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“Upon the whole, though we think 
the author of this piece mistaken in 
his fundamental principles, and also 
in his deductions from them ; yet we 
must say, we have read his book 
with pleasure : He has certainly 
employed much thinking ; there are 
many ingenious and elegant 
remarks, which tho’ they do not 
enforce or prove his first position, 
yet considering them detached from 
his system, they are new and just : 
and we cannot dismiss this article 
without recommending a perusal of 
the book to all our readers, as we 
think they will be recompensed by a 
great deal of sentiment, perspicuous, 
elegant, and harmonious stile, in 
many passages both sublime and 
beautiful.”

Arthur Murphy in Literary Magazine, 1757, 
II, p. 189





“Things then that are powerful, 
and likely to hurt, are the cause 
of Common Terror, and the more 
they are powerful and likely to 
hurt the more they become the 
causes of Terror, which Terror, 
the greater it is, the more it is 
join’d with wonder, and the 
nearer it comes to 
astonishment.”

John Dennis, Grounds of Criticism in Poetry, 
Londres, 1704, p. 69-70



“They have a large forest cut out 
into walks, that are extremely 
thick and gloomy, and very 
suitable to the genius of the 
inhabitants. There are Vistas in it 
of a great length, that terminate 
upon the lake. At one side of the 
walks you have a near prospect of 
the Alps, which are broken into so 
many steeps and precipices, that 
they fill the mind with an 
agreeable kind of horror, and form 
one of the most irregular mis-
schapen scenes in the house.”

Joseph Addison, Remarks on Several Parts of Italy, 
&c., in the Years 1701, 1702, 1703, Londres, 1773, 
p. 260-261



“If there be a Beauty or 
Uncommonness joined with this 
Grandeur, as in a troubled Ocean, 
a Heaven adorned with Stars and 
Meteors, or a spacious Landskip 
cut out into Rivers, Woods, Rocks, 
and Meadows, the Pleasure still 
grows upon us, as it rises from 
more than a single Principle.”

Joseph Addison, in The Spectator, n° 412, lundi 23 
mai 1712



“I have endeavoured to shew how 
some Passages are beautiful by 
being Sublime, others by being 
Soft, others by being Natural; 
which of them are recommended 
by the Passion, which by the 
Moral, which by the Sentiment, 
and which by the Expression.”

Joseph Addison, in The Spectator, n° 369, 
samedi 3 mai 1712



“Burke’s Treatise on the Sublime & Beautiful 
is founded on the Opinions of Newton & 
Locke on this Treatise Reynolds has grounded 
many of his assertions. in all his Discourses I 
read Burkes Treatise when very Young at the 
same time I read Locke on Human 
Understanding & Bacons Advancement of 
Learning on Every one of these Books I wrote 
my Opinions & on looking them over find 
that my Notes on Reynolds in this Book are 
exactly Similar. I felt the Same Contempt & 
Abhorrence then ; that I do now. They mock 
Inspiration & Vision Inspiration & Vision was 
then & now is & I hope will always Remain 
my Element my Eternal Dwelling place. how 
can I then hear it Contemnd without returning 
Scorn for Scorn ——”

William Blake, in David V. Erdman, éd., The Complete 
Poetry and Prose of William Blake, New York, 1988, p. 660



“The author of the Inquiry into the Sublime and 
Beautiful states that all noxious reptiles and wild 
beasts of prey are sublime ; and all innocent and 
domesticated animal, mean and contemptible. […] It 
may also be thought that […] the dog who fought 
against the murderers of his master, and, after being 
mortally wounded in his defence, lay two days by his 
lifeless body, and then expired in attempting to seize 
one of the persons, who took it up, is an object of 
more true sublimity, than a wolf worrying a sheep, or 
a lion or tiger springing from the covert of a thicket 
upon their unsuspecting prey.”

Richard Payne Knight, An Analytical Inquiry into the Principles of 
Taste, Londres, 1805, p. 383-385



“The author of the Inquiry into the Sublime and 
Beautiful states that all noxious reptiles and wild 
beasts of prey are sublime ; and all innocent and 
domesticated animal, mean and contemptible. […] It 
may also be thought that […] the dog who fought 
against the murderers of his master, and, after being 
mortally wounded in his defence, lay two days by his 
lifeless body, and then expired in attempting to seize 
one of the persons, who took it up, is an object of 
more true sublimity, than a wolf worrying a sheep, or 
a lion or tiger springing from the covert of a thicket 
upon their unsuspecting prey.”

Richard Payne Knight, An Analytical Inquiry into the Principles of 
Taste, Londres, 1805, p. 383-385





“This notion of pain and terror being the cause of 
the sublime, appears, indeed, to me, to be, in every 
respect, so strange and unphilosophical, that were 
it not for the great name, under which it has been 
imposed on the world, I should feel shame in 
seriously controverting it. But, when I consider the 
deserved authority of that name, and the influence, 
which it has had, in spreading this notion, with the 
practical bad taste, that has resulted from it, I am 
rather apprehensive of not controverting it 
effectually. I admit, however, that this influence 
has principally appeared among artists, and other 
persons not much conversant with philosophical 
inquiries : for, except my friend before mentioned 
[Uvedale Price], I have never met with any man of 
learning, by whom the philosophy of the Inquiry 
into the Sublime and Beautiful was not as much 
despised and ridiculed, as the brilliancy and 
animation of its style were applauded, and 
admired.”

Richard Payne Knight, An Analytical Inquiry 
into the Principles of Taste, Londres, 1805, p. 377







“Johnson : [...] We have an 
example of true criticism in 
Burke’s Essay on the Sublime 
and Beautiful ; and, if I 
recollect, there is also Du Bos ; 
and Bouhours, who shews all 
beauty to depend on truth. 
There is no great merit in 
telling how many plays have 
ghosts in them, and how this 
ghost is better than that. You 
must shew how terrour is 
impressed on the human 
heart.”

James Boswell, The Life of Samuel Johnson, 
Londres, 1791, 2 vol., t. I, p. 261 [1769]



“This notion of pain and terror being the cause of 
the sublime, appears, indeed, to me, to be, in 
every respect, so strange and unphilosophical, that 
were it not for the great name, under which it has 
been imposed on the world, I should feel shame in 
seriously controverting it. But, when I consider 
the deserved authority of that name, and the 
influence, which it has had, in spreading this 
notion, with the practical bad taste, that has 
resulted from it, I am rather apprehensive of not 
controverting it effectually. I admit, however, that 
this influence has principally appeared among 
artists, and other persons not much conversant 
with philosophical inquiries.”

Richard Payne Knight, An Analytical Inquiry into the Principles of Taste, 
Londres, 1805, p. 377













“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 ; 
they touch and move us more than those which far more 
clearly and distinctly express the subject matter.”

Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Sublime and Beautiful, 1757, éd. 
mod. (J. T. Boulton), Londres, Routledge Classics, 2008, IV, vii, p. 174



“He above the rest
In shape in gesture proudly eminent
Stood like a tower ; his form had yet not lost
All her original brightness, nor appeared
Less than archangel ruin’d, and th’ excess
Of glory obscured : as when the sun new ris’n
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. [Paradise lost, I, v. 589-599]

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 croud of great 
and confuses images ; which affect because they are crouded and 
confused. For separate them, an you lose much of the greatness, 
and join them, and you infallibly lose the clearness.”

Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Sublime and 
Beautiful, 1757, éd. mod. (J. T. Boulton), Londres, Routledge 
Classics, 2008, II, iv, p. 62



“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.”

Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Sublime and Beautiful, 1757, éd. 
mod. (J. T. Boulton), Londres, Routledge Classics, 2008, IV, vii, p. 174



“When painters have 
attempted to give us clear 
representations of these 
very fanciful and terrible 
ideas, they have I think 
almost always failed. […] 
all the designs I have 
chanced to meet of the 
temptations of St. Anthony, 
were rather a sort of odd 
wild grotesques, than any 
thing capable of producing 
a serious passion.”

Edmund Burke, A Philosophical 
Enquiry into the Sublime and Beautiful, 
1757, éd. mod. (J. T. Boulton), Londres, 
Routledge Classics, 2008, II, iv, p. 64



“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 any 
thing so grand as the addition 
of one word, ‘the angel of the 
Lord’ ?”

Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry 
into the Sublime and Beautiful, 1757, éd. 
mod. (J. T. Boulton), Londres, Routledge 
Classics, 2008, IV, vii, p. 172



“You must be an artist ; and this you cannot be but by 
drawing with the last degree of noble correctness. Until you 
can draw beauty with the last degree of truth and precision, 
you will non consider yourself possessed of that faculty. 
This power will not hinder you from passing to the great 
style when you please ; if your character should, as I 
imagine it will, lead you to that style in preference to the 
other. But no man can draw perfectly that cannot draw 
beauty.”

Edmund Burke à James Barry, 13 mai 1766, in The Works of James Barry, Londres, 
1809, 2 vol., t. I, p. 54



“Words are in reality but mere sounds ; but they are sounds, 
which being used in 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 their particular occasions that gave rise to them ; yet 
the sound without any annexed notion continues to operate 
as before.”

Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Sublime and Beautiful, 1757, éd. 
mod. (J. T. Boulton), Londres, Routledge Classics, 2008, IV, ii, p. 163















“M. Reynolds a fait un tableau expressif. Il est vrai qu’il n’a pas fait Ugolino se dévorant les mains, se 
traînant à quatre pattes ; il a su choisir dans le Poète. Il n’eût pas fait non plus, dans les Enfers, les 
yeux hagards, enfonçant dans un malheureux crâne ses dents aussi fortes que celles d’un chien ; mais 
connaissant les convenances, ainsi que l’étendue de son art, il s’est autant éloigné de l’excès d’horreur 
dégoûtante et révoltant que du faible et maladroit subterfuge d’un voile.”

Étienne-Maurice Falconet, cité par Martin Postle, Sir Joshua Reynolds : The Subject Pictures, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1995, p. 143-144





“The influence of reason in producing our passions is 
nothing near so extensive as it is commonly believed.”

Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Sublime and Beautiful, 1757, éd. 
mod. (J. T. Boulton), Londres, Routledge Classics, 2008, I, xiii, p. 45

“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 
presented to us.”

Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Sublime and Beautiful, 1757, éd. 
mod. (J. T. Boulton), Londres, Routledge Classics, 2008, I, xiii, p. 45

















“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.”

Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Sublime and Beautiful, 1757, éd. 
mod. (J. T. Boulton), Londres, Routledge Classics, 2008, II, iii, p. 59




