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A PHILOSOPHICAL INQUIRY INTO THE ORIGIN OF OUR IDEAS OF THE SUBLIME
AND BEAUTIFUL (1756)
PART I
SECTION VII. 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
feeling. 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 experience. The cause of this I shall endeavour to
investigate hereafter.
PART II
SECTION I. 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 filled 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.
SECTION II. 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 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. Θάμβος is in Greek either fear or wonder; δεινός is terrible or respectable; αἰδέο to reverence
or to fear. Vereor in Latin is what αἰδέο 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 (thunderstruck) 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.
SECTION III. OBSCURITY.
To make anything 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 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 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 XXVII. 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 remarkable 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; 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.
PART III
SECTION V. HOW THE SUBLIME IS PRODUCED.
Having considered terror as producing an unnatural tension and certain violent emotions of the
nerves; it easily follows, from what we have just said, that whatever is fitted to produce such a
tension must be productive of a passion similar to terror,[32] and consequently must be a source of
the sublime, though it should have no idea of danger connected with it. So that little remains
towards showing the cause of the sublime, but to show that the instances we have given of it in the
second part relate to such things, as are fitted by nature to produce this sort of tension, either by the
primary operation of the mind or the body. With regard to such things as affect by the associated
idea of danger, there can be no doubt but that they produce terror, and act by some modification of
that passion; and that terror, when sufficiently violent, raises the emotions of the body just
mentioned, can as little be doubted. But if the sublime is built on terror or some passion like it,
which has pain for its object, it is previously proper to inquire how any species of delight can be
derived from a cause so apparently contrary to it. I say delight, because, as I have often remarked, it
is very evidently different in its cause, and in its own nature, from actual and positive pleasure.

