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From “delightful horror” to “libertine” aesthetic :
The laicization of the notion of sublime in the eighteenth century

Atsuko TAMADA *
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It is not the blue sky, the cheerful sun-shine, or the smiling landscape, that gives us all our pleasure, since we
are indebted for no little share of it to the silent night, the distant howling wilderness, the melancholy grot,
the dark wood, and hanging precipice. What is zerrible, cannot be described too well 5 what is disagreeable,
should not be described at all, or at least should be strongly shaded”.
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[...] But then it [sublime] is never without enthusiastic passion : for the sublime is nothing else but a great
thought, or great thoughts moving the soul from its ordinary situation by the enthusiasm which naturally
attends them. [...] For he [Longinus] tells us in the beginning of the treatise, that the sublime does not
so properly persuade us, as it ravishes and transports us, and produces in us a certain admiration, mingled
with astonishment and with surprise, which is quite another. thing than the barely pleasing, or the barely
persuading ; that it gives a noble vigour to a discourse [...]™.
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But to return to terror, we may plainly see by the foregoing precepts and examples of Longinus, that this
enthusiasric terror contributes extremely ro the sublime. All the examples that Longinus brings of the
loftiness of the thought, consiste of terrible ideas. [...] For the ideas which produce terror, are necessarily
accompanied with admiration, because everything that is terrible, is grear to him to whom it is terrible ; and
with surprise, without which terror cannot subsist ; and with astonishment, because every thing which is
terrible is wonderful and astonishing and as terror is perhaps the violentest of all the passions, it consequently
makes an impression which we cannot resist : and no passion is attended with greater joy than enthusiastic

16
terror ).
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[...] of all objects that I have ever seen, there is none which affect my imagination so much as the sea or
ocean. I cannot see the heaving of this prodigious bulk of waters, even in a calm, without a very pleasing
astonishment, But when it is worked up in a tempest, so that the horizon on every side is nothing but
foaming billows and floating mountains, it is impossible to describe the agreeable horror that rise from such
a prospect’”.
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I must observe that the éublime, and virtue, are quite different things ; the decorum of actions, distinct
from the exalted. Honours, dignities, and empire, in their own nature partake nothing of virtue ; but that
they do of the grand [...] Now in a moral sense it is certainly true, if in any circumstance the contempt of
these things is great (by which Longinus can surely mean no more than becoming or virtuous) in the same
circumstance the desire of them can never be great ; but if he understands the word great in its true and

genuine sense, I cannot see why the desire, as well as the contempt of them may not be truly grand : for as
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the object is the same in both cases, and as it is the object which renders the affection sublime, in both case

there must be a sublime® .
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For sublime objects are vast in their dimensions, beautiful ones comparatively small ; beauty should be
smooth, and polished ; the great, rugged and negligent ; beauty should shun the right line, yet deviate from
it insensibly ; the great in many cases loves the right line, and when it deviates, it often makes a strong
deviation ; beauty should not be obscure ; the great ought to be dark and gloomy ; beauty should be light
and delicate ; the great ought to be solid, and even massive. ‘They are indeed ideas of a very different nature,

one be founded on pain, the other on pleasure%).
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Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort
terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of
the sublime ; that is, it is productive of the strong emotion which the mind is capable of feeling. I say the
strongest emotion, because I am satisfied the ideas of pain are much more powerful than those which enter
on the part of pleasure®”.
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['am convinced we have a degree of delight, and that no small one, in the real misfortunes and pains of
others ; for let the affection be what it will in appearance, if it does not make us shun such objects, if on the
contrary it induces us to approach them, if it makes us dwell upon them, in this case I conceive we must have
a delight or pleasure of some species or other in contemplating objects of this kind. [...] If this passion was

simply painful, we would sun with the greatest care all persons and places that could excite such a passionzg).
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Ce qui est affreux, 4 de certains égards, devient une Beauté.. [...] Rien de plus hideux que les Gibets, les
Supplices, et tout le triste appareil des peines destinées 4 effrayer les méchants et & les réprimer . [...] Rien
de plus contraire 4 I'affection mutuelle et innocente qu’on a et qu'on doit avoir pour sa conservation. Mais .
d’un autre c6té, rien ne convient mieux 4 des hommes qui se sont rendus indignes de vivre, par leur fureur
a troubler la vie des autres, a leur ravir tout ce qui en fait la douceur, et A la détruire elle-méme. A la vérité il

serait bien plus beau de trouver, et de mettre en ceuvre, des moyens siirs, ou du moins des moyens efficaces,
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pour prévenir la licence, et le déluge des crimes, que d’étre obligés de I'arréter par des voies si dures ),

BALVODERFIZL o TEEII L L. BEASHMOER, BAZMLE, HIENZS
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PLAOFEALRE, EELEEORVAL, ThbLHIOR)»E, i ADENE
Lo AEDSLORER D SOETEEL P LEN, MADEZDLDEPIET HALIZINIEY
HEDLVHDIERVOTH L, FEOI 5T 21X, JLRICB T 5 BHERILIROBAK T TFI
TEDIE, BELEICL o TEAZROEZTEBET AL 013, K DHEEELFE 2%l
EHLYRRIWLFETROT, EETHIIPFLVELVOTH L,

IVl 7T =[S Mt ADCBVORT £ 10, Ty vy - LY— AT, S5
EORSWEEZEBL RV, [RELOJE LTOBEPEILNThHo/ze TLTIDIRELD]
ELTOMENL, 7 V—FOIEOERNIRONL K12, 18T 7 ¥ A2 BT 2 FHoxS
ZBWTI, [HEMRIEIE V) KFESHE T, EOFIEIZA > T Y,

EZADF 2 RARITIOR IS SN [HEHNCB VT, BEORELRRREORH B4 L
LB, ATOGEN LR ITh R v, T2 R ITFEHRCRMEICBITARERZGmICE L TX. 71
ANTFUADE U AL ORA, T2bbREORMFIIBWTCAMPNLNLEDEED O AN HEE
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Le monde dans tous les pays va voir en foule les spectacles horribles dont je viens de parler. Cest le méme
attrait qui fait aimer les inquiétudes et les alarmes que causent les périls ou 'on voit d’autres hommes
exposés, sans avoir part & leurs dangers. Il est touchant, dit Lucréce de voir du rivage un vaisseau lutter contre

~ les vagues qui le veulent engloutir, comme de regarder une bataille d’'une hauteur d’oti l'on voit en stireté la
mélée™ .
HREEDOENZBVTE, SR L) BRME D2 72T 2 RMEWITIEZ T TADHL
F Do LIUL MOAADPEEIZELINTEY, BAPES OEEHICEDL o Tz nl &
ZOEEDPF SR I AL BN B EDTLOLER LB TH L NI LT 4T ARE 272
NEPL—EDfFD, ZOfERARL ) L LTV EHEIZH> TV 0% ElL DILEENTDH
bo BERIHEHEZPOONE L ZATHEBLEDOFLI L TH LD,

FaRANIAEPEELNREFET A LDV T, TAMPESEDARZ Z 7V ERDL ETH
. FZABDSERE LTV AL TH ). MBI ZELE L TWna 2 EIZEENT 23 nY ]
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WOAHOFELATRLZLITHELRLDOTH L LBXTWV 5,

Il est doux, quand sur la grande mer les vents soulévent les flots, d’assister de la terre aux rudes épreuves
d’autrui : non que la souffrance de personne nous soit un plaisir si grand ; mais voir 2 quels maux on

. 41
échappe soi-méme est chose douce®”.
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Par son enchainement méme, le texte de Maimbourg mime cette “séduction” du martyre. Depuis le regard
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sur I'agonisant, il s'éléve 4 I'idée du sacrifice, nourrie par 'exemple admirable dés aristocrates ligueuses, puis
passe de ce sublime martyrologique & I'évocation de la pression politique, et enfin, au mariage des deux ;
le masque de souffrance comme support d’'une manipulation politique que Maimbourg baptise “zéle de
religion”®?.
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Le style sublime veut toujours de grands mots : mais le sublime se peut trouver dans une seule pensée, dans
une figure, dans un seul tour de paroles. Une chose peut étre dans le style sublime et n’étre pourtant pas

. . I o 46
sublime ; Cest-a-dire, n'avoir rien d’extraordinaire, de surprenant™®.

EE LRI DRICKRITE LRI EERRDL, LI LEEFZ/ Rolc—D2DEZ, /20/—DD
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Je crois que le sublime n’est autre chose que le vrai et le nouveau réunis dans une grande idée, exprimés
avec élégance et précision. [...] Jentends enfin par grande idée, les pensées qui étonnent I'esprit, ou qui

flactent Porgueil humain®?.
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Un poéme, ainsi qu'un tableau, ne saurait produire cet effet [sublime], §'il n’a pas d’autre mérite que la
régularité et I'élégance de I'exécution. Le tableau le mieux peint, comme le poé¢me le mieux distribué et le
plus exactement écrit, peuvent étre des ouvrages froids et ennuyeux. Afin qu'un ouvrage nous touche, il faut
que I'élégance du dessin et la vérité du coloris, si C'est un tableau, il faut que la richesse de la versification, si

\o B3
Cest un poéme ).
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Notre 4me est lasse de sentir ; mais ne pas sentir, c'est tomber dans un anéantissement qui 'accable. On
remédie A tout, en variant ses modifications ; elle sent, et elle ne se laisse pas . Cette disposition de 'dme,
qui la porte toujours vers différents objets, fait qu'elle gotte tous les plaisirs qui viennent de la surprise :
sentiment qui plait 2 'dme par le spectacle et par la promptitude de I'action ; car elle apergoit ou sent une
chose qu'elle n'attend pas, ou d’une maniére quelle n’attendait pas™ .
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From “delightful horror” to “libertine” aesthetic :
The laicization of the notion of sublime in the eighteenth century

Atsuko TAMADA

After the publication of Longinus’s Peri Hupsous (On the Sublime), translated by Boileau in French in
1674, the concept of “sublime” became one of the most important subjects of the European intellectual
society. Boileau’s translation was subsequently translated again into English and published several times
in England, thereby gaining a broader readership. Since then, Longinus’s treatise and Boileau’s added
introduction have been invoked as the authority on the matter of sublimity, which was the ideal of
the rhetoric discipline. If the concept of the sublime had a great impact on the French literary society
of the time, it is because Boileau defined the sublime in a short sentence. In theories and treatises on
rhetoric and aesthetics in Europe, despite always consulting Boileau’s translation of Longinus’s On
the Sublime, the notion of the sublime became separated from its previous theological and “moral”
connotation. Consequently, it seems necessary to clarify the process through which the concept of
the sublime became secularized by analyzing theories and treatises on rhetoric published in the Age of
Enlightenment.

In England, sublime appears as a pleasure of the natural landscape rather than a notion of rhetoric.
Poct and literary critic John Denis first used the expression “delightful horror” to express the pleasure
afforded by Mount Ainguebelette in his letter written in Turino on October 25, 1688. Fifteen years
later, in his “Proposition” from The Grounds of Criticism in Poetry, he explained this expression, trying
to associate it with the theory of sublime written in the work of Longinus. Terror as the greatest passion
subsequently became recognized as one of the main issues in aesthetic studies in England. Although,
English authors such as Addison or Bailly often referred to Longinus, they considered the pleasure of
landscape to be more interesting than the pleasure of literary works. As the status of awful scenery’
s beauty increased, the notion of sublime became separated from its previous sacred connotation,
thereby providing a further aspect of the secularization of the notion. Finally, in A Philosophical Enguiry
into the Sublime and Beautiful (1747), Edmund Burke demonstrated that “terror is a passion which
always produces delight when it does not press too close.” In France, the idea of the “natural sublime”
appeared particularly in Salon de 1767, an art critique written by Diderot, who read Burke’s Enguiry
precisely. Such reception of the natural sublime in France prepared the public for the Romanticism in
French literature, in which strong feelings, imagination, and representations of nature are important.

In eighteenth-century France, the act of watching pains or distress of others required a pretext.
According to Michel Foucault, during this age, exemplary punishment with show trials was considered
the most useful for society. In this context, the delight received from the pains of others was explained
by the deterrent effect of these punishments, which were perceived as “beauty” for the deterrent power
itself. To prove the concept that a horrible spectacle is beautiful, authors of the time often referred to
Montaigne and others from the sixteenth century. In the Age of Baroque, horrible spectacles were used
to achieve religious and political purposes ; the stories of such spectacles were circulated to intensify
their impact.

In the Age of Enlightenment, La Motte, Batteux, and Marmontel attempted to define “sublime” as
the effect of surprise expressed in “elegant” expression. According to the rhetoric theory of the time,
“elegance” is defined as a grammatical license opposite to the grammatical “exactitude.” Elegance brings
changes and surprises in style with a license that creates rifts in the discourse and continues to have
sensory pleasures. In this way, the sublime as the succession of surprises and intermittent changes—
which Longinus and Boileau defined as one of the elements of the sublime—is associated with
“elegance,” a value that represents a “libertine” aesthetic.
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