ON THE SUBLIME AND
BEAUTIFUL

FROM

Part 1
Of the Sublime

.V » hatever 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 feeling.
I say the strongest emotion, because | 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 | 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 experience. The cause
of this I shall endeavor to investigate hereafter. . . .

Of Beauty

The passion which belongs to generation, merely as such, is lust only.
This is evident in brutes, whose passions are more unmixed, and which pursue
their purposes more directly than ours. The only distinction they observe with
regard to their mates, is that of sex. It is true, that they stick severally to their
own species in preference to all others. But this preference, I imagine, does not
arise from any sense of beauty which they find in their species, as Mr. Addison
supposes, but from a law of some other kind, to which they are subject; and
this we may fairly conclude, from their apparent want of choice amongst those
objects to which the barriers of their species have confined them. But man,
who is a creature adapted to a greater variety and intricacy of relation, connects
with the general passion the idea of some social qualities, which direct and
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heighten the appetite which he has in common with all other animals; and as
he is not designed like them to live at large, it is fit that he should have
something to create a preference, and fix his choice; and this in general should
be some sensible quality; as no other can so quickly, so powerfully, or so surely
produce its effect. The object therefore of this mixed passion, which we call
love, is the beauty of the sex. Men are carried to the sex in general, as it is the
sex, and by the common law of nature; but they are attached to particulars by
personal beauty. I call beauty a social quality; for where women and men, and
not only they, but when other animals give us a sense of joy and pleasure in
beholding them (and there are many that do so), they inspire us with
sentiments of tenderness and affection towards their persons; we like to have
them near us, and we enter willingly into a kind of relation with them, unless
we should have strong reasons to the contrary. But to what end, in many cases,
this was designed, I am unable to discover; for I see no greater reason for a
connection between man and several animals who are attired in so engaging
a manner, than between him and some others who entirely want this
attraction, or possess it in a far weaker degree. But it is probable that
Providence did not make even this distinction, but with a view to some great
end; though we cannot perceive distinctly what it is, as his wisdom is not our
wisdom, nor our ways his ways. . . .

Sympathy

It is by the first of these passions that we enter into the concerns of others;
that we are moved as they are moved, and are never suffered to be indifterent
spectators of almost anything which men can do or suffer. For sympathy must
be considered as a sort of substitution, by which we are put into the place of
another man, and affected in many respects as he is affected: so that this
passion may either partake of the nature of those which regard self-
preservation, and turning upon pain may be a source of the sublime; or it may
turn upon ideas of pleasure; and then whatever has been said of the social
affections, whether they regard society in general, or only some particular
modes of it, may be applicable here. It is by this principle chiefly that poetry,
painting, and other affecting arts, transfuse their passions from one breast to
another, and are often capable of grafting a delight on wretchedness, misery,
and death itself. It is a common observation, that objects which in the reality
would shock, are in tragical, and such like representations, the source of a very
high species of pleasure. This, taken as a fact, has been the cause of much
reasoning. The satisfaction has been commonly attributed, first, to the comfort
we receive in considering that so melancholy a story is no more than a fiction;
and, next, to the contemplation of our own freedom from the evils which we
see represented. I am afraid it is a practice much too common in inquiries of
this nature, to attribute the cause of feelings which merely arise from the
mechanical structure of our bodies, or from the natural frame and constitution
of our minds, to certain conclusions of the reasoning faculty on the objects
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presented to us; for I should imagine, that the influence of reason in producing
our passions is nothing near so extensive as it is commonly believed.

The Effects of Sympathy
In the Distresses of Others

To examine this point concerning the effect of tragedy in a proper manner,
we must previously consider how we are affected by the feelings of our
fellow-creatures in circumstances of real distress. I am convinced we have a
degree of delight, and that no small one, in the real misfortunes and pains of
others; for let the affection be what it will in appearance, if it does not make us
shun such objects, if on the contrary it induces us to approach them, if it
makes us dwell upon them, in this case I conceive we must have a delight or
pleasure of some species or other in contemplating objects of this kind. Do we
not read the authentic histories of scenes of this nature with as much pleasure
as romances or poems, wWhere the incidents are fictitious? The prosperity of no
empire, nor the grandeur of no king, can so agreeably affect in the reading, as
the ruin of the state of Macedon, and the distress of its unhappy prince. Such
a catastrophe touches us in history as much as the destruction of Troy does in
fable. Our delight, in cases of this kind, is very greatly heightened, if the
sufferer be some excellent person who sinks under an unworthy fortune.
Scipio and Cato are both virtuous characters; but we are more deeply affected
by the violent death of the one, and the ruin of the great cause he adhered to,
than with the deserved triumphs and uninterrupted prosperity of the other: for
terror is a passion which always produces delight when it does not press too
closely; and pity is a passion accompanied with pleasure, because it arises from
love and social affection. Whenever we are formed by nature to any active
purpose, the passion which animates us to it is attended with delight, or a
pleasure of some kind, let the subject-matter be what it will; and as our Creator
has designed that we should be united by the bond of sympathy, he has
strengthened that bond by a proportionable delight; and there most where our
sympathy is most wanted,—in the distresses of others. If this passion was
simply painful, we would shun with the greatest care all persons and places
that could excite such a passion; as some, who are so far gone in indolence as
not to endure any strong impression, actually do. But the case is widely
different with the greater part of mankind; there is no spectacle we so eagerly
pursue, as that of some uncommon and grievous calamity; so that whether the
misfortune is before our eyes, or whether they are turned back to it in history,
it always touches with delight. This is not an unmixed delight, but blended
with no small uneasiness. The delight we have in such things hinders us from
shunning scenes of misery; and the pain we feel prompts us to relieve
ourselves in relieving those who suffer; and all this antecedent to any
reasoning, by an instinct that works us to its own purposes without our
concurrence.
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Of the Effects of Tragedy

It is thus in real calamities. In imitated distresses the only difference is the
pleasure resulting from the effects of imitation; for it is never so perfect, but we
can perceive it is imitation, and on that principle are somewhat pleased with it.
And indeed in some cases we derive as much or more pleasure from that
source than from the thing itself. But then I imagine we shall be much
mistaken if we attribute any considerable part of our satisfaction in tragedy to
the consideration that tragedy is a deceit, and its representations no realities.
The nearer it approaches the reality, and the further it removes us from all idea
of fiction, the more perfect is its power. But be its power of what kind it will,
it never approaches to what it represents. Choose a day on which to represent
the most sublime and affecting tragedy we have; appoint the most favorite
actors; spare no cost upon the scenes and decorations; unite the greatest
efforts of poetry, painting, and music; and when you have collected your
audience, just at the moment when their minds are erect with expectation, let
it be reported that a state criminal of high rank is on the point of being
executed in the adjoining square; in a moment the emptiness of the theatre
would demonstrate the comparative weakness of the imitative arts, and
proclaim the triumph of the real sympathy. I believe that this notion of our
having a simple pain in the reality, yet a delight in the representation, arises
from hence, that we do not sufficiently distinguish what we would by no
means choose to do, from what we should be eager enough to see if it was once
done. We delight in seeing things, which so far from doing, our heartiest
wishes would be to see redressed. This noble capital, the pride of England and
of Europe, I believe no man is so strangely wicked as to desire to see destroyed
by a conflagration or an earthquake, though he should be removed himself to
the greatest distance from the danger. But suppose such a fatal accident to
have happened, what numbers from all parts would crowd to behold the ruins,
and amongst them many who would have been content never to have seen
London inits glory! Nor is it, either in real or fictitious distresses, our immunity
from them which produces our delight; in my own mind I can discover nothing
like it. I apprehend that this mistake is owing to a sort of sophism, by which we
are frequently imposed upon; it arises from our not distinguishing between
what is indeed a necessary condition to our doing or suffering anything in
general, and what is the cause of some particular act. If a man kills me with a
sword, it is a necessary condition to this that we should have been both of us
alive before the fact; and yet it would be absurd to say that our being both living
creatures was the cause of his crime and of my death. So it is certain that it is
absolutely necessary my life should be out of any imminent hazard, before 1
can take a delight in the sufferings of others, real or imaginary, or indeed in
anything else from any cause whatsoever. But then it is a sophism to argue
from thence that this immunity is the cause of my delight either on these or on
any occasions. No one can distinguish such a cause of satisfaction in his own
mind, 1 believe; nay, when we do not suffer any very acute pain, nor are
exposed to any imminent danger of our lives, we can feel for others, whilst we
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suffer ourselves; and often then most when we are softened by affliction; we
see with pity even distresses which we would accept in the place of our
own. ...

The Recapitulation

To draw the whole of what has been said into a few distinct points:—The
passions 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
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 belonging 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 things as induce in us a sense of affection
and tenderness, 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 particular passion under
this head called sympathy has the greatest extent. The nature of this passion
is, to put us in the place of another in whatever circumstance 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 modifications mentioned in some
cases in Sect. 11. As to imitation and preference, nothing more need be said.

The Conclusion

I believed that an attempt to range and methodize some of our most
leading passions would be a good preparative to such an inquiry as we are
going to make in the ensuing discourse. The passions I have mentioned are
almost the only ones which it can be necessary to consider in our present
design; though the variety of the passions is great, and worthy, in every branch
of that variety, of an attentive investigation. The more accurately we search
into the human mind, the stronger traces we everywhere find of His wisdom
who made it. If a discourse on the use of the parts of the body may be
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considered as a hymn to the Creator; the use of the passions, which are the
organs of the mind, cannot be barren of praise to him, nor unproductive to
ourselves of that noble and uncommon union of science and admiration, which
a contemplation of the works of infinite wisdom alone can afford to a rational
mind; whilst, referring to him whatever we find of right or good or fair in
ourselves, discovering his strength and wisdom even in our own weakness and
imperfection, honoring them where we discover them clearly, and adoring
their profundity where we are lost in our search, we may be inquisitive without
impertinence, and elevated without pride; we may be admitted, if I may dare
to say so, into the counsels of the Almighty by a consideration of his works. The
elevation of the mind ought to be the principal end of all our studies; which, if
they do not in some measure effect, they are of very little service to us. But,
besides this great purpose, a consideration of the rationale of our passions
seems to me very necessary for all who would effect them upon solid and sure
principles. It is not enough to know them in general; to affect them after a
delicate manner, or to judge properly of any work designed to affect them, we
should know the exact boundaries of their several jurisdictions; we should
pursue them through all their variety of operations, and pierce into the inmost,
and what might appear inaccessible parts of our nature,

Quod latet arcand non enarrabile fibrd.

Without all this it is possible for a man; after a confused manner sometimes to
satisty his own mind of the truth of his work; buit he can never have a certain
determinate rule to go by, nor can he ever make his propositions sufficiently
clear to others. Poets, and orators, and painters, and those who cultivate other
branches of the liberal arts, have, without this critical knowledge, succeeded
well in their several provinces, and will succeed: as among artificers there are
many machines made and even invented without any exact knowledge of the
principles they are governed by. It is, | own, not uncommon to be wrong in
theory, and right in practice: and we are happy that it is so. Men often act right
from their feelings, who afterwards reason but ill on them from principle; but
as it is impossible to avoid an attempt at such reasoning, and equally
impossible to prevent its having some influence on our practice, surely it is
worth taking some pains to have it just, and founded -on the basis of sure
experience. We might expect that the artists themselves would have been our
surest guides; but the artists have been too much occupied in the practice: the
philosophers have done little; and what they have done, was mostly with a view
to their own schemes and systems; and as for those called critics, they have
generally sought the rule of the arts in the wrong place; they sought it among
poems, pictures, engravings, statues, and buildings. But art can never give the
rules that make an art. This is, I believe, the reason why artists in general, and
poets, principally, have been confined in so narrow a circle: they have been
rather imitators of one another than of nature; and this with so faithful an
uniformity, and to so remote an antiquity, that it is hard te say who gave the
first model. Critics follow them, and therefore can do little as guides. I can
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judge but poorly of anything, whilst I measure it by no other standard than
itself. The true standard of the arts is in every man’s power; and an easy
observation of the most common, sometimes of the meanest things in nature,
will give the truest lights, where the greatest sagacity and industry, that slights
such observation, must leave us in the dark, or, what is worse, amuse and
mislead us by false lights. In an inquiry it is almost everything to be once in a
right road. I am satisfied I have done but little by these observations considered
in themselves; and I never should have taken the pains to digest them, much
less should I have ever ventured to publish them, if I was not convinced that
nothing tends more to the corruption of science than to suffer it to stagnate.
These waters must be troubled, before they can exert their virtues. A man who
works beyond the surface of things, though he may be wrong himself, yet he
clears the way for others, and may chance to make even his errors subservient
to the cause of truth. In the following parts I shall inquire what things they are
that cause in us the affections of the sublime and beautiful, as in this I have
considered the affections themselves. I only desire one favor,—that no part of
this discourse may be judged of by itself, and independently of the rest; for I
am sensible I have not disposed my materials to abide the test of a captious
controversy, but of a sober and even forgiving examination; that they are not
armed at all points for battle, but dressed to visit those who are willing to give
a peaceful entrance to truth.

FROM

Part 11
Of the Passion Caused by the Sublime

The passion caused by the great and sublime in nature, when those
causes operate most powerfully, is astonishment: and astonishment is that
state of the soul in which all its motions are suspended, with some degree of
horror. In this case the mind is so entirely filed with its object, that it cannot
entertain any other, nor by consequence reason on that object which employs
it. Hence arises the great power of the sublime, that, far from being produced
by them, it anticipates our reasonings, and hurries us on by an irresistible
force. Astonishment, as I have said, is the effect of the sublime in its highest
degree; the inferior effects are admiration, reverence, and respect.

Terror

No passion so effectually robs the mind of all its powers of acting and
reasoning 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 anything as
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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 anything 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. @dpPos is in Greek either fear or wonder; dewds is terrible or
respectable; aldéw, to reverence or to fear. Vereor in Latin is what aibéw 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
astonishment; the word attonitus (thunder-struck) is equally expressive of the
alliance of these ideas; and do not the French étonnement, and the English
astonishment 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.

Obscurity

To make anything very terrible, obscurity seems in general to be neces-
sary. 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
barbarous temples of the Americans at this day, they keep their idol in a dark
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 admirably studied;
it is astonishing with what a gloomy pomp, with what a significant and
expressive uncertainty of strokes and coloring, he has finished the portrait of
the king of terrors:
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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.

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,
I 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.

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 irritant animos demissa per aures,
Quam quae sunt oculis subjecta fidelibus.

On this the Abbé du Bos founds a criticism, wherein he gives painting the
preference 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
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it more conformable than [ imagine it will be found to experience. I know several
who admire and love painting, and yet whoregard the objects of their admiration
in that art with coolness 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 under-
stand 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 eminenit
Stood like a tower; his form had yet not lost
All her original brightness, nor appeared
Less than archangel ruined, and th’ excess
Of glory obscured: as when the sun new risen
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.

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 at large 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
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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. But let it be considered that hardly anything can strike the
mind with its greatness, which does not make some 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 another name for a little idea. There is a passage in the
book of Job amazingly sublime, and this sublimity is principally due to the
terrible uncertainty of the thing described: In thoughts from the visions of the
night, when deep sleep falleth upon men, fear came upon me and trembling,
which made all my bones to shake. Then a spirit passed before my face. The
hair of my flesh stood up. It stood still, but I could not discern the form
thereof; an image was before mine eyes; there was silence; and 1 heard a
voice,—Shall mortal man be more just than God? We are first prepared with
the utmost solemnity for the vision; we 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 represent 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 I have seen of hell, to determine
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 1 have
chanced to meet of the temptations of St. Anthony were rather a sort of odd,
wild grotesques, than anything capable of producing a serious passion. In all
these subjects poetry is very happy. Its apparitions, its chimeras, its harpies, 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. . . .

FROM

Part 111
Of Beauty

It is my design to consider beauty as distinguished from the sublime; and,
in the course of the inquiry, to examine how far it is consistent with it. But
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previous to this, we must take a short review of the opinions already entertained
of this quality; which I think are hardly to be reduced to any fixed principles;
because men are used to talk of beauty in a figurative manner, that is to say,
in a manner extremely uncertain, and indeterminate. By beauty, I mean that
quality, or those qualities in bodies, by which they cause love, or some passion
similar to it. [ confine this definition to the merely sensible qualities of things,
for the sake of preserving the utmost simplicity in a subject, which must always
distract us whenever we take in those various causes of sympathy which attach
us to any persons or things from secondary considerations, and not from the
direct force which they have merely on being viewed. I likewise distinguish love,
(by which I mean that satisfaction which arises to the mind upon contemplating
anything beautiful, of whatsoever nature it may be,) from desire or lust; which
is an energy of the mind, that hurries us on to the possession of certain objects,
that do not affect us as they are beautiful, but by means altogether different.
We shall have a strong desire for a woman of no remarkable beauty; whilst the
greatest beauty in men, or in other animals, though it causes love, yet excites
nothing at all of desire. Which shows that beauty, and the passion caused by
beauty, which I call love, is different from desire, though desire may sometimes
operate along with it; but it is to this latter that we must attribute those violent
and tempestuous passions, and the consequent emotions of the body which
attend what is called love in some of its ordinary acceptations, and not to the
effects of beauty merely as it is such. . . .

Fitness Not the Cause of Beauty

It is said that the idea of utility, or of a part’s being well adapted to answer
its end, is the cause of beauty, or indeed beauty itself. If it were not for this
opinion, it had been impossible for the doctrine of proportion to have held its
ground very long; the world would be soon weary of hearing of measures
which related to nothing, either of a natural principle, or of a fitness to answer
some end; the idea which mankind most commonly conceive of proportion, is
the suitableness of means to certain ends, and, where this is not the question,
very seldom trouble themselves about the effect of different measures of
things. Therefore it was necessary for this theory to insist that not only artifical,
but natural objects took their beauty from the fitness of the parts for their
several purposes. But in framing this theory, I am apprehensive that experi-
ence was not sufficiently consulted. For, on that principle, the wedge-like
snout of a swine, with its tough cartilage at the end, the little sunk eyes, and
the whole make of the head, so well adapted to its offices of digging and
rooting, would be extremely beautiful. The great bag hanging to the bill of a
pelican, a thing highly useful to this animal, would be likewise as beautiful in
our eyes. The hedge-hog, so well secured against all assaults by his prickly
hide, and the porcupine with his missile quills, would be then considered as
creatures of no small elegance. There are few animals whose parts are better
contrived than those of a monkey: he has the hands of a man, joined to the
springy limbs of a beast; he is admirably calculated for running, leaping,
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grappling, and climbing; and yet there are few animals which seem to have
less beauty in the eyes of all mankind. I need say little on the trunk of the
elephant, of such various usefulness, and which is so far from contributing to
his beauty. How well fitted is the wolf for running and leaping! how admirably
is the lion armed for battle! but will any one therefore call the elephant, the
wolf, and the lion, beautiful animals? I believe nobody will think the form of a
man’s leg so well adapted to running, as those of a horse, a dog, a deer, and
several other creatures; at least they have not that appearance: vet, [ believe,
a well-fashioned human leg will be allowed to far exceed all these in beauty. If
the fitness of parts was what constituted the loveliness of their form, the actual
employment of them would undoubtedly much augment it; but this, though it
is sometimes so upon another principle, is far from being always the case. A
bird on the wing is not so beautiful as when it is perched; nay, there are several
of the domestic fowls which are seldom seen to fly, and which are nothing the
less beautiful on that account; yet birds are so extremely different in their form
from the beast and human kinds, that you cannot, on the principle of fitness,
allow them anything agreeable, but in consideration of their parts being
designed for quite other purposes. I never in my life chanced to see a peacock
fly; and yet before, very long before I considered any aptitude in his form for
the aérial life, I was struck with the extreme beauty which raises that bird
above many of the best flying fowls in the world; though, for anything I saw,
his way of living was much like that of the swine, which fed in the farm-yard
along with him. The same may be said of cocks, hens, and the like; they are of
the flying kind in figure; in their manner of moving not very different from
men and beasts. To leave these foreign examples; if beauty in our own species
was annexed to use, men would be much more lovely than women; and
strength and agility would be considered as the only beauties. But to call
strength by the name of beauty, to have but one denomination for the qualities
of a Venus and Hercules, so totally different in almost all respects, is surely a
strange confusion of ideas, or abuse of words. The cause of the confusion, I
imagine, proceeds from our frequently perceiving the parts of the human and
other animal bodies to be at once very beautiful, and very well adapted to their
purposes; and we are deceived by a sophism, which makes us take that for a
cause which is only a concomitant: this is the sophism of the fly; who
imagined he raised a great dust, because he stood upon the chariot that really
raised it. The stomach, the lungs, the liver, as well as other parts, are
incomparably well adapted to their purposes; yet they are far from having any
beauty. Again, many things are very beautiful, in which it is impossible to
discern any idea of use. And I appeal to the first and most natural feelings of
mankind, whether on beholding a beautiful eye, or a well-fashioned mouth, or
a well-turned leg, any ideas of their being well fitted for seeing, eating, or
running, ever present themselves. What idea of use is it that flowers excite, the
most beautiful part of the vegetable world? It is true that the infinitely wise and
good Creator has, of his bounty, frequently joined beauty to those things which
he has made useful to us; but this does not prove that an idea of use and beauty
are the same thing, or that they are any way dependent on each other. . . .
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Perfection Not the Cause of Beauty

There is another notion current, pretty closely allied to the former; that
perfection is the constituent cause of beauty. This opinion has been made to
extend much further than to sensible objects. But in these, so far is perfection,
considered as such, from being the cause of beauty; that this quality, where it
is highest, in the female sex, almost always carries with it an idea of weakness
and imperfection. Women are very sensible of this; for which reason they learn
to lisp, to totter in their walk, to counterfeit weakness, and even sickness. In all
this they are guided by nature. Beauty in distress is much the most affecting
beauty. Blushing has little less power; and modesty in general, which is a tacit
allowance of imperfection, is itself considered as an amiable quality, and
certainly heightens every other that is so. I know it is in every body’s mouth,
that we ought to love perfection. This is to me a sufficient proof, that it is not
the proper object of love. Who ever said we ought to love a fine woman, or even
any of these beautiful animals which please us? Here to be affected, there is no
need of the concurrence of our will. . . .

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 forgotten 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 works of art. But when we consider
the power of an object upon our passions, we must know that when anything
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;
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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 colors, is
the power of black as black, or of white as white, so strong as when each stands
uniform and distinguished.

FROM

Part V
Of Words

Natural objects affect us by the laws of that connection which Providence
has established between certain motions and configurations of bodies, and
certain consequent feelings in our mind. Painting affects in the same manner,
but with the superadded pleasure of imitation. Architecture affects by the laws
of nature and the law of reason; from which latter result the rules of proportion,
which make a work to be praised or censured, in the whole or in some part,
when the end for which it was designed is or is not properly answered. But as
to words; they seem to me to affect us in a manner very different from that in
which we are affected by natural objects, or by painting or architecture; yet
words have as considerable a share in exciting ideas of beauty and of the
sublime as many of those, and sometimes a much greater than any of them;
therefore an inquiry into the manner by which they excite such emotions is far
from being unnecessary in a discourse of this kind.

The Common Effects of Poetry,
Not by Raising Ideas of Things

The common notion of the power of poetry and eloquence, as well as that
of words in ordinary conversation, is, that they affect the mind by raising in it
ideas of those things for which custom has appointed them to stand. To
examine the truth of this notion, it may be requisite to observe that words may
be divided into three sorts. The first are such as represent many simple ideas
united by nature to form some one determinate composition, as man, horse,
tree, castle, &c. These I call aggregate words. The second are they that stand
for one simple idea of such compositions, and no more; as red, blue, round,
square, and the like. These I call simple abstract words. The third are those
which are formed by an union, an arbitrary union of both the others, and of
the various relations between them in greater or lesser degrees of complexity;
as virtue, honor, persuasion, magistrate, and the like. These 1 call compound
abstract words. Words, I am sensible, are capable of being classed into more
curious distinctions; but these seem to be natural, and enough for our purpose;
and they are disposed in that order in which they are commonly taught, and in
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which the mind gets the ideas they are substituted for. [ shall begin with the
third sort of words; compound abstracts, such as virtue, honor, persuasion,
docility. Of these I am convinced, that whatever power they may have on the
passions, they do not derive it from any representation raised in the mind of the
things for which they stand. As compositions, they are not real essences, and
hardly cause, I think, any real ideas. Nobody, I believe, immediately on hearing
the sounds, virtue, liberty, or honor, conceives any precise notions of the
particular modes of action and thinking, together with the mixed and simple
ideas, and the several relations of them for which these words are substituted;
neither has he any general idea compounded of them; for if he had, then some
of those particular ones, though indistinct perhaps, and confused, might come
soon to be perceived. But this, I take it, is hardly ever the case. For, put yourself
upon analyzing one of these words, and you must reduce it from one set of
general words to another, and then into the simple abstracts and aggregates,
in a much longer series than may be at first imagined, before any real idea
emerges to light, before you come to discover anything like the first principles
of such compositions; and when you have made such a discovery of the
original ideas, the effect of the composition is utterly lost. A train of thinking
of this sort is much too long to be pursued in the ordinary ways of conversation;
nor is it at all necessary that it should. Such words are in reality but mere
sounds; but they are sounds which being used on particular occasions,
wherein we receive some good, or suffer some evil; or see others affected with
good or evil; or which we hear applied to other interesting things or events; and
being applied in such a variety of cases, that we know readily by habit to what
things they belong, they produce in the mind, whenever they are afterwards
mentioned, effects similar to those of their occasions. The sounds being often
used without reference to any particular occasion, and carrying still their first
impressions, they at last utterly lose their connection with the particular
occasions that gave rise to them; yet the sound, without any annexed notion,
continues to operate as before.

General Words Before Ideas

Mr. Locke has somewhere observed, with his usual sagacity, that most
general words, those belonging to virtue and vice, good and evil especially, are
taught before the particular modes of action to which they belong are
presented to the mind; and with them, the love of the one, and the abhorrence
of the other; for the minds of children are so ductile, that a nurse, or any person
about a child, by seeming pleased or displeased with anything, or even any
word, may give the disposition of the child a similar turn. When, afterwards,
the several occurrences in life come to be applied to these words, and that
which is pleasant often appears under the name of evil; and what is
disagreeable to nature is called good and virtuous; a strange confusion of ideas
and affections arises in the minds of many; and an appearance of no small
contradiction between their notions and their actions. There are many who
love virtue and who detest vice, and this not from hypocrisy or affectation, who
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notwithstanding very frequently act ill and wickedly in particulars without the
least remorse; because these particular occasions never came into view, when
the passions on the side of virtue were so warmly affected by certain words
heated originally by the breath of others; and for this reason, it is hard to repeat
certain sets of words, though owned by themselves unoperative, without being
in some degree affected; especially if a warm and affecting tone of voice
accompanies them, as suppose,

Wise, valiant, generous, good, and great.

These words, by having no application, ought to be unoperative; but when
words commonly sacred to great occasions are used, we are affected by them
even without the occasions. When words which have been generally so applied
are put together without any rational view, or in such a manner that they do
not rightly agree with each other, the style is called bombast. And it requires
in several cases much good sense and experience to be guarded against the
force of such language; for when propriety is neglected, a greater number of
these affecting words may be taken into the service, and a greater variety may
be indulged in combining them.

The Effect of Words

If words have all their possible extent of power, three effects arise in the
mind of the hearer. The first is, the sound; the second, the picture, or
representation of the thing signified by the sound; the third is, the affection of
the soul produced by one or by both of the foregoing. Compounded abstract
words, of which we have been speaking, (honor, justice, liberty, and the like,)
produce the first and the last of these effects, but not the second. Simple
abstracts are used to signify some one simple idea without much adverting to
others which may chance to attend it, as blue, green, hot, cold, and the like;
these are capable of affecting all three of the purposes of words; as the
aggregate words, man, castle, horse, &c. are in a yet higher degree. But I am
of opinion, that the most general effect, even of these words, does not arise
from their forming pictures of the several things they would represent in the
imagination; because, on a very diligent examination of my own mind, and
getting others to consider theirs, 1 do not find that once in twenty times any
such picture is formed, and when it is, there is most commonly a particular
effort of the imagination for that purpose. But the aggregate words operate, as
I said of the compound-abstracts, not by presenting any image to the mind, but
by having from use the same effect on being mentioned, that their original has
when it is seen. Suppose we were to read a passage to this effect: “The river
Danube rises in a moist and mountainous soil in the heart of Germany, where,
winding to and fro, it waters several principalities, until, turning into Austria,
and laving the walls of Vienna, it passes into Hungary; there with a vast flood,
augmented by the Save and the Drave, it quits Christendom, and rolling
through the barbarous countries which border on Tartary, it enters by many
mouths in the Black Sea.” In this description many things are mentioned, as
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mountains, rivers, cities, the sea, &c. But let anybody examine himself, and see
whether he has had impressed on his imagination any pictures of a river,
mountain, watery soil, Germany, &c. Indeed it is impossible, in the rapidity and
quick succession of words in conversation, to have ideas both of the sound of
the word, and of the thing represented; besides, some words, expressing real
essences, are so mixed with others of a general and nominal import, that it is
impracticable to jump from sense to thought, from particulars to generals,
from things to words, in such a manner as to answer the purposes of life; nor
is it necessary that we should.

Examples That Words May
Affect Without Raising Images

I find it very hard to persuade several that their passions are affected by
words from whence they have no ideas; and yet harder to convince them that
in the ordinary course of conversation we are sufficiently understood without
raising any images of the things concerning which we speak. It seems to be
an odd subject of dispute with any man, whether he has ideas in his mind or
not. Of this, at first view, every man, in his own forum, ought to judge without
appeal. But, strange as it may appear, we are often at a loss to know what
ideas we have of things, or whether we have any ideas at all upon some
subjects. It even requires a good deal of attention to be thoroughly satisfied on
this head. Since I wrote these papers, I found two very striking instances of
the possibility there is, that a man may hear words without having any idea of
the things which they represent, and yet afterwards be capable of returning
them to others, combined in a new way, and with great propriety, energy, and
instruction. The first instance is that of Mr. Blacklock, a poet blind from his
birth. Few men blessed with the most perfect sight can describe visual objects
with more spirit and justness than this blind man; which cannot possibly be
attributed to his having a clearer conception of the things he describes than is
common to other persons. Mr. Spence, in an elegant preface which he has
written to the works of this poet, reasons very ingeniously, and, I imagine, for
the most part, very rightly, upon the cause of this extraordinary phenomenon;
but I cannot altogether agree with him, that some improprieties in language
and thought, which occur in these poems, have arisen from the blind poet’s
imperfect conception of visual objects, since such improprieties, and much
greater, may be found in writers even of a higher class than Mr. Blacklock,
and who, notwithstanding, possessed the faculty of seeing in its full
perfection. Here is a poet doubtless as much affected by his own descriptions
as any that reads them can be; and yet he is affected with this strong
enthusiasm by things of which he neither has, nor can possibly have, any idea
further than that of a bare sound: and why may not those who read his works
be affected in the same manner that he was; with as little of any real ideas of
the things described? The second instance is of Mr. Saunderson, professor of
mathematics in the University of Cambridge. This learned man had acquired
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great knowledge in natural philosophy, in astronomy, and whatever sciences
depend upon mathematical skill. What was the most extraordinary and the
most to my purpose, he gave excellent lectures upon light and colors; and this
man taught others the theory of those ideas which they had, and which he
himself undoubtedly had not. But it is probable that the words red, blue,
green, answered to him as well as the ideas of the colors themselves; for the
ideas of greater or lesser degrees of refrangibility being applied to these words,
and the blind man being instructed in what other respects they were found to
agree or to disagree, it was as easy for him to reason upon the words as if he
had been fully master of the ideas. Indeed it must be owned he could make no
rniew discoveries in the way of experiment. He did nothing but what we do
every day in common discourse. When I wrote this last sentence, and used the
words every day and common discourse, I had no images in my mind of any
succession of time; nor of men in conference with each other; nor do I
imagine that the reader will have any such ideas on reading it. Neither when
I spoke of red, or blue, and green, as well as refrangibility, had I these several
colors, or the rays of light passing into a different medium, and there diverted
from their course, painted before me in the way of images. I know very well
that the mind possesses a faculty of raising such images at pleasure; but then
an act of the will is necessary to this; and in ordinary conversation or reading
it is very rarely that any image at all is excited in the mind. If I say, “I shall go
to Italy next summer,” I am well understood. Yet I believe nobody has by this
painted in his imagination the exact figure of the speaker passing by land or
by water, or both; sometimes on horseback, sometimes in a carriage: with all
the particulars of the journey. Still less has he any idea of Italy, the country to
which I proposed to go; or of the greenness of the fields, the ripening of the
fruits, and the warmth of the air, with the change to this from a different
season, which are the ideas for which the word summer is substituted; but
least of all has he any image from the word next; for this word stands for the
idea of many summers, with the exclusion of all but one: and surely the man
who says next summer has no images of such a succession, and such an
exclusion. In short, it is not only of those ideas which are commonly called
abstract, and of which no image at all can be formed, but even of particular,
real beings, that we converse without having any idea of them excited in the
imagination; as will certainly appear on a diligent examination of our own
minds. Indeed, so little does poetry depend for its effect on the power of
raising sensible images, that I am convinced it would lose a very considerable
part of its energy, if this were the necessary result of all description. Because
that union of affecting words, which is the most powerful of all poetical
instruments, would frequently lose its force along with its propriety and
consistency, if the sensible images were always excited. There is not, perhaps,
in the whole ZAneid a more grand and labored passage than the description of
Vulcan'’s cavern in Etna, and the works that are there carried on. Virgil dwells
particularly on the formation of the thunder which he describes unfinished
under the hammers of the Cyclops. But what are the principles of this
extraordinary composition?
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Tres imbris torti radios, tres nubis aquose
Addiderant; rutili tres ignis, et alitis austri:
Fulgores nunc terrificos, sonitumque, metumque
Miscebant operi, flammisque sequacibus iras.

This seems to me admirably sublime: yet if we attend coolly to the kind of
sensible images which a combination of ideas of this sort must form, the
chimeras of madmen cannot appear more wild and absurd than such a picture.
“Three rays of twisted showers, three of watery clouds, three of fire, and three
of the winged south wind; then mixed they in the work terrific lightnings, and
sound, and fear, and anger, with pursuing flames.” This strange composition
is formed into a gross body; it is hammered by the Cyclops, it is in part
polished, and partly continues rough. The truth is, if poetry gives us a noble
assemblage of words corresponding to many noble ideas, which are connected
by circumstances of time or place, or related to each other as cause and effect,
or associated in any natural way, they may be moulded together in any form,
and perfectly answer their end. The picturesque connection is not demanded;
because no real picture is formed; nor is the effect of the description at all the
less upon this account. What is said of Helen by Priam and the old men of his
council, is generally thought to give us the highest possible idea of that fatal
beauty.
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They cried, No wonder such celestial charms
For nine long years have set the world in arms;
What winning graces! what majestic mien!
She moves a goddess, and she looks a queen.
Pope

Here is not one word said of the particulars of her beauty; nothing which can
in the least help us to any precise idea of her person; but yet we are much more
touched by this manner of mentioning her, than by those long and labored
descriptions of Helen, whether handed down by tradition, or formed by fancy,
which are to be met with in some authors. I am sure it affects me much more
than the minute description which Spenser has given of Belphebe; though 1
own that there are parts, in that description, as there are in all the descriptions
of that excellent writer, extremely fine and poetical. The terrible picture which
Lucretius has drawn of religion in order to display the magnanimity of his
philosophical hero in opposing her, is thought to be designed with great
boldness and spirit:—

Humana ante oculos feedé cum vita jaceret,
In terris, oppressa gravi sub religione,

Qua caput e ceeli regionibus ostendebat
Horribili super aspectu mortalibus instans;
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Primus Graius homo mortales tollere contra
Est oculos ausus.

What idea do you derive from so excellent a picture? none at all, most certainly:
neither has the poet said a single word which might in the least serve to mark
a single limb or feature of the phantom, which he intended to represent in all
the horrors imagination can conceive. In reality, poetry and rhetoric do not
succeed in exact description so well as painting does; their business is, to affect
rather by sympathy than imitation; to display rather the effect of things on the
mind of the speaker, or of others, than to present a clear idea of the things
themselves. This is their most extensive province, and that in which they
succeed the best.

Poetry Not Strictly an Imitative Art

Hence we may observe that poetry, taken in its most general sense, cannot
with strict propriety be called an art of imitation. It is indeed an imitation so far
as it describes the manners and passions of men which their words can
express; where animi motus effert interprete lingua. There it is strictly
imitation; and all merely dramatic poetry is of this sort. But descriptive poetry
operates chiefly by substitution; by the means of sounds, which by custom
have the effect of realities. Nothing is an imitation further than as it resembles
some other thing; and words undoubtedly have no sort of resemblance to the
ideas for which they stand.

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, conveyable 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 that 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
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affecting, as war, death, famine, &c. Besides many ideas have never been at all
presented to the senses of any men but by words, as God, angels, devils,
heaven, and hell, all of which have however 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 circumstances, 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 anything so grand as the addition
of one word, “the angel of the Lord”? It is true, I have here no clear idea; but
these words affect the mind more than the sensible image did; which is all 1
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’er many a dark and dreary vale
They passed, and many a region dolorous;
O’er many a frozen, many a fiery Alp;
Rocks, 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 amazing 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 distinguish, 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 understanding, the latter belongs to the passions. The one describes a
thing as it is, the latter describes it as it is felt. Now, as there is a moving tone
of voice, an impassioned countenance, an agitated gesture, which affect
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independently of the things about which they are exerted, so there are words,
and certain dispositions of words, which being peculiarly devoted to passionate
subjects, and always used by those who are under the influence of any
passion, touch and move use more than those which far more clearly and
distinctly express the subject-matter. We vield to sympathy what we refuse to
description. 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
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 1 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 be best effected by an inquiry 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
considered as to show upon what principle they were capable of being the
representatives 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.



