, and have hazarded to affirm,
that we can contemplate the idea of God himself without any such emotion.
I purposely avoided when I first considered this subject, to introduce the idea
of that great and tremendous being, as an example in an argument so light as
this; though it frequently occurred to me, not as an objection to, but as a
strong confirmation of my notions in this matter. | hope, in what I am going
to say, I shall avoid presumption, where it is almost impossible for any mortal
to speak with strict propriety. I say then, that whilst we consider the Godhead
merely as he is'an object of the understanding, which forms a complex idea
of power, wisdom, justice, goodness, all stretched to a degree far exceeding
the bounds of our comprehension, whilst we consider the divinity in this
refined and abstracted light, the imagination and passions are little or nothing
affected. But because we are bound by the condition of our nature to ascend
to these pure and intellectual ideas, through the medium of sensible images,
and to judge of these divine qualities by their evident acts and exertions, it
becomes extremely hard to disentangle our idea of the cause from the effect
by which we are led to know it. Thus when we contemplate the Deity, his
attributes and their operation coming united on the mind, form a sort of sen-
sible image,.and as such are capable of affecting the imagination. Now,
though in a just idea of the Deity, perhaps none of his attributes are predo-
minant, yet to our imagination, his power is by far the most striking. Some
reflection, some comparing is necessary to satisfy us of his wisdom, his justice,
and his goodness; to be struck with his power, it is only necessary that we
should open our eyes. But whilst we contemplate so vast an object, under the
arm, as it were, of almighty power, and invested upon every side with omni-
presence, we shrink into the minuteness of our own nature, and are, in a man-
ner, annihilated before him. And though a consideration of his other attri-
butes may relieve in some measure our apprehensions; yet no conviction of
the justice with which it is exercised, nor the mercy with which it is tempered,
can wholly remove the terror that naturally arises from a force which nothing
can withstand. If we rejoice, we rejoice with trembling; and even whilst we
are receiving benefits, we cannot but shudder at a power which can confer
benefits of such mighty importance.... '

Thus we have traced power through its several gradations unto the highest
of all, where our imagination is finally lost; and we find terror quite through-
out the progress, its inseparable companion, and growing along with it, as
far as‘we can possibly trace them. Now as power is undoubtedly a capital
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source of the sublime, this will point out evidently from whence its energy is
derived, and to what class of ideas we ought to unite it.

Part Three. Section XX VII
The Sublime and Beautiful compared

On closing this general view of beauty, it naturally occurs, that we should
compare it with the sublime; and in this comparison there appears a remark-
able contrast. For sublime objects are vast in their dimensions, beautiful ones
comparatively small; beauty should be smooth, and polished; the great,
rugged and negligent; beauty should shun the right line, yet deviate from it
insensibly; the great in many cases loves the right line, and when it deviates,
it often makes a strong deviation; beauty should not be obscure; the great
ought to be dark and gloomy; beauty should be light and delicate; the great
ought to be solid, and even massive. They are indeed ideas of a very different
nature, one being founded on pain, the other on pleasure; and however they
may vary afterwards from the direct nature of their causes, yet these causes
keep up an eternal distinction between them, a distinction never to be forgot-
ten by any whose business it is to affect the passions. In the infinite variety of
natural combinations we must expect to find the qualities of things the most
remote imaginable from each other united in the same object. We must expect
also to find combinations of the same kind in the wotks of art. But when we
consider the power of an object upon our passions, we must know that when
any thing is intended to affect the mind by the force of some predominant
property, the affection produced is like to be the more uniform and perfect,
if all the other properties or qualities of the object be of the same nature, and
tending to the same design as the principal;

If black, and white blend, soften, and unite,
A thousand ways, are there no black and white?

If the qualities of the sublime and beautiful are sometimes found united, does
this prove, that they are the same, does it prove, that they are any way allied,
does it prove even that they are not opposite and contradictory? Black and

white may soften, may blend, but they are not therefore the same. Nor when

they are so softened and blended with each other, or with different colours,
is the power of black as black, or of white as white, so strong as when each
stands uniform and distinguished. ‘
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Part Five. Section VII )
How words influence the passions .

Now, as words affect, not by any original power, but by representation, it
might be supposed, that their influence over the passions should be but light;
yet it is quite otherwise; for we find by experience that eloquence and poetry
are as capable, nay indeed much more capable of making deep and lively
impressions than any other.arts, and even than nature itself in very many
cases. And this arises chiefly from these three causes. First, that we take an
extraordinary part in the passions of others, and that we are easily affected
and brought into sympathy by any tokens which"are shown of them; and there
are no tokens which can express all the circumstances of most passions so
fully as words; so that if a person speaks upon any subject, he can not only
convey the subject to you, but likewise the manner in which he is himself
affected by it. Certain it is, that the influence of most things on our passions
is not so much from the things themselves, as from our opinions concerning
them; and these again depend very much on the opinions of other men, con-
veyable for the most part by words only. Secondly; there are many things of
a very affecting nature, which can seldom occur in the reality, but the words
which represent them often do; and thus they have an opportunity of making
a deep impression and taking root in the mind, whilst the idea of the reality
was transient; and to some perhaps never really occurred in any shape, to
whom it is notwithstanding very affecting, as war, death, famine, &c.
Besides, many ideas have never been at all presented to the sense of any men
but by words, as God, angels, devils, heaven and hell, all of which have how-
ever a great influence over the passions, Thirdly; by words we have it in our
power to make such combinations as we cannot possibly do otherwise. By
this power of combining we are able, by the addition of well-chosen circum-
stances, to give a new life and force to the simple object. In painting we may
represent any fine figure we please; but we never can give it those enlivening
touches which it may receive from words. To represent an angel in a picture,
you can only draw a beautiful young man winged; but what painting can
furnish out any thing so grand as the addition of one word, “the angel of the
Lord?” It is true, | have here no clear idea, but these words affect the mind
more than the sensible image did, which is all  contend for. A picture of Priam
dragged to the altar’s foot, and there murdered, if it were well executed would
undoubtedly be very moving; but there are very aggravating circumstances
which it could never represent.

Sanguine feedantem quos ipse sacraverat ignes.

As a further instance, let us consider those lines of Milton, where he describes
the travels of the fallen angels through their dismal habitation,

— O’r many a dark and dreary vale
They pass’d, and many a region dolorous;
O’er many a frozen, many a fiery Alp;
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Rock, caves, lakes, fens, bogs, dens and shades of death,
A universe of death.

Here is displayed the force of union in
Rocks, caves, lakes, dens, bogs, fens and shades;
which yet would lose the greatest part of their effect, if they were not the

— Rocks, caves, lakes, dens, bogs, fens and shades
of Death. —

This idea or this affection caused by a word, which nothing but a word could
annex to the others, raises a very great degree of the sublime; and this sublime
is raised yet higher by what follows, a “universe of death.” Here are again two
ideas not presentable but by language; and an union of them great and amaz-
ing beyond conception; if they may properly be called ideas which present no
distinct image to the mind; — but still it will be difficult to conceive how words
can move the passions which belong to real objects, without representing
these objects clearly. This is difficult to us, because we do not sufficiently dis-
tinguish, in our observations upon language, between a clear expression, and
a strong expression. These are frequently confounded with each other,
though they are in reality extremely different. The former regards the under-
standing; the latter belongs to the passions. The one déscribes a thing as it is;
the other describes it as it is felt. Now, as there is 2 moving tone of voice, an
impassioned countenance, an agitated gesture, which affect independently of
the things about which they are exerted, so there are words, and certain dis-
positions of words, which being peculiarly devoted to passionate subjects,
and always used by those who are under the influence of any passion; they
touch and move us more than those which far more clearly and distinctly
express the subject matter. We yield to sympathy, what we refuse to descrip-
tion. The truth is, all verbal description, merely as naked description, though
never so exact, conveys so poor and insufficient an idea of the thing described,
that it could scarcely have the smallest effect, if the speaker did not call in to
his aid those modes of speech that mark a strong and lively feeling in himself.
Then, by the contagion of our passions, we catch a fire already kindled in
another, which probably might never have been struck out by the object
described. Words, by strongly conveying the passions, by those means which
we have already mentioned, fully compensate for their weakness in other
respects. It may be observed that very polished languages, and such as are
praised for their superior clearness and perspicuity, are generally deficient in
strength. The French language has that perfection, and that defect. Whereas
the oriental tongues, and in general the languages of most unpolished people,
have a great force and energy of expression; and this is but natural. Unculti-
vated people are but ordinary observers of things, and not critical in distin-
guishing them; but, for that reason, they admire more, and are more affected
with what they see, and therefore express themselves in a warmer and more
passionate manner. If the affection be well conveyed, it will work its effect
A
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without any clear idea; often without any idea at all of the thing which has
originally given rise to it. -

It might be expected from the fertility of the subject, that I should consider
poetry as it regards the sublime and beautiful more at large; but it must be
observed that in this light it has been often and well handled already. It was
not my design to enter into the criticism of the sublime and beautiful in any
art, but to attempt to lay down such principles as may tend to ascertain, to
distinguish, and to form a sort of standard for them; which purposes I thought
might best be effected by an enquiry into the properties of such things in
nature as raise love and astonishment in us; and by showing in what manner
they operated to produce these passions. Words were only so far to be consi-
dered, as to show upon what principle they were capable of being the rep-
resentatives of these natural things, and by what powers they were able to
affect us often as strongly as the things they represent, and sometimes much

~ more strongly.



