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Of the Passion Caused by the Sublime
 
 
(e 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 "lled with its object, that it cannot enter-
tain any other, nor by consequence reason on that object 
which employs it. Hence arises the great power of the sub-
lime, that, far from being produced by them, it anticipates 
our reasonings, and hurries us on by an irresistible force. As-
tonishment, as I have said, is the e#ect of the sublime in its 
highest degree; the inferior e#ects are admiration, reverence, 
and respect.



Terror
 
 No passion so e#ectually robs the mind of all its powers 
of acting and reasoning as fear.   For fear being an apprehen-
sion 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 tri$ing, or contemptible, that may be 
dangerous. %ere are many animals, who though far from be-
ing large, are yet capable of raising ideas of the sublime, be-
cause 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 "ll the mind with anything so great as the 
ocean itself ? %is 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 a&nity of these 
ideas. %ey frequently use the same word, to signify indi#er-
ently the modes of astonishment or admiration, and those of 
terror. …%e Romans used the verb stupeo, a term which 
strongly marks the state of an astonished mind, to express the 
e#ect of 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 
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English astonishment and amazement, point out as clearly the 
kindred emotions which attend fear and wonder? %ey 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 gen-
eral 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, a#ect minds 
which give credit to the popular tales concerning such sorts 
of beings. %ose 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. 
%e policy has been the same in many cases of religion. Al-
most all the heathen temples were dark. Even in the barba-
rous 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 ceremo-
nies 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 stud-
ied; it is astonishing with what a gloomy pomp, with what a 
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signi"cant and expressive uncertainty of strokes and colour-
ing, he has "nished the portrait of the king of terrors:
        

        —%e 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
%e likeness of a kingly crown had on.

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

Of the Di!erence Between Clearness and Obscurity with 
Regard to the Passions
 
 It is one thing to make an idea clear, and another to make it 
a,ecting 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 e#ect of imitation, which 
is something) my picture can at most a#ect only as the pal-
ace, temple, or landscape would have a#ected in the reality. 
On the other hand, the most lively and spirited verbal de-
scription 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 paint-
ing. %is experience constantly evinces. %e proper manner 
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of conveying the a,ections of the mind from one to another, 
is by words; there is a great insu&ciency in all other methods 
of communication; and so far is a clearness of imagery from 
being absolutely necessary to an in$uence upon the passions, 
that they may be considerably operated upon, without pre-
senting any image at all, by certain sounds adapted to that 
purpose; of which we have a su&cient proof in the acknowl-
edged and powerful e#ects of instrumental music. In reality, 
a great clearness helps but little towards a#ecting the pas-
sions, as it is in some sort an enemy to all enthusiasms what-
soever.
  

"e 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 lit-
tle more pains in clearing it up. %e verses are,
        
Segnius irritant animos demissa per aures,
Quam quæ sunt oculis subjecta /delibus.
  
   On this the Abbé du Bos founds a criticism, wherein he 
gives painting the preference to poetry in the article of mov-
ing the passions; principally on account of the greater clear-
ness 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 by experience. I know several who admire and love 
painting, and yet who regard the objects of their admiration 
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in that art with coolness enough in comparison of that 
warmth with which they are animated by a#ecting pieces of 
poetry or rhetoric. Among the common sort of people, I 
never could perceive that painting had much in$uence on 
their passions. It is true, that the best sorts of painting, as well 
as the best sorts of poetry, are not much understood in that 
sphere. But it is most certain, that their passions are very 
strongly roused by a fanatic preacher, or by the ballads of 
Chevy-chase, or the Children in the Wood, and by other lit-
tle popular poems and tales that are current in that rank of 
life. I do not know of any paintings, bad or good, that pro-
duce the same e#ect. So that poetry, with all its obscurity, has 
a more general, as well as a more powerful, dominion over 
the passions, than the other art. And I think there are reasons 
in nature, why the obscure idea, when properly conveyed, 
should be more a#ecting than the clear. It is our ignorance of 
things that causes all our admiration, and chie$y excites our 
passions. Knowledge and acquaintance make the most strik-
ing causes a#ect but little. It is thus with the vulgar; and all 
men are as the vulgar in what they do not understand. %e 
ideas of eternity and in"nity are among the most a#ecting we 
have; and yet perhaps there is nothing of which we really un-
derstand so little, as of in"nity and eternity. We do not any-
where meet a more sublime description than this justly cele-
brated 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
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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. %e mind is hurried out of 
itself, by a crowd of great and confused images; which a#ect 
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. %e images raised by poetry are 
always of this obscure kind; though in general the e#ects of 
poetry are by no means to be attributed to the images it 
raises; which point we shall examine more at large 
herea'er.  1 But painting, when we have allowed for the 
pleasure of imitation, can only a#ect simply by the images it 
presents; and even in painting, a judicious obscurity in some 
things contributes to the e#ect 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 na-
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ture 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 in"nity; 
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. %ere 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 0om the visions of the night, when deep sleep falleth 
upon men, fear came upon me, and trembling, which made all 
my bones to shake. 1en a spirit passed before my face; the hair 
of my 2esh stood up. It stood still, but I could not discern the 
form thereof: an image was before mine eyes, there was silence, 
and I heard a voice,—Shall mortal man be more just than 
God? We are "rst prepared with the utmost solemnity for the 
vision; we are "rst terri"ed, before we are let even into the 
obscure cause of our emotion; but when this grand cause of 
terror makes it 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, al-
most always failed; insomuch that I have been at a loss, in all 
the pictures I have seen of hell, to determine whether the 
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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 temptation 
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 chime-
ras, its harpies, its allegorical "gures, are grand and a#ecting; 
and though Virgil’s Fame and Homer’s Discord are obscure, 
they are magni"cent "gures. %ese "gures in painting would 
be clear enough, but I fear they might become ridiculous.
  
 
"e Real Cause of Beauty
 
Having endeavoured to show what beauty is not, it remains 
that we should examine, at least with equal attention, in what 
it really consists. Beauty is a thing much too a#ecting not to 
depend upon some positive qualities. And, since it is no crea-
ture of our reason, since it strikes us without any reference to 
use, and even where no use at all can be discerned, since the 
order and method of nature is generally very di#erent from 
our measures and proportions, we must conclude that beauty 
is, for the greater part, some quality in bodies acting me-
chanically upon the human mind by the intervention of the 
senses. We ought therefore to consider attentively in what 
manner those sensible qualities are disposed, in such things as 
by experience we "nd beautiful, or which excite in us the pas-
sion of love, or some correspondent a#ection.
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Beautiful Objects Small

(e Most obvious point that presents itself to us in examin-
ing any object, is its extent or quantity. And what degree of 
extent prevails in bodies that are held beautiful, may be gath-
ered from the usual manner of expression concerning it. I am 
told that, in most languages, the objects of love are spoken of 
under diminutive epithets. It is so in all languages of which I 
have any knowledge. In Greek the ιου and other diminutive 
terms are almost always the terms of a#ection and tenderness. 
%ese diminutives were commonly added by the Greeks to 
the names of persons with whom they conversed on terms of 
friendship and familiarity. %ough the Romans were a people 
of less quick and delicate feelings, yet they naturally slid into 
the lessening termination upon the same occasions. An-
ciently in the English language the diminishing ling was 
added to the names of persons and things that were the ob-
jects of love. Some we retain still, as darling, (or little dear,) 
and a few others. But, to this day, in ordinary conversation, it 
is usual to add the endearing name of little to everything we 
love: the French and Italians make use of these a#ectionate 
diminutives even more than we. In the animal creation, out 
of our own species, it is the small we are inclined to be fond 
of; little birds, and some of the smaller kinds of beasts. A 
great beautiful thing is a manner of expression scarcely ever 
used; but that of a great ugly thing is very common. %ere is a 
wide di#erence between admiration and love. %e sublime, 
which is the cause of the former, always dwells on great ob-
jects, and terrible; the latter on small ones, and pleasing; we 
submit to what we admire, but we love what submits to us; in 
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one case we are forced, in the other we are $attered, into 
compliance. In short, the ideas of the sublime and the beauti-
ful stand on foundations so di#erent, that it is hard, I had 
almost said impossible, to think of reconciling them in the 
same subject, without considerably lessening the e#ect of the 
one or the other upon the passions. So that, attending to 
their quantity, beautiful objects are comparatively small.
  
 
Smoothness

(e Next property constantly observable in such objects is 
smoothness:  a quality so essential to beauty, that I do not now 
recollect anything beautiful that is not smooth. In trees and 
$owers, smooth leaves are beautiful; smooth slopes of earth 
in gardens; smooth streams in the landscape; smooth coats of 
birds and beasts in animal beauties; in "ne women, smooth 
skins; and in several sorts of ornamental furniture, smooth 
and polished surfaces. A very considerable part of the e#ect 
of beauty is owing to this quality; indeed the most consider-
able. For, take any beautiful object, and give it a broken and 
rugged surface; and however well formed it may be in other 
respects, it pleases no longer. Whereas, let it want ever so 
many of the other constituents, if it wants not this, it be-
comes more pleasing than almost all the others without it. 
%is seems to me so evident, that I am a good deal surprised, 
that none who have handled the subject have made any men-
tion of the quality of smoothness, in the enumeration of 
those that go to the forming of beauty. For indeed any rug-
gedness, any sudden projection, any sharp angle, is in the 
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highest degree contrary to that idea.

Delicacy
 
An Air of robustness and strength is very prejudicial to 
beauty. An appearance of delicacy, and even of fragility, is al-
most essential to it. Whoever examines the vegetable or ani-
mal creation will "nd this observation to be founded in na-
ture. It is not the oak, the ash, or the elm, or any of the robust 
trees of the forest, which we consider as beautiful; they are 
awful and majestic; they inspire a sort of reverence. It is the 
delicate myrtle, it is the orange, it is the almond, it is the jas-
mine, it is the vine, which we look on as vegetable beauties. It 
is the $owery species, so remarkable for its weakness and 
momentary duration, that gives us the liveliest idea of beauty 
and elegance. Among animals, the greyhound is more beauti-
ful than the masti#; and the delicacy of a gennet, a barb, or 
an Arabian horse, is much more amiable than the strength 
and stability of some horses of war or carriage. I need here say 
little of the fair sex, where I believe the point will be easily al-
lowed me. %e beauty of women is considerably owing to 
their weakness or delicacy, and is even enhanced by their ti-
midity, a quality of mind analogous to it. I would not here be 
understood to say, that weakness betraying very bad health 
has any share in beauty; but the ill e#ect of this is not because 
it is weakness, but because the ill state of health, which pro-
duces such weakness, alters the other conditions of beauty; 
the parts in such a case collapse; the bright color, the lumen 
purpureum juventæ, is gone; and the "ne variation is lost in 
wrinkles, sudden breaks, and right lines.
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Beauty in Colour

As to the colours usually found in beautiful bodies, it may 
be somewhat di&cult to ascertain them, because, in the sev-
eral parts of nature, there is an in"nite variety. However, even 
in this variety, we may mark out something on which to set-
tle. First, the colours of beautiful bodies must not be dusky or 
muddy, but clean and fair. Secondly, they must not be of the 
strongest kind. %ose which seem most appropriated to 
beauty, are the milder of every sort; light greens; so' blues; 
weak whites; pink reds; and violets. %irdly, if the colours be 
strong and vivid, they are always diversi"ed, and the object is 
never of one strong colour; there are almost always such a 
number of them, (as in variegated $owers,) that the strength 
and glare of each is considerably abated. In a "ne complexion, 
there is not only some variety in the colouring, but the col-
ours: neither the red nor the white are strong and glaring. Be-
sides, they are mixed in such a manner, and with such grada-
tions, that it is impossible to "x the bounds. On the same 
principle it is, that the dubious colour in the necks and tails 
of peacocks, and about the heads of drakes, is so very agree-
able. In reality, the beauty both of shape and colouring are as 
nearly related, as we can well suppose it possible for things of 
such di#erent natures to be.
  
Recapitulation
 
On the whole, the qualities of beauty, as they are merely sen-
sible qualities, are the following: First, to be comparatively 
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small. Secondly, to be smooth. %irdly, to have a variety in 
the direction of the parts; but, fourthly, to have those parts 
not angular, but melted as it were into each other. Fi'hly, to 
be of a delicate frame, without any remarkable appearance of 
strength. Sixthly, to have its colours clear and bright, but not 
very strong and glaring. Seventhly, or if it should have any 
glaring colour, to have it diversi"ed with others. %ese are, I 
believe, the properties on which beauty depends; properties 
that operate by nature, and are less liable to be altered by ca-
price, or confounded by a diversity of tastes, than any other.
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