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Burke's A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and 
Beautiful (1757) is one of his earliest works, begun (according to contemporary 
sources) before he was nineteen and published when he was twenty-seven. It 
is also one of his most influential, appearing in numerous editions and 
translations throughout the Romantic period as more and more people 
concerned themselves with the workings of the mind in relation to nature. 
Burke himself was not primarily interested in nature, but his basic ideas 
equating the sublime with astonishment, fear, pain, roughness, and obscurity 
and the beautiful with a set of opposite qualities (calmness, safety, 
smoothness, clarity, and the like) pervade thinking and phrasings in 
everybody's nature writing — for example, Thomas Gray's "turbulent chaos of 
mountain behind mountain, rolled in confusion," "crags . . . impend[ing] terribly 
over your way," and "fragments . . . of a dreadful bulk" in his Journal in the 
Lakes and Wordsworth's "sublime or beautiful features of landscape" in his 
Guide to the Lakes. Wordsworth's "aspect more sublime" and the "presence 
that disturbs me with the joy / Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime" in Tintern 
Abbey, lines 37, 94–95 (NAEL 8, 2.259–60) are further manifestations, as are 
the lengthy passages about beauty and fear in the opening book of The 
Prelude and the chaos of woods, waterfalls, winds, torrents, "black drizzling 
crags," and the rest at the conclusion of the Simplon Pass episode in book 6 
(NAEL 8, 2.362). The extracts here, from part 2, sections 1–5, focus on the 
sublime. 

Section 1. 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 2. 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 any thing as 



trifling, or contemptible, that may be dangerous. * * * 

Section 3. OBSCURITY 

To make any thing 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. Everyone 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. * * * 

Section 4. Of the difference between CLEARNESS and 
OBSCURITY with regard to the passions 

It is one thing to make an idea clear, and another to make it affecting 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 effect of 
imitation, which is something) my picture can at most affect only as the palace, 
temple, or landscape would have affected in the reality. On the other hand, the 
most lively and spirited verbal description 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 painting. * * * 

* * * I think there are reasons in nature why the obscure idea, when properly 
conveyed, should be more affecting than the clear. It is our ignorance of things 
that causes all our admiration, and chiefly excites our passions. Knowledge 
and acquaintance make the most striking causes affect but little. It is thus with 
the vulgar, and all men are as the vulgar in what they do not understand. The 
ideas of eternity, and infinity, are among the most affecting we have, and yet 
perhaps there is nothing of which we really understand so little, as of infinity 
and eternity. * * * 

I am sensible that this idea [that obscurity has a more powerful effect than 
clarity] has met with opposition, and is likely still to be rejected by several. But 
let it be considered that hardly any thing can strike the mind with its greatness, 
which does not make some sort of approach towards infinity; 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. * * * 



Section 5. POWER 

Besides these things which directly suggest the idea of danger, and those 
which produce a similar effect from a mechanical cause, I know of nothing 
sublime which is not some modification of power. And this branch rises as 
naturally as the other two branches, from terror, the common stock of every 
thing that is sublime. The idea of power at first view seems of the class of 
these indifferent ones, which may equally belong to pain or to pleasure. But in 
reality, the affection arising from the idea of vast power is extremely remote 
from that neutral character. For first, we must remember that the idea of pain, in 
its highest degree, is much stronger than the highest degree of pleasure; and 
that it preserves the same superiority through all the subordinate gradations. 
From hence it is that where the chances for equal degrees of suffering or 
enjoyment are in any sort equal, the idea of the suffering must always be 
prevalent. And indeed the ideas of pain, and above all of death, are so very 
affecting, that whilst we remain in the presence of whatever is supposed to 
have the power of inflicting either, it is impossible to be perfectly free from 
terror. Again, we know by experience that for the enjoyment of pleasure, no 
great efforts of power are at all necessary; nay we know that such efforts would 
go a great way towards destroying our satisfaction: for pleasure must be 
stolen, and not forced upon us; pleasure follows the will; and therefore we are 
generally affected with it by many things of a force greatly inferior to our own. But 
pain is always inflicted by a power in some way superior, because we never 
submit to pain willingly. So that strength, violence, pain and terror are ideas that 
rush in upon the mind together. * * * 

* * * In the scripture, wherever God is represented as appearing or speaking, 
every thing terrible in nature is called up to heighten the awe and solemnity of 
the divine presence. * * * It is on this principle that true religion has, and must 
have, so large a mixture of salutary fear; and that false religions have generally 
nothing else but fear to support them. Before the christian religion had, as it 
were, humanized the idea of the divinity, and brought it somewhat nearer to us, 
there was very little said of the love of God. The followers of Plato have 
something of it, and only something. The other writers of pagan antiquity, 
whether poets or philosophers, nothing at all. And they who consider with what 
infinite attention, by what a disregard of every perishable object, through what 
long habits of piety and contemplation it is [that] any man is able to attain an 
entire love and devotion to the Deity, will easily perceive that it is not the first, the 
most natural, and the most striking effect which proceeds from that idea. Thus 
we have traced power through its several gradations unto the highest of all, 
where our imagination is finally lost; and we find terror quite throughout the 
progress, its inseparable companion, and growing along with it, as far as we 
can possibly trace them. Now as power is undoubtedly a capital source of the 
sublime, this will point out evidently from whence its energy is derived, and to 
what class of ideas we ought to unite it. 


