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Preface

In a nota bene to the introduction of his Elements of Criticism, Henry Home,
Lord Kames, informs readers of his decision to omit the definite article from
the title in order to avoid the impression that he ever intended to exhaust his
subject, as if it were possible to enumerate all the elements of criticism rather
than offer a representative selection from a very large sample: because the
“author is far from imagining that he has completed the list,” Kames writes,
“a more humble title is proper, such as may express any number of parts less
than the whole” (Elements 1.19). The title of the present study — The British
Aesthetic Tradition — would not survive grammatically without a definite arti-
cle, but, in the spirit of Kames, its retention should not be read as a claim to
have written a definitive or exhaustive study. Some readers will object to the
choice of figures and themes included, as others will wonder at those omit-
ted, or find reason to criticize the relative space devoted to each and what is
claimed of and for the content of their work. The gracious reader might bear in
mind, however, that, by one estimate, the number of publications on aesthet-
ics in the eighteenth century alone ran to some five thousand, and one dare
not even speculate on how many fold that has risen with the passage of time,
developments in publishing, and the growth of an academic industry. Besides, a
history of thought is less a mirror of reality than a representation of its subject
matter, crafted in good faith, accurate and honest as it goes, but refracted in the
narrative it develops: something must always be left out and surely, as Hume
remarks of the Iliad, the reader does not want to know every time Achilles ties
his shoelaces.

Although the present study has no pretensions to be definitive, its design
is not arbitrary nor its perspective partial. The book aims to give the reader a
coherent and unified view of the tradition of British “philosophical aesthetics,”
and the criterion for selection is simply that the thinker in question has made
an original or noteworthy contribution to it. Some figures, arguably, could be
removed and others added, but rather like the moments of consciousness in
Hegel’s Phenomenology, it is hard to imagine that revisions of this sort would
make a substantive difference to the body of the whole. The book is not

X
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intended, moreover, to read as a history of literature or any of the fine arts, nor
is it principally about the philosophy or critical appreciation of them, although
inevitably each is touched on in due course and as occasion demands. The
study concentrates fundamentally on theoretical contributions that have been
made from the beginning of the eighteenth century through the latter part of
the twentieth to understanding the phenomena that all these disciplines pre-
suppose, namely, the nature and origin of aesthetic value and the various issues
that arise from reflecting on it. The book, I hope, sails close to its theme and
steers a course that will inform, engage, and entertain; this is certainly the spirit
in which it was written and if even a little of that contagion spreads to those
who read it, then the labor has been worthwhile.
T.M.C.
Williamsburg, VA
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