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A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin
of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful

By the eighteenth century, the term ‘sublime’ was used to communicate a
sense of unfathomable and awe-inspiring greatness, whether in nature or
thought. The relationship of sublimity to classical definitions of beauty was
much debated, but the first philosopher to portray them as opposing forces
was Edmund Burke (1729-97). Originally published in 1757 and reissued
here in the revised second edition of 1759, this influential treatise explores
the psychological origins of both ideas. Presented as distinct consequences
of very separate emotional lineages, beauty and sublimity are traced back
through a web of human feelings, from self-preservation instincts to lust.
Burke’s doctrine of the sublime was to have far-reaching effects. In Britain,
it informed perceptions of landscape in art and literature for years to come.
Meanwhile, on the continent, Kant regarded Burke as ‘the foremost author’
in ‘the empirical exposition of aesthetic judgments’
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THE

PREFACE.

Have endeavoured to make this edition
Jamething more full and fatisfaclory
than the firft. I have fought with the ut-
moft care, and read with equal attention,
every thing which bas appeared in publick
againft my opinions ; I bave taken advan-
tage of the candid liberty of my friends;
and if by thefe means I have been better
enabled to difcover the imperfections of the
work, the indulgence it has recerved, im-
perfect as it was, furnifhed me with a new
motive to [pare no reafonable pains for its
improvement. Though I have not found
Sufficient reafon, or what appeared to me fuf-
Sicient, for making any material change in
my theory, I bave found it neceffary in many
places to explain, illufirate and enforce it
I have prefixed an sntradultory difcourfe
concerning Tafte ; it is a matter curious in
itfelf ; and it leads naturally enough to the
A2 princspal
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v The PREFACE.

principal enquiry.  This with the other ex-
planations has made the work confderably
larger ; and by increafing its bulk bas, I am
afraid added to its faults; fo that notwith-
Sflanding all my attentian, it may [fland in
need of a yet greater fbare of indulgerce

than it required at its firfl appearance.
They who are accuflomed to ffudies of this
nature will expect, and they will allow too
Jor many faults. They bnow that many of
the objects of our enquiry are in themfelves
obfcure and tntricate ; and that many others
have been rendered fo by affecled refincments
or falfe learning ; they know that there are
mayy vnpediments in the fubjelt, in the pre-
Judices of others, and even in our owon, that
render 1t a matter of no fmall difficulty. to
Shew in a clear light the genuine face of
nature. They know that whilff the mind
15 intent on the general fcheme of things,
fome particular parts muff be neglected ;
that we muft often fubmit the flyle to the
matter, and frequently grve up the praife

of elegance, fatisfied with being clear.

The
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The PREFACE. v

Tte charallers of nature are legible it 1s
true; but they are not plain enough to en-
able thofe who run, to read them. We muft
make ufe of a cauttous, I bad abmoft faid, a
timorous method of proceeding. We muft not
attempt to flyy, when we can fearcely pretend
to crecp. In confidering any complex mat-
ter, we ought to examine every diftmét in-
gredient in the compofition, one by one 5 and
reduce every thing to the utmoff fimplicity ;
Jince the condition of our nature binds us to
a firict law and very narrow limits. We
ought afterwards to re-examine the princi-
ples by the effect of the compofition, as well
as the compofition by that of the principles.
We ought to compare our fubjelt with things
of a pimilar nature, and even with things
of a contrary nature; for difcoveries may
be, and often are made by the contraft, which
wou d efecape us on the fingle view. The
greater number of thefe comparifons we
make, the more general and the more certain
our knowledge is like to prove, as built upon
a more extenfive and perfect induclion.

A3 If
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vi The PREFACE.

If an enquiry thus carefully conduiied,
Should fail at laft of difcovering the truth,
it may anfwer an end perbaps as ufeful, in
difcovering to us the weakncfs of our own
underflanding. If 1t does not make us
knowing, it may make us modeff. If it
does not preferve us from error, it may at
leaft from the fpirit of error, and may make
us cauttous of pronouncing with pofitrve-
nefs or with hafle, when fo much labour may
end in_fo much uncertainty.

Icould wifb that in examining this theory,
the fame method were purfued which I en-
deavoured to obferve in forming it. The
objections, in my opinion, ought to be pro-
pofed, either to the feveral principles as they
are diftinélly confidered, or to the jufinefs of
the conelufion which is drawn from them.
But 1t is common to pafs over both the pre-
mifes and conclufion in filence, and to produce
as an objeltion, fome poetical paflage which
does not feem eafily accounted for upon the
principles I endeavour to eflablih.  This
manner of proceeqing I fhould think wvery

improper.
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The PREFACE. vi

smproper. The tafk would be infinite, if
we could eflablifh no principle until we bad
previoufly unravelled the complex texture of
every image or defeription to be found in
poets and orators. And though we fbould
never be able to reconcile the effect of fuch
tmages to our principles, this can never
overturn the theory itfelf, whilft it is found-
ed on certain and indifputable falts. A
theory founded on experiment and not af-
Jumed, 15 always good for fo much as it ex-
plains.  Our inability to pufb it indefinitely
15 no argument at all againft 1t. This in-
ability may be owing to our ignorance of
Jome neceffary mediums ; to @ want of pro-
per application ;5 to many other caufes befides
a defect in the principles we employ. In
reality the fubject requires a much clofer at-
tention, than we dare claim from our maon-
ner of treating if.

If it fhould not appear on the face of the
work, I muft caution the reader againft
imagining that I intended a full differtation
on the Sublime and Beautiful. My enquiry

A4 went
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avent no further than to the origin of thefe

ideas.  If the qualities which I have ranged
under the head of the Sublime be all found
confiftent with each other, and all different

Jrom thofe which I place under the bead of
Beauty ;s and if thofe which compofe the

clafs of the Beautiful have the fame confifi-

ency with themfelves, and the fame oppofition
to thofe which are claffed under the denoms-

nation of Sublime, I am in little pain whe-

ther any body chufes to follow the name I
give them or not, provided he allows that

what I difpofe under different heads are in

reality different things in nature. The ufe

I make of the words may be blamed as too

confined or too extended 5 my meaning cannot

well be mifunderflood.

To conclude 5 whatever trogrefs may be
made towards the difcovery of truth in this
marter, I do not repent the pains I bhave
taken init.  The ufe of fuch enquiries may
be very confiderable.  Whatever turns the
Soul inward on 1tfelf, tends to concenter its

forces, and ts fit it for greater and fironger
Slights
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The PREFACE. ix
Jights of feience. By looking into phyfical

caufes our minds are opened and enlarged ;
and in this purfuit whether we take or whe-
ther we lofe our game, the chace is certainly
of fervice. Cicero, true as be was to the
Academic philofophy, and confequently led to
rejelt the certainty of phyfical as of every
other kind of knowledge, yet freely confeffes
its great importance to the human under-
Slanding : ¢ Et animorum ingeniorumque
‘¢ noftrorum naturale quoddam quafi pa-
“ bulum confideratio contemplatioque
« nature.” If we can direct the lights we
dervve from fuch exalted [peculations, upon
the bumbler field of the imagination, whilft
we invefligate the [prings and trace the cour-
Jes of our paffions, we may not only commnu-
nicate to the tafie a fort of philsfophical fo-
lidity, but we may reflect back on the feverer
Jetences fome of the graces and elegancies of
tafte, without which the greateft proficiency
in thofe fciences will always bave the ap-
pearance of fomething illiberal.

The
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