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Abstract

Edmund Burke’s A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime
and Beautiful (1757-59) attempts to establish a theory of the passions. The ambitious
central idea of this treatise is that emotional reactions to objects, landscapes, and
ideas, which can be categorised as either sublime or beautiful, can be explained by a

rational examination of passion, ethics, and morality.

My research reconsiders the Enquiry from the perspective of an artist using an
autoethnographic approach to ask the question, to what extent can Burke’s aesthetic
philosophy be used as an applied methodology in the production of paintings, and

drawings, which reflect on contemporary spaces, places, and landscapes?

The thesis explores Burke’s contributions to the discourse of the sublime in the
eighteenth-century and how contemporary authors have reflected on the Enquiry’s
meaning. It shows how the Enquiry can be said to reflect a utilitarian aesthetic

philosophy which is open-ended enough to offer multiple ways of seeing and thinking.

Central to my practice-based research is the argument that various, and differing,
aspects of Burke’s conception of the sublime and beautiful are potentially useful in the
process of understanding, and presenting, artistic visions of British spaces. This
argument is explored in three chapters which consider very different territories defined
as the horizontal, vertical, and transcendental sublime using Burke’s thoughts about
extensions of space. In this research the horizontal sublime is reimagined as the
British coastline or border, the vertical sublime is reinterpreted as a mineshaft, and the
transcendental sublime becomes an ancient British chapel. In these spaces differing
relationships to nature are explored through the prism of the Burkean Sublime, as are

contemporary events which give these spaces context in the twenty-first century.

The thesis argues that Burke’s flawed attempt to impose strict laws and very narrow
limits on the recalcitrant material of the passions is more than a confusion of
eighteenth-century speculations. My research demonstrates how the Enquiry can be
used to stimulate the imagination, and how Burke’s aesthetic speculations can turn
painting, and drawing, into an exciting conceptual adventure with links to an

eighteenth-century principled code of ethics and aesthetics.
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Introduction

Prior to beginning this research the landscapes, interior spaces, and places | have
moved through have always confounded my senses and made me feel tense. This
was because busy, crowded spaces were always imagined and experienced as
uncontained bombardments of movement, colour, noise, emotions, allegory, and
symbolism. At other times | experienced unease when encountering tranquil spaces.
This was because these places often seemed loaded with psychological and, on
occasion, sinister meanings just beyond my ability to comprehend. These strong
emotional responses to environments have had the positive effect of almost forcing me
to create art. This art instinct helped me to think through confused perceptions.
However, the chaotic nature of my instinctive perception has always bothered me, and
so, in 2015, | began looking for some way of finally organising and categorising this

imagined chaos.

In this project | have extended my understanding of how the disorder of the world
affects me through practice-based research informed by the aesthetic speculations of
Edmund Burke. His eighteenth-century text A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of
our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757-59) claims to offer the reader a theory of
the passions. This theory is constructed around empirical observations and how the
mind responds to emotive experiences and objects. Central to this argument is ‘a
growing reliance on feeling as a means of insight’ (Phillips, 1990:11). Burke states, in
the Enquiry, that love, grief, fear, and anger are all passions which affect every mind;
however, he is adamant that this affect is not arbitrary but understandable ‘upon
certain, natural and uniform principles’ (Burke, 1757-59:22). The conception of
becoming adept at interpreting, and using, Burke’s aesthetic theory to help try to make
sense of the bedlam | saw all around me, and the feelings this chaos provoked, excited

my imagination and acted as a conceptual support throughout this research.

My research aims to explore the extent to which | can use the contents of the Enquiry
as an applied methodology in the production of paintings, and drawings, which reflect
upon contemporary British spaces and landscapes. Effectively | have tried to inhabit
the thought space of the Burkean Sublime and rather like an actor putting on a
costume, see where this aesthetic identity will lead me. | have also used
autoethnography as a research method to express, analyse and set into a wider
context my personal experience of Burke’s treatise, the sublime, my art practice and

the development of the research for this thesis.



I have chosen drawing, painting and print making as my research media throughout
this thesis because these media were often used by British eighteenth-century artists
interested in the sublime and beautiful. These forms of communication helped support
the western patriarchal tradition intrinsic to the Burkean Sublime and can therefore be
thought of as mediums which are associated with the eighteenth-century conception of
the sublime. My choice of medium has also been influenced by Robert Rosenblum
who states in The Abstract Sublime (1961) that pantheism, a belief that everything
composes an all-encompassing God, has been legitimately replaced by ‘paint-theism’
(Rosenblum,2010:112). However, in the contemporary context, painting and drawing
are also suitably flexible and capable of enacting, through a process of imitation and
interrogation, many of Burke’s claims regarding the sublime or beautiful. This process
has made my research an activity in which art has a symbiotic relationship with
philosophy. The physicality of my drawing, and painting processes, have also seemed
to create a material discourse which is felt through the body and seems appropriate to
the Burkean conceptions of the imagination being only the representative of the senses
(Burke,1757-59:17). This direct relationship with physicality, coupled with the clear and
accessible nature of Burke’s writing on empirical observation, is why | choose to
explore sublimity using the Enquiry rather than Kant's more elaborate and cerebral
Critique of Judgement (1790). On a practical level the mediums of paint, pen and
pencil are also accessible, in terms of their cost implications, to an artist on a modest

budget.

As my research progressed my relationship to Burke’s treatise has changed
significantly. Initially | used the Enquiry like a handbook for cultural production. Burke
was my guide and | followed where he led. Essentially, | used the Enquiry as a work of
experimental psychology which maps out for the reader how various emotional states
can be aroused by a variety of experiences of the sublime (Shaw, 2006:53). My
activity was made possible using art practice, and this autoethnographic practice-based
research revealed some surprising limitations and contradictions in Burke’'s Enquiry.
However, the realisation that Burke’s theory of the emotions is a fundamentally flawed
guide to perception because a guide to the obscurity of the emotions is an impossible
contradiction, did not diminish my enthusiasm for his treatise. What this insight did
mean was that an initial intellectual investigation turned into a more equal and
interactive conversation with the author as my project developed. From as early as
2016 | began breaking Burke’s colour theory rules, and my subsequent art production
is far from a formulaic illustration of the Enquiry. However, Burke’s aesthetic thought

processes inform my art production throughout this research. Even where, in the later



stages, | choose to contradict Burke, his usefulness to the development of my practice
and imagination remains. This usefulness is created because without the influence of
the Enquiry | would have nothing to reject, or use, as a conceptual prism to see
through. Therefore my research has taught me that when art interrogates aesthetic
philosophy, it can expose weaknesses, limitations, and contradictions in arguments

which, when viewed only in the form of the written word, seem entirely plausible.

Throughout this thesis the term ‘landscape’ is used to mean more than just external
natural spaces. Because Burke makes little distinction between the sublime power of
nature, the sublime power of society, and the sublime potential of the imagination, |
began to reimagine my conception of what a landscape is. By following Burke’s
blurring of sublime boundaries, | began to imagine ways in which constructed spaces,
internal and external, also act like landscapes. Essentially, | reimagined landscapes as
immersive backdrops to lived experience. Such spaces become sublime when they
are loaded with sublime energies, emotions, allegories, symbols, associative
ideological, political meanings and psychological characteristics. | also began to
perceive the sublime associative links between potentially dangerous natural spaces
and potentially dangerous manmade hierarchical spaces. | started to imagine military,
medical, industrial, financial, educational, legal, religious, and political centres of power
in a similar way to naturally threatening spaces such as mountain ranges, waterfalls,
lochs, moors, caves, dark ravines, gloomy forests, swamps, and marshes. Burke
helped me to imagine all spaces as informed by his thinking and in relation to his

conception of sublime ethical and moral issues.

My re-imagining of constructed internal spaces as landscapes happened because |
read and absorbed the essence of Burke’s Enquiry from the viewpoint of an artist. My
thesis is a practice-based research project which seeks to explore how useful Burke’s
theory of the passions can be in the production of contemporary art, it does not attempt
to make an original contribution to knowledge through philosophical or art historical

analysis of Burke’s aesthetic speculations.

The treatise is divided into five main chapters, which | have titled Parts One to Five,
following the terminology of Burke’s Enquiry. Within each Part there are subheadings
which indicate areas of investigation, also following the example of Burke’s Enquiry.
Part One is an explanation of the historical context which informed the treatise and is
accompanied by a contemporary literature review of the text. Part Two analyses the
Burkean Horizontal Sublime, Part Three reflects on the meaning and importance of the

Burkean Vertical Sublime and Part Four considers how the conception of the Burkean



Transcendental Sublime can be useful to art practice. Part Five considers the key
concerns in contemporary landscape painting and their relationship to the sublime, this
topic is a summary whose purpose is to illustrate the conceptual relationship and

difference between influential artists and my practice.
The origins of this research project and the search for a guide to perception

The research was initially inspired by discontent with my artistic practice and its poorly
defined relationship to Romanticism and value. Terry Eagleton states in The Ideology
of the Aesthetic (1990) that Romantic art ‘is most rich in political implications where it is
most gloriously futile’ (Eagleton, 1990:65), implying that cultural production need not be
like other commaodities, its functionless nature can act as ‘value grounded entirely in
itself’ (Eagleton, 1990:65). This value, according to Eagleton, is ‘eloquent testimony to
the obscure origins and enigmatic nature of value’ (Eagleton,1990:65). Essentially
Eagleton is saying that Romantic art is associated with the unmeasurable values
implicit in human existence, and perception, which often ignore rationalism, and

utilitarianism, and draw strength from ‘self-delight’ (Eagleton, 1990:65).

As an artist, | am often questioned by my peers, most of whom are working-class and
uninterested in art, about the value of my work. The unsubtle implications of most such
queries being: if my art does not sell, which it mostly does not, what is it good for? |
often reply to such interrogations by restating Eagleton’s argument and adding that my
art has value as a repository of my experience and intellect. This answer rarely
satisfies either me, or the questioner, because these values are hard to pin down and
quantify. Such intrusive questionings, and Eagleton’s thoughts on the nature of value
have made me want to explore for myself the origins of arts’ functionless power and
analyse further the implications, and validity of, art which draws strength from self-
delight. This speculation has led me to explore the possibility that the sublime and
beautiful, most commonly associated with eighteenth and early nineteenth-century
Romanticism, might contain qualities which still have relevance for myself and other
artists. | reasoned that if | could examine these qualities and understand their
relationship to wider British culture, | might be able to incorporate the research implicit
in this process into my own artistic practice to positive critical effect. This positive
effect could potentially give my artworks definite utilitarian purpose through cultural
value, thereby creating a robust foundation for a meaningful ongoing visual
demonstration of the relationship between strong feelings, or passions, and their

representative qualities in the sublime and the beautiful.



The search for a visual key to the emotions led me to explore Edmund Burke’s treatise.
Throughout the Enquiry Burke is primarily interested in exploring the reactions of the
eighteenth-century mind to emotive objects and experiences. Burke’s text fascinated
me because the author’s thought process is accessible and appears, on first reading,
to be an empirical guide to perception; a systematic theory of the relationship between
aesthetics and emotions. | found the implications of Burke’s attempt to create an exact
theory of the passions, and how this can be said to affect perception, intoxicating.
Initially the idea that emotion can be stripped of confusion and uncertainty seemed a
contradiction in terms, an impossible daydream in which obscure emotive effect
becomes fixed by intellectual deceit into a consistent theory. However, Burke’s
argument is persuasive and beguiling. Despite fearful reservations and doubts, | was
drawn to the possibility that Burke offers artists a powerful explanation of how
aesthetics, and emotions, can be imagined as informing experience. This is because
the Enquiry, although often based upon rhetorical insights, can easily be interpreted as

an exploration of the mechanics by which artists can capture perceptions of reality.

The text also links aesthetic understanding to a series of conservative moral and
political constructions. This conflating of aesthetics with politics also seemed to be
important because it gave artists of the eighteenth century a means by which they
could potentially link the power of art to the Enquiry’s socio-anthropological
underpinnings. | began to wonder if the mean-spirited nature of Burke’s thoughts on
how eighteenth-century British society operated aesthetically, was still pertinent to
contemporary British society and | was excited by the possibility that a theory existed
which might have the potential to make my art nearer to a facsimile of reality as |

understand it.

Burke’s Enquiry considered as a potential handbook for contemporary cultural

production

Once | had glimpsed the potential usefulness of the Enquiry to contemporary artistic
practice; | began to search for evidence that Burke imagined his aesthetic speculations
as more than just an esoteric theory. | was aware that Burke aimed his treatise at the
literary classes of London in the 1750s, but felt it was important to assess if Burke
believed the Enquiry to be of genuine use to the wider visual arts. This was pertinent
because | did not want my research to be merely an enigmatic and seemingly useless
reflection of eighteenth-century middle-class values. My aim was to explore and
explain a theory of aesthetic judgement to see if | could use this theory as a vehicle for

my own material exploration of ‘self-delight’. ‘Self-delight’, or a feeling of self-worth,



through artistic action, was the minimum aim of my analysis of the Enquiry. This
feeling of self-worth, created through aesthetic activity, was imagined as being
achievable once the cognitive dimensions of the Burkean Sublime were absorbed and
mastered. This research aim was envisaged as a key to the achievement of a
measure of personal sublimity which would end my artistic insecurity. | also wanted to
see if by uncritically obeying eighteenth-century thought processes my art practice

would improve visually and conceptually.

On the first page of the preface to the first edition of the Enquiry (1757) (a second
edition followed in 1759) Burke states that:

‘| imagined it could only be from a diligent examination of our passions in our own
breasts; from a careful survey of the properties of things which we find by experience to
influence those passions; and from a sober and attentive investigation of the laws of
nature, by which those properties are capable of affecting the body, and thus exciting
our passions. If this could be done, it was imagined that the rules deducible from such
an enquiry might be applied to the imitative arts, and to whatever else they concerned,
without much difficulty’ (Burke, 1757:1).

With this statement Burke makes plain that he felt his thesis could be used by artists as
if it were a handbook, a step-by-step guide, or rule book, to the emotions and their
visual expression. | felt Burke’s aspiration to create such a rule book was admirable
and potentially a means to unlocking an important structure of understanding. |
reasoned that even if | found Burke’s theory of the passions to be flawed, my process
of investigation into his speculations would enable me to see the world anew. | then
began to look for examples of contemporary artists who appeared to be still influenced

by the contents of the Enquiry. Luke White argues that:

‘a Damien Hirst catalogue can look as if one is being presented with a practical
demonstration of what art would look like if one were to take Edmund Burke’s famous
writings on the sublime as a handbook for artistic production — which in many ways was
exactly how it was intended’ (White, 2009:71).

White’s statement provides evidence that Burke’s thinking still presents artists with a
visual argument which they are compelled to manifest. White’s opinion is important
because, as a lecturer at Middlesex University and contributor to the Tate’s Art of the
Sublime (2007-11) project, he is an acknowledged and validated member of the culture

defining classes of Britain. This knowledge inspired me to further my research and



consider how it might differ from that of Damien Hirst and how | could manifest Burke’s

presentation of the sublime.
In the beginning: a paralysing excess of implication

A first reading of the Enquiry overwhelmed me. This was because the treatise contains
a myriad of empirical observations and opinions derived from the realities of
eighteenth-century Britain. These concepts are contained within eight distinct texts and
one hundred sub-sections of these texts. Because each sub-section contains an
individual idea or observation, they initially overpowered my ability to synthesis and

organise them all into useful data.

Despite this initial overload of information, two powerful conceptions from the text took
an immediate and intense grip upon my imagination. The first was that throughout the
Enquiry Burke presents the sublime as a terrifyingly powerful force, linked to an instinct
for self-preservation in the face of nature. He also sees the sublime simultaneously as
useful for the validation and enforcement of eighteenth-century middle-class
conservative conceptions of law and order. This interpretation of aesthetics seemed to
offer me an unexpected utilitarian facet to the sublime as a meaningful conduit to the
terror of my lived twentieth and twenty-first century experiences. This seemed

particularly true once the full force of the Covid-19 pandemic took hold in Britain.

The second conception taken from the text had more immediate visual use for material
practice but was also associated with conceptions of what the Burkean Sublime might
mean. W.J.T. Mitchell alerted me to this facet of the Burkean Sublime by arguing that
unions of extreme opposites are employed by Burke to create ‘a principle of the
sublime’ (Freeman, 1995: 44). By searching for examples of such unions in the
Enquiry | discovered that Burke divides words into three types - aggregate words,
abstract words and compounded abstract words - which he uses as devices to express
the rhetorical sublime. Aggregate words represent what Burke calls determinate
compositions, ideas which are whole and clear to the imagination, such as horse or
castle. Simple abstract words stand for one simple idea relating to such a composition
such as a brown horse or a square castle (Burke, 1757-59:149). However,
compounded abstract words are formed from a union, often ‘an arbitrary union’ (Burke,
1757-59:150) of aggregate and simple abstract words. As an artist the potential
importance of this arbitrary union resonated with limitless visual potential. Burke also
seemed to challenge me by stating that compounded abstract words have no real
essence, they conjure up no clear picture in the mind ( Burke, 1757-59:150) and are

therefore, from my perspective, a visual challenge without limit. Such words, he
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suggests, have a strong emotional impact- this he illustrates by quoting Milton’s
‘universe of death’ (Burke, 1757-59:159) . The idea of what a ‘universe of death’ might
look like inspired me to consider compound abstract words as visual compound
abstract expressions. | began to reimagine myself as an artist informed by the idea of
compound abstract expressions. | reasoned that my contemporary perspective meant
that a profound reimagining of Burke’s thoughts was now possible by reinterpreting his

rhetorical conceptions of the sublime as if they were thoughts on the visual.

Burke makes a further exciting claim about the power of individual perception in Part
Five, SECTION VIl of the Enquiry, under the subheading How WORDS influence the

passions, when he states:

‘we find by experience that eloquence and poetry are as capable, nay indeed much
more capable of making a deep and lively impressions than any other arts, and even

than nature itself in very many cases’ (Burke, 1757-59:158).

Here Burke is expressing a belief that powerfully crafted words, such as compounded
abstract words, can express perceptions which exceed nature. This ability to exceed
nature is explained by reasoning that the representative power of words can convey
both the subject and how the orator was affected by the subject ( Burke, 1757-59:158).
Burke’s belief that artful construction can both express lived experience and exceed the
power of nature fascinated me. Essentially Burke became my tutor as | struggled to
express my visual perception with an extreme intensity which aimed to privilege the
boundless over the bounded and excitement over calmness and comfort
(Zizek1989:228). In practice this meant using parts of the Enquiry as springboards, or
speculative ideas, for my visual imagination. | began to think of Burke as providing me
with the route and approximate destination for my research, whilst | would manifest this
new reimagining of the Burkean Sublime through original practice-based research set
in contemporary British contexts. These contexts would be landscapes, both natural

and manmade.

A consideration of the relevance of Burke’s eighteenth-century aesthetic

philosophy in contemporary Britain

The idea that Burke had handed down a visual argument which | needed to make
manifest forced me to research further the Enquiry’s socio-anthropological
underpinnings and assess their potential relevance to contemporary Britain. Barbara
Claire Freeman sums up the interconnectivity between Burke’s aesthetic and political

thought and hints at its continued potential, when she states:



“the originality of Burke’s sublime is that it calls into question our belief in the ‘merely
aesthetic’ and unsettles the notion of an autonomous domain of human experience that

exists independent of political, ethical, and social concerns” (Freeman, 1997:46).

In the eighteenth-century Burke’s ideological aesthetic privileged from a middle-class
perspective, the stability of the natural order which, God the father had given Britain.
Burke is therefore credited with continuing a patriarchal psychology of fear and
entitlement. His Enquiry reflects upon and links aesthetics to oppressive political and
moral arguments, and contributed to meta-anxieties of his day via a successful
aesthetic correlation of the need to present patriarchal social stratification as both
natural and meritorious (Eagleton, 1990:52-60). This action linked aesthetic
understanding to, what is now understood as, a politically right-wing and conservative
world view. In Burke’s eyes a tiny aristocracy and growing middle-class could
experience the sublime through the pleasures of exploitative ambition, the ownership of
expensive properties, artefacts, and paintings, and thrilling leisure-filled trips to
dramatic landscapes. The rest of the population endured what they must. Their
experience of the sublime could be confined to the masochistic affair of labour, which is
both painful in its exertion yet enjoyable in its awakening of energy, according to Burke,
and the passions associated with religion (Eagleton, 1990:56). This Burkean division
of access to the sublime helped reinforce the structures of an eighteenth-century
society which served and entitled the powerful. Effectively Burke was saying that the
elite engage with the sublime by accessing an invigorating energy of the mind whilst
the inferior classes know the sublime mainly through physical struggle (Eagleton,
1990:56-57). This theory leads Eagleton to conclude that aesthetic experience helps to
create a hegemony which ‘is not only a matter of the political state, but is installed

within the labour process itself’ (Eagleton, 1990:57).

| reasoned, initially using anecdotal evidence taken from my lived experiences, that
Burkean notions of a class-based access to the sublime continue to have relevance to
contemporary British society. Religious engagement now appeared, in my view, to be
largely replaced by political commitment, but this fact changed very little because,
according to academics such as John Gray, politics is faith based and essentially ‘a
chapter in the history of religion’ (Gray, 2007:1). Therefore a Burkean trans-
avantgarde re-imagining of landscape was still potentially culturally significant. This
significance was supported by the fact that Burke’s interpretations of the sublime and
the beautiful still seemed to signify a comprehensible British version of reality; a reality
informed by terror and the sublime, and still accessed in much the same way as it was

in the eighteenth-century.
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A brief snapshot of evidence supporting the claim that eighteenth-century

conceptions of social rights are still relevant to British culture

When organising my initial research | reflected upon the conditions required in
contemporary British society to make Burke’s interpretation of the sublime irrelevant.
This allowed me to conclude that if Britain could be imagined as a just society where
everyone is welcomed and supported, a society which exists in a permanent state of
contentment and harmony with nature, a bucolic paradise in which nobody dies or is
overwhelmed by paralysing disease, poverty, loneliness, despair, or class-based
exclusion, then the terror of the sublime would be irrelevant. This imagination defying
interpretation of Britain convinced me to continue my studies and to find evidence
which supported my theory that twenty-first century British society is a terrifying and

sublime construction in which eighteenth-century values are still prevalent.

According to Gregory Clark’s study of the British class system, ‘even after the
monumental changes of the Industrial revolution and the introduction of universal
education’[...]'it takes around 10 generations for someone at the highest or lowest
levels of society to reach the middle classes’ (Robson,2016). This data is either
comforting or disturbing depending upon your viewpoint. If true, it means that access
to the sublime experience is largely fixed for life, making it a representation of an
inherited destiny which the individual makes manifest through action. What cannot be
contested is the existence of a class system in Britain in which wealth disparity is

extreme, just as it was in the eighteenth-century.

According to the Office for National Statistics figures on wealth inequality, in 2014,
Britain’s richest 1% owned as much wealth as the poorest 55% of the population
(Inman,2014). Such inequality is still accepted as natural, and meritorious, by nearly
half of the British population according to statistics published by the Equality Trust
(Wyporska,2018). This body revealed in 2013 that only 51% of the population believe
the wealth gap in Britain to be unfair (Wyporska,2018). This faith in a societal order
which is both natural and meritorious means that poverty within the lower classes of
Britain is tolerated. In 2018 The Independent ran the headline ‘Food bank use in UK
reaches highest rate on record as benefits fail to cover basic costs’ (Bulman,2018).
The article also featured a quote by Tess Lanning, director of the Living Wage
Foundation who claimed that ‘over a third of parents working full-time and earning less
than the real Living Wage are now regularly skipping meals’ (Bulman,2018). Even
within professions, class-consciousness and the stratification of society based on

access to wealth, advantages those from affluent backgrounds, much as it did in the
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eighteenth-century. Within UK professions such as medicine and finance, individuals
from working class backgrounds earn significantly less than their more privileged peers
(Sellgren,2017). These facts, collated by the Social Mobility Commission, caused the
commission’s chairman Alan Milburn, to conclude in 2017 that the UK remains a deeply
elitist society (Sellgren,2017). In 2019 the commission, in collaboration with the Sutton
Trust, issued a report examining the link between private education and Britain’s most
influential jobs. The report defined influential jobs as ‘politicians, CEOs, A-list
celebrities, journalists, musicians, judges and other high-ranking figures’ (Sabin,2019),
who collectively represent the culture-defining classes. The report concluded that
‘social mobility is being restricted by the vast likelihood that former private school pupils
will take top jobs’ (Sabin,2019). The likelihood of privately educated individuals joining
the culture-defining classes is aided by what is described, in a report which ostensibly
purports to condemn inequality, as this elite’s highly developed soft skills, their
confidence, articulate nature, team working skills and academic excellence
(Sabin,2019).

This elitism and self-confident sense of natural entitlement is often reflected in the
attitudes to be found within the British government. In 2012 privately-educated Ben
Bradley, who became the Conservative Party vice chairman in 2018 aged twenty-eight,
(Cambridge, 2018) blogged that without a cap on benefits the UK could be ‘drowning in
a sea of unemployed wasters’ (Lister,2018), and suggested that benefit-claimants
should be offered sterilisation (Lister,2018). Fear of a parasitic Other which is obscure
yet powerful enough to undermine British identity, may have been a factor influencing
the Brexit decision in 2016. A poll conducted by the Tory peer Lord Ashcroft supports
the idea that Brexit symbolised a psychological longing to retreat into a cultural past, a
past hostile to ‘multiculturalism, social liberalism, feminism and environmentalism’
(Chu,2016). However, along with such obvious psychological fearfulness,
contemporary conceptions of Otherness, appropriate to Burke, often arise, seemingly

unconsciously, at the heart of British culture.

Despite, or perhaps because of, the effects of inequality, conservative political thinking
is still the dominant political force in British society. This dominance was most recently
demonstrated by the general election triumph of the Tory party in 2019 and the local

election success of 2021. Such political victories show that British society continues to
support conservative values, much as it did in the eighteenth-century when Burke was

formulating his interpretation of the meaning and function of the terror of the sublime.
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Who are the Culture Defining Classes?

The term ‘Culture Defining Classes’ is used in this thesis to signify those in society with
the power to influence others and effectively set limits on conceptions of good taste. In
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the culture definers of Britain were a relatively
small cohort mainly drawn from the middle and upper classes. Only a small number of
exceptionally talented working-class individuals, like Turner or John Martin, managed

to join this elite.

Today, creating a definition of the culture-defining classes, that clearly states who is
part of this group is more complex. This complexity has been created by the impact of
increased access to education and social mobility resulting from the post-war social
contract. In this thesis | argue that anyone who influences British culture, from any
class or background, is part of the contemporary culture defining classes. However,
because identity and perception are informed by experience and access to social
power, those with the greatest access to social or cultural capital have an implicit
advantage over other groups in the struggle to become influencers. As a group, culture
definers, such as gallerists, curators, critics and artists accepted into these influential
circles, can choose to use the power of patronage and their authority to mediate artistic
activity. Without the patronage of this cohort the activities of painting and drawing can
exist and achieve excellence, as the artistic productivity of Eric Tucker proves, but
where artists can find favour with the culture-defining classes, as David Hockney and
Anthony Gormley have, their careers flourish and this can lead to the artist joining the

ranks of the British culture defining classes by becoming influencers themselves.

gl ’7;*\“ O"uv *l
Fig 1. L-R Eric Tucker Bare Arsed (1970-79) David Hockney Pool with Two Figures
(1972) Anthony Gormley Angel of the North (1998)
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My primary research aim, and research question
My research seeks to answer the question:

to what extent can Burke’s aesthetic philosophy, as defined in the Enquiry (1757-59),
be used as an applied methodology in the production of contemporary Burkean

landscapes and spaces?

This question is important because | wish to capture the transmutable energy of
sublime landscape and present this to audiences, thereby creating a bridge of
empathy, through material thinking, which has an emotional impact relevant to Burkean
interpretations of the sublime. This impact is itself important because of the way art
explicitly constructs society through its normative power and relationship to reality. |
am attempting to create artworks which offer an alternative way of looking at British
spaces by exploring how ideas taken from the past can reflect the present and suggest
future possibilities. Theoretically my research may create material outcomes of interest
to others. Potentially some of my future audiences will contain those who struggle with
their own emotional faculties, and reflections upon culturally constructed perceptions of

reality.

My primary research question is largely explored through visual production in parts two
three and four of the following discourse. These chapters make an original contribution
to knowledge through the fusing of aesthetic instructions from the Enquiry into
contemporary representations of space. In these chapters | am effectively asking what
the Enquiry can mean for me as a twenty-first century working class artist exploring
landscape? The aim of this literal approach to production is to make artworks sites of

visual research and interpretation, or hermeneutical phenomenology.
Research structure and secondary research questions explained

The research in parts two to four of this thesis is given context by secondary or
supportive research. A historical explanation of the sublime’s development as concept,
before Burke, sets the scene for analysis of the Enquiry and attempts to describe the
sublime as a developing idea or state of mind. This section addresses the question:
what was the sublime before Burke’s Enquiry, why did it have meaning, and how did

this influence Burke?

A literature review which acts as an appraisal of contemporary interpretations of the
Enquiry is also included in this thesis. To keep this review focussed only authors

whose work deals directly with the Enquiry and who have been published within the
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last thirty years, are included. These selected voices act as a testament to the
aesthetic influence of Burke in the postmodern era and represent the various biases of

the culture-defining classes’ interpretations of Burkean aesthetic theory.

Further sub-questions are raised throughout this essay by texts which stimulated my
practice-based research and situated it within the context of contemporary artistic
practice. The hierarchical relationship between the primary and secondary-questions
mirrors the way in which Burke laid out his speculative research process in the Enquiry,
moving as he did from overall perceptions of the sublime and the beautiful to specific
examples. | have also made copious use of subheadings in my argument, echoing

Burke’s structural layout of the Enquiry which contained one hundred such devices.
The role sketchbooks have in my research methodology explained

Burke privileges the unrefined nature of sketchbook work above finished paintings in
the Enquiry because he argues that sketches offer the viewer the prospect of both
visual development and a degree of present uncertainty. He argues that these
qualities are linked to the idea of the sublime and infinity (Burke, 1757-59:70). Burke’s
reasoning motivated me to imagine my sketchbooks as visual extensions of his
treatise, which could also explore and develop my key research questions. This meant
that my sketchbooks became centrally positioned within my research and offered a
convenient conduit for development because of their constantly evolving nature. My
manner of thinking about the usefulness of sketchbooks evolved during my research

process as | explored how the many ideas in the Enquiry can relate to representation.

The struggle implicit in any research process has given my sketchbooks an aesthetic
quality informed by the deliberate slowness of my reflective process. This process
makes many of my drawings and texts appear unlike many contemporary, or past,
landscape artists. This gulf of difference can be demonstrated by comparing Turner’s
masterfully observed Study for a Shipwreck (1805) with my Study for a Seascape
(2016). Turner’s drawing is a swiftly executed invention which is spontaneously
rendered using a minimum of mark making. His sketch is part of a working process
intended for the artist’s eyes only. By contrast my drawing gropes for form as | struggle
with ideas which are new, unvalidated and form a record of academic adventure into
the unknown. Essentially my journey is less of a skilled work process and more of a
process of conceptual academic distillation in which the sketchbook presents imperfect

performances of the mind for the critique of imagined future audiences.
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Fig 3. Paul Vousden Study for a Seascape (2016). 25.5cm by 13.5cm

Often the drawings which resulted from my laboured process of critique have led my
research. This development has evolved because the act of drawing naturally extends
exponentially the themes and intentions | have researched. This exponential process
became increasingly non-linear and complex as research progressed. In very general
terms as my research developed the more important my sketchbooks became in the

process of exploring the seemingly unbounded potentiality of the Burkean Sublime.

My use of sketchbooks as research tools can be demonstrated by following Burke’s
very simplistic observations upon the properties of lines. Essentially Burke argues that
gently curving lines, or shapes, are beautiful and therefore cannot express the terror of

the sublime (Burke, 1757-59:105). This concept is explored in more detail in Part Two
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(pages 79-80,91). In order to test Burke’'s argument and its ability to still inform
contemporary depictions of space | began writing down interpretations of Burkean
themes and their relationship to objects and the process of object depiction. | then
produced several sketchbook drawings which sought to create obscure but
nevertheless horrifying forms with terrifying associative meaning using curving lines

and shapes.
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Fig 4. Paul Vousden L-R Various sketchbook drawings exploring the concept that

curved lines express the beautiful (2016). Variously sized in differing sketchbooks

My reflective processes continued until the digital drawing and print Serpentine Line
(2016) (fig 5) was imagined. Drawing and written reflection both allowed me to
conceive the drawing in which something obscure, perhaps suggestive of diseased
bone, rises from the sea, this something is depicted without using any angular lines.
The form is clearly designed to be ugly, but | think the use of a gently curving lines
softens the effect of this miscreation. By exploring Burke’s linear conception using
drawing and written reflection as a conduit, | was therefore able to question Burke’s
articulations on the nature of line in presentations of landscape and signify a limit to his

validity using visual associative meaning.

Toward the conclusion of my research process | realised that my methodology had

turned my sketchbooks into valuable research statements which demonstrated my
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divergent thinking. These artefacts offered viewers insights into the motivations
underpinning the larger visual experiments which were subsequently executed outside
the confines of sketchbook experiments. This made my sketchbooks interpretable as
nexus points for my wider practice and many of the drawings within can be thought of
as cartoons for future paintings. Although physically very different from the art books of
Anselm Kiefer, these objects nevertheless share the idea of the artist’'s book as an
‘original and individual form of art’ which attempts to communicate a ‘message’
(Arasse, 2001:57).

Fig 5. Paul Vousden Serpentine Line (2016) digital print. 32cm by 42cm
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Fig 6. Anselm Kiefer Siegfried’s Difficult Way to Brunhilde (1977) and The
Cauterization of the Rural District of Buchen (1975)

A brief introduction to the concepts of the horizontal, vertical, and

transcendental sublime

In this thesis the horizontal sublime is imagined as the British coastline or border. This
edge space represents, for many, a vulnerable physical barrier between an idealised
Britain and a technologically driven borderless, vast, and profoundly Other, world of
global capitalism, terrorism, disease, and increasing environmental crisis. British
culture has shaped how people perceive this edge space and Burke’s Enquiry has
added to this process. My material research associated with the British coastline
focusses on the sea defences, sea and seafront at Sheringham in Norfolk. Since 1995,
20,000 tonnes of Norwegian rock have been deposited on the beach to preserve it
against erosion. The rocks are massive, visually awesome, interlopers in the British
landscape. Their presence protects Sheringham from wave-attack, but they are
profoundly Other, alien and, because of their scale and age, beyond comprehension.

This research took place between October 2015 and September 2018.
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Fig 7. Paul Vousden The Norwegian Giants (2015) digital photograph

The vertical sublime is imagined as that which descends into the underworld and
conjures up ideas of the abyss. In the Enquiry Burke considers why darkness is
terrible, he also conceptually links privation to ideas of hell and the ‘black realms of
darkness’ and ‘dominions of the dead’ (Burke, 1757-59:65). Essentially Burke
expresses a terror of the dark that all diurnal creatures share. This vision of terror is
not grandly beautiful, it is an emotional expression of distress (Bell,Lyall,2002:5). My
practice-based research explores the abyss by focussing on Burkean concepts of
association, darkness, hell, social stratification, access to the sublime via labour and
privation as embodied by the physical space of the Apedale mine in Staffordshire. This

research took placed between October 2018 and January 2020.

Fig 8. Paul Vousden Mineshaft at Apedale (2019) digital photograph

19



The transcendental sublime is imagined as being represented by the power and
magnificence of buildings which embody the state. Burke states in the Enquiry that
there is a direct connection between kings, institutions of power and terror
(Burke,1757-59:62). The practice-based research linked to conceptions of the Burkean
Transcendental Sublime, focusses on the architectural splendour of Westminster
Abbey and the terror and awe it inspires. This final phase of research was completed

between early 2020 and the summer of 2021 and is heavily informed by the Covid-19

pandemic.

Fig 9. Exterior of Westminster Abbey

Within all these spaces | will link, where possible, my virtually unknown artistic practice
to the work of other more established contemporary British artists, and those drawn
from the culture defining classes of the eighteenth and nineteenth-centuries. This
process aims to demonstrate to the reader the usefulness of Burke’s Enquiry as a text

which theoretically could inform British cultures’ various levels of influence.

Most importantly of all my practice-based research aims to create three Burkean
contemporary landscapes. This research converts Burkean philosophy into a record of
material activity with new discursive and aesthetic value. In the places defined as the
Burkean Horizontal and Burkean Vertical Sublime, space is considered as a
combination of experienced physical reality informed by a psychological projection of
the Enquiry. In the area defined as indicative of the Burkean Transcendental Sublime

the disruptive influence of the Covid-19 pandemic made empirical observation of this
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space impractical and dangerous. Therefore this chapter of research is entirely a
psychological projection of Burkean thought and demonstrates how this thesis can still
be usefully employed to stimulate artistic reflexivity, and activity, even in the most

stressful of circumstances.
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Part One Section 1
Introduction

It is important to acknowledge that much of what is written in the Enquiry extends, or
echoes, the work of earlier thinkers. In this chapter | have explored the nature of
Burke’s text and how it draws strength, and validity, from a broad range of earlier
authoritative aesthetic influences. This research was important because | knew that
trying to make visible, through drawing and painting, spaces informed by themes of the
Burkean sublime, such as obscurity, power, emotion, and associative meanings
connected to spaces, would be no easy task. | therefore needed to understand and
explore where many of the themes of the Burkean Sublime came from to fully acquaint
myself with the developing trajectories of psychological meanings which eventually led

to the Enquiry.
An overview of the Enquiry

Edmund Burke published his first edition of A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of
our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful in 1757. According to Adam Phillips, author of
the introductory notes included in the Oxford World’s Classics publication of Burke’s
Enquiry, motivation for writing the treatise was opportunistic. Phillips states that by the
early eighteenth-century the sublime had acquired cult status amongst the literary
classes. Burke, as a young man, was eager to take his place amongst the British
culture defining classes, and therefore used the theme of the sublime to identify himself
with their carefully cultivated image of intellectual exclusivity and superiority (Phillips,
1990:10).

The structure of the Enquiry initially consisted of a short preface, contents list, and five
subdivisions exploring how ideas of the sublime and the beautiful might be understood,
experienced and created. In the first of these subdivisions, entitled Part 1, Burke
concentrates his attention upon reality and how it is filtered through the mind and the
body to create perception. Burke’s findings in Part 1 are organised under nineteen
various headings, or sections. These sections are important because they are distinct
arguments or observations which collectively relate to Burke’s overall aesthetic
argument. In Part 2 he focusses his attention upon the sublime and primarily how it is
caused and experienced through perception and passion. Part 2 is organised into
twenty- two sectional headings which reflect upon both the sublime of nature and the
sublime of the human construct. Part 3 which consists of twenty-seven sections, is

devoted to the properties of beauty and ends by comparing the sublime to the beautiful.
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In Part 4 Burke considers the external causes of the sublime and beautiful. His
arguments in this section of text often elaborate upon previous observations, as if to
reinforce thought processes, and is comprised of twenty-five sections. Part 5 of the
text is devoted to considering the power of words to evoke the sublime, this

comparatively small passage of text is made up from seven sections.

In the following chapter the most important of these sections, which in total number one
hundred, will be explored to examine their continuing relevance, or lack of applicability,

to contemporary practice-based research.

In 1759, possibly in response to Hume’s Of the Standard of Taste (1757), which
sceptically questions aesthetic experience, and wider public reaction to the Enquiry,
Burke published a second edition of the treatise which contained a revised preface, an
additional text entitled the Introduction on Taste, and a section on Power. The purpose
of these new texts was to both defend Burke’s original publication and to suggest that
limits and laws could be applied to issues of taste which bond society together. These

additions to Burke’s treatise will also be analysed in forthcoming chapters.

Tom Furniss claims that Isaac Kramnick’s psychobiography, The Rage of Edmund
Burke (1977) makes explicit the middle classes’ ownership of the sublime in the
eighteenth-century (Furniss,1995:5). Essentially both the 1757 and the 1759 texts
propose a view on aesthetics which makes a significant contribution to the culture-
defining classes of the eighteenth-century’s embrace of obscurity and Romanticism. In
the Enquiry Burke equated the sublime, according to Thomas Weiskel, to a
physiological response, derived from natural objects which is akin to ‘an active
response to an internal and/or external danger’ (Furniss, 1993:25-29). Burke’s

responsiveness to natural objects was inspired by the example of On Sublimity.
Edmund Burke’s debt to Dionysius Longinus

The first known treatise of any theoretical value to explore the sublime was entitled Peri
Hupsos or On Sublimity. This essay is thought to have been written sometime in the
first century and is only partially preserved - approximately thirty-five percent of the
original has been lost (Heath,2012:16). Given the text’s age, its authorship is
unsurprisingly contested. The Greek philosopher Dionysius Longinus is sometimes
given credit for the work whose importance to sublime discourse centres on how
rhetoric can be best delivered to move or persuade an audience. In The Sublime: the
New Critical Idiom (2006), Philip Shaw acknowledges that although rhetoric is ‘the

primary determinate of the sublime’, (Shaw, 2006:28) Longinus recognises nature as
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providing the seeds of great thoughts in mankind. Longinus explains that we admire
the grandeur of great rivers, oceans and mountains because they make evident the
‘glory of God’ and fill us with elevating awe (Shaw, 2006:14-28). By the eighteenth-
century On Sublimity had acquired cult status among the literary classes (Phillips,
1990:10). It is known that Burke was familiar with the text, he states as much early in
the Enquiry when he describes the observations of Longinus as an ‘incomparable
discourse’ upon the sublime (Burke, 1757-59:1). Burke was also eager, according to
Phillips, to “link the experience of certain kinds of ‘great’ literature with the experience
of that other recently fashionable eighteenth—century pleasure, the natural landscape”
(Phillips, 1990:10-11). Perhaps the most important lesson Burke gleaned from
Longinus, as seen from the perspective of a contemporary painter, was that the energy
of the sublime had the potentiality for movement through the integration of the self to
the object or concept. This he clearly expresses in the Enquiry, in Part One, under the
sub-heading SECTION XVII: AMBITION when he states:

‘Now whatever either on good or upon bad grounds tends to raise a man in his own
opinion, produces a sort of swelling and triumph that is extremely grateful to the human
mind; and this swelling is never more perceived, nor operates with more force, than
when without danger we are conversant with terrible objects, the mind always claiming
to itself some part of the dignity and importance of the things which it contemplates.
Hence proceeds what Longinus has observed of that glorying and sense of inward
greatness, that always fills the reader of such passages in poets and orators as are
sublime; it is what every man must have felt in himself upon such occasions’ (Burke,
1757-59:46-47).

Burke believed that objects can so entirely fill the mind that assimilation between the
object and the mind was possible. Once the mind has relinquished ‘its power over the
world it perceives’ (Ashfield, de Bolla,1996:128) then, in Burke’s opinion, the
experience of opening-up, surrendering consciousness to perception, leads to
intensified self-presence. This intensification leads to ‘delight’, a term he used to
explain a state of being in which the individual experiences the thrill of the sublime in
response to a safe source of terror, such as a painting or awe-inspiring landscape
(Furniss, 1993:29). The sense of transgression and elevating awe, derived from
viewing the natural world, which Longinus describes, becomes linked to the
possibilities of painting and drawing by Burke. In Part Five of the Enquiry under the
subheading of SECTION 1: Of WORDS Burke makes the link between feeling and

painting explicit when he states that:
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‘Natural objects affect us, by the laws of that connexion, which Providence has
established between certain motions and configurations of bodies, and certain
consequent feelings in our minds. Painting affects in the same manner but with the

superadded pleasure of imitation’ (Burke, 1757-9:149).

Burke’s insistence upon the pleasure which the viewer experiences through perceiving
imitation is important as he is connecting pleasure to the minds ability to reflect upon
the process of painting, and paintings’ relationship to culture’s laws of connection which

give some objects, such as great rivers, oceans and mountains, emotive power.
Obscurity and the power of rhetoric for Longinus and Burke

Both Burke and Longinus privileged the power of the word to express the elevating
effects of the sublime upon their respective culture-defining classes and linked
appreciation of the sublime to exclusivity, to the best and brightest thinkers in society.
Longinus achieved this aim by linking the didactics of sublime rhetoric to great
speakers such as Aristotle, Cicero and Quintilian (Lyotard, 2010:31). He also
introduces into sublime discourse the concept of formlessness which Burke later
develops. Shaw states that Longinus ‘secretly regards his subject as formally
unteachable’, and that ‘the sublime is something that the elevated individual
instinctively knows: one does not learn the sublime, one catches it, like a divine
contagion’ (Shaw, 2006:12-13). The stress Longinus ‘places on a mode of speech that
is indeterminate or without form,” (Shaw, 2006:12) is important because it implies that
the speaker who aspires to the sublime can never achieve that goal through the
dogged pursuit of logic, clarity and study. The sublime is therefore something eluding
definition: a God-given imaginative X-factor, je ne sais quoi, or genius (Shaw, 2006:12-
13).

For those privileged culture definers aspiring to sublime rhetoric Longinus offers advice
by way of illustrative texts and descriptions of the affects these have on audiences. He
attempts to make the argument that it is within the ‘elite’ reader’s ‘power to achieve
greatness’ (Heath, 2012:22) if an effort to cultivate appreciation of the sublime is
undertaken. Longinus divides his analysis of the sublime into five sources: thought,
emotion, figures of speech and thought, diction and composition. According to
Malcolm Heath in his essay Longinus and the Ancient Sublime, analysis of these
sources ‘together with its richly illustrated elaboration, is the basis of the text’s claim to
practical usefulness’ (Heath, 2012:17). For Longinus the ideal speaker is one who can
make art appear natural and whose natural talents are informed by a concealed

understanding of art creating a harmonised whole (Heath, 2012:22). Such a speaker,
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according to Longinus has the ability to produce ‘ecstasy rather than persuasion in the
hearer’ (Freeman, 1997:17) and create a state of transportation which is the mark of
sublimity. In Part One of the Enquiry under the subheading SECTION IV: Of the
difference between CLEARNESS and OBSCURITY with regard to the passions, Burke

states that:

‘The proper manner of conveying the affections of the mind from one to another, is by
words; there is a great insufficiency in all other methods of communication,” and ‘a
great clearness helps but little towards affecting the passions, as it is in some sort an

enemy to all enthusiasms whatsoever.’ (Burke, 1757-59:56)

With these words Burke restates the Peri Hupsos text’s privileging of rhetoric and the
imagination unconcerned with strictly illustrational re-imaginings of reality. However,
Burke’s conception of an instinctive understanding of the sublime diverges from that of
Longinus. Burke states, in his INTRODUCTION ON TASTE that:

‘wrong Taste is a defect of judgement. And this may arise from a natural weakness of
understanding (in whatever the strength of that faculty may consist) or, which is more
commonly the case, it may arise from a want of proper and well-directed exercise,’
(Burke, 1757-59:23).

Burke may believe, like Longinus, that the greatest minds in society are instinctively
drawn to the sublime, but in his speculations upon taste he lays greater emphasis in
the belief that the sublime can be understood through study and experience. Burke
also asserts that the acquisition of taste comes at a heavy cost. He states toward the
end of his INTRODUCTION ON TASTE that:

‘it frequently happens that a very poor judge, merely by force of a greater complexional
sensibility, is more affected by a very poor piece, than the best judge by the most
perfect; for as every thing new, extraordinary, grand, or passionate is well calculated to
affect such a person, and that the faults do not affect him, his pleasure is more pure
and unmixed;’ (Burke, 1757-59:24).

Burke surprises the reader by illustrating how the effort to understand taste has a
paradoxical capacity, even within the sensitive, to undermine the ability to be moved by
aesthetic experience. Effectively he is arguing that the struggle to understand the

sublime risks undermining the intensity of experience itself.
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The influence of Sappho of Lesbos upon Burke

Longinus cites one female poet in his treatise, Sappho of Lesbos, whose early sixth
century B.C. poem Plainetai Moi is excellent in his view because of her ‘ability to
harmonize difference and create an organic whole’ (Freeman, 1995:13). This single
female poem plays a vital role in in the early theorization of the sublime. Sappho gives
shape to an encounter with excess, in this instance an excess of passion or, as
Longinus states, ‘the madness of being in love’ (Freeman, 1995:14). The concept of
ecstasy, as described by Sappho, is interpreted in the contemporary context by
Barbara Claire Freeman, in The Feminine Sublime : Gender and Excess in Women’s
Fiction (1995), as extending sublimity beyond the masculine desire for domination.
Sappho’s lyric, despite its varying translations, comes close to the limits of emotional

representation and self-annihilation according to Freeman.

The theme of ecstasy undermining the integrity of the self is hugely important to the
development of sublime discourse. Sappho’s lyric articulates a vision of sublimity
which has the courage to embrace vulnerability whilst ignoring the rivalry and power
associated with the Longinian Sublime. Her creative expression of experience
foregrounds ‘the deployment of agency to intensify and underscore the wish for
dispossession, and to recognize in the scene of self-dispersal a site of self-

empowerment’ (Freeman, 1995:19).

Passion and love would later inspire Burke’s gendered view of the sublime and the
beautiful. He also embraced the notion that emotional trauma, or sensory distress,
could have positive effects in terms of empowerment and health. However, despite
Burke’s interest in the question of whether the sublime supports or undermines notions
of the self he chose to ignore feminine notions of the sublime as expressed in On
Sublimity. The madness of love is a theme of the sublime explored in the Enquiry,
however, Burke privileges the male perspective. In Part 1 Section VIII of the text,

under the sub-heading Of the passions which belong to SOCIETY Burke states:

‘if you listen to the complaints of a forsaken lover, you observe, that he insists largely
on the pleasures which he enjoyed, or hoped to enjoy, and on the perfection of the
object of his desires; it is the loss which is always uppermost in his mind. The violent
effects produced by love, which has sometimes been even wrought up to madness, is
no objection to the rule which we seek to establish. When men have suffered their
imaginations to be long affected with any idea, it so wholly engrosses them as to shut

out by degrees almost every other,” (Burke, 1757-59:37).
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Burke hands the concept of the sublime as a way of contemplating excess and a ‘key
to a new kind of subjectivity’ (Phillips, 1990:9) to the forsaken male lover, imagined as
a more suitably robust vessel than the female. For Burke the male alone has the
capacity to internalise the violent effects of love (Burke, 1757-9:37). Burke’s exclusion
of the feminine sublime is curious given his stated admiration for On Sublimity.
Possibly Burke chose to ignore the example of Plainetai Moi simply because the text

did not fit with his conservative and oppressive patriarchal world view
The unrecorded sublime

After On Sublimity, interest in the aesthetic of the sublime appears to have faded back
into the fog of unrecorded history. No documentation, or artefact, considering the
aesthetic of the sublime has been discovered, either in Britain or in Europe, between
the first and the sixteenth century. This does not mean that the phenomena of the
natural sublime somehow disappeared, or that humanity stopped creating
constructions which were grandiose and overwhelming, such as medieval cathedrals
and castles, it simply means that the sublime, as recorded concept appears to have
fallen from favour. Why this should be can only be speculated upon, Burke offers one

possible explanation in the Enquiry, when he states:

‘When dangers or pain press too nearly, they are incapable of giving any delight, and
are simply terrible,” (Burke, 1757-59:36).

Perhaps even more importantly throughout the period in question Christianity offered
humanity a comforting ‘tale of progress or redemption’ (Gray, 2002:174) which added
divine meaning to life. It could be argued that the rise of Christianity offered such a
grandiose and uplifting view of human possibility, including the promise of everlasting
life and dominion over nature, that nature and its terror lost potency. The loss of
sublime terror would be especially true for those virtuous souls who felt themselves
unthreatened by the prospect of Hell. In this interpretation of cultural development, the
New Testament provides a spiritually enriching source of sublime feeling and thereby
offers, for the educated culture defining classes, a ‘death of death’, ‘a victory over the
tomb’, (Kristeva,1989:135). temporarily taming death itself, or as Burke would later
describe it, the sublime ‘king of terrors’ (Burke, 1757-59:36).
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The shock of the Reformation

Comforting faith in identity creating work, and ritual, became increasingly problematic in
Britain and northern Europe once the Reformation took hold. The Reformation moved
spiritual emphasis away from the exclusivity of a hierarchical priesthood of the church
toward that of a universal priesthood of all Christians. This shift towards individual
responsibility for the creation of a relationship with God was, for many, a destabilising
shock. Indulgences and patronage no longer assured access to the kingdom of
heaven, instead ‘Martin Luther formulated a mystical call for suffering as a means of
access to heaven’ (Kristeva, 1989:120). In, The Intellectual Life of Edmund Burke
(2014), Bromwich states that Protestantism eroded the restraints in society which
assured the docility and obedience of the masses through a fear of God. This process
of erosion however did not lead to a radical revolution, according to Burke, because a

fear of God was swiftly replaced by a ‘fear of man’ (Bromwich, 2014:13).

Fig 10. Hans Holbein The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb (1521-22)

Hans Holbein’s painting The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb (1521-22)
encapsulates this strange new unmediated relationship to God and access to sublime
feeling through art. In the painting Holbein produced a life size representation of a
corpse which has been beaten, wounded and crucified. The face of Christ is swollen,
bruised and bloodstained, his eyes are open and glassy, and ‘bears the expression of a
hopeless grief’ ‘without the promise of Resurrection’ (Kristeva, 1989:108-110). With
this image Holbein resurrects the terror of the natural sublime in the guise of death,
nature is implacable, a dark ‘senseless eternal power, to which everything is
subordinated’ (Kristeva, 1989:109). Holbein’s representation of a corpse is shocking
because of its extreme austerity, it is a minimalist metaphor, devoid of the theatrical
comfort of Classicism. Holbein’s image has no sense of transcendence, it is simply an
isolated corpse in a closed-in coffin barely twelve inches high, rendered in a dark
palette of flesh tones, greys, greens and browns. The corpse appears to be captured
in that moment when the link between Christ to the Father has been briefly broken,

thus becoming a metaphor for the many separations which inform, threaten and
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unbalance the emotional life of individuals (Kristeva, 1989:132). Holbein’s Dead Christ
is therefore a poignant reflection of the spirit of the Reformation, an anxious zeitgeist
newly suspicious of Catholicism’s tendency to beautify Christ’'s death (Kristeva,
1989:113-119). The painting can be thought of as an aesthetic symbol of the rebirth of

terror and the sublime in Protestant northern Europe.

Holbein’s withdrawal from beauty is important for the development of sublime discourse
because by adopting ‘the aesthetic position of a disenchanted verist’ (Kristeva,
1989:126), he creates a precedent for investigation which others, including Burke in the
Enquiry, could follow. Holbein’s example of psychological and aesthetic aloofness sets
a precedent for Burke’s belief that the spectator desires spectacle ‘not in order to watch
the triumph of virtue but simply to watch’ (Bromwich, 2014:61). This detachment also
validates Burke’s belief that it is possible to reflect upon the passions which inform
works of art and see them as ‘relevant evidence of what we are’ and ‘instructive for the

science of human nature’ (Bromwich, 2016:61-62).
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The English law of the heart

According to Eagleton (1990) a unique combination of beneficial economic and political
forces coalesced in England during and after the sixteenth century, resulting in an
explosion of aesthetic speculation in the eighteenth century. A renewed interest in the
sublime was also prompted by Boileau’s French translation of Longinus’ Peri Hypsous
(1674) and John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667-74). According to Samuel Monk the first
half of the eighteenth century saw the authority of tradition displaced by a new
emphasis upon the legitimacy of individual experience. Monk also stresses that as the
century progressed discourse surrounding the sublime began abandoning rhetorical
questions central to Peri Hypsous in favour of ‘psychological responses to nature in its
irregular or vast aspects’ (Monk, 1960:63-83). Burke’s innovative aesthetic treatise can
therefore be understood as a logical extension of a wider eighteenth-century discourse
which was both psychological, politically expedient and pragmatic. Knowledge of this
discourse is useful to the student of Burkean aesthetic philosophy because it clearly
shows how Burke built upon the thoughts of his predecessors, taking themes from their

thinking, and adding them to his wider aesthetic speculations.

According to Philip Shaw in The Sublime: The New Ceritical Idiom (2006) John Milton’s
epic Paradise Lost (1667-74) provides for the eighteenth-century culture-defining
classes evidence of the superiority of the Christian imaging of the sublime over the
pagan. Although Milton, like pagan philosophers before him, is exclusively concerned
with the power of language to evoke the sublime, Paradise Lost is distinguishable from
these predecessors because of its comprehension of the immaterial and the ideal as
provided by the transcendental conception of God. The transformational power of the

word is thereby associated with more than the pagan evocation of natural terror.

Burke repeatedly quotes from Milton in the Enquiry; Milton’s description of death and
Satan are both explorations of abstract concepts and both have a powerful affect, on
the imagination of Burke. Burke describes Milton’s imagining of death as ‘admirably
studied’ and ‘astonishing’ ( Burke, 1757-59:55). He concludes that Milton has achieved
an expressive affect upon the reader using obscurity, darkness, uncertainty, and
confusion, thereby making description ‘terrible and sublime to the last degree’
(Burke,1757-59:55). Burke is equally admiring of Milton’s evocation of Satan;
suggesting that in this portrait the mind is overwhelmed by a multitude of ‘great and
confused images which affect because they are crowded and confused’ (Burke, 1757-
9:57).
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In the treatise The Sacred Theory of the Earth (1680-1689) Thomas Burnet, a
Cambridge educated theologian, moves beyond a celebration of serene or charming
landscape and instead begins privileging wild or irregular seascapes and mountains
which are naturally full of obscurities, and visual confusions. Burnet’s text places an
image of the divine not within reasoned beauty but within spaces in which ‘the orders of
beauty collapse’ (Shaw, 2006:30). Burnet does not offer the reader the oppositional,
and gendered, conceptual distinctions between the sublime and the beautiful, which
Burke would later conceptualise, but he does emphasize that reason is linked to beauty

whilst the sublime is emotionally charged (Shaw, 2006:30).

John Dennis (1657-1734), a Cambridge educated literary critic also reasoned, like
Burnet, that the natural sublime represented the awesome majesty of God. However,
Dennis added that nature itself was not sublime unless perceived as such by cognitive
process. The sublime, according to Dennis, was neither entirely external to the self nor
entirely internal, instead the sublime experience occurred when object and self
interacted. In the text The Grounds of Criticism (1704) Dennis explained this symbiotic
relationship between self and beyond the self in terms of ordinary passion and
enthusiasm. Dennis stated that ordinary, or vulgar passions such as anger and awe
were easily comprehended. In contrast to these run-of-the-mill emotions, enthusiasm
is described by Dennis as being linked to ‘the meditation of things that belong not to
common life’ (Ashfield and de Bolla,1996:35). God above all else was considered by
Dennis to be not common to life and therefore the capacity for discerning appreciation
of alpine scenery was described by him as representative of God’s divine sublimity
(Ashfield and de Bolla, 1996:59).

The Oxford-educated founder of The Spectator (1711), Joseph Addison, (1672-1719)
expanded upon the thinking of Dennis in a series of texts collectively entitled The
Pleasure of the Imagination. These were published in The Spectator between 21st
June and the 3rd July 1712. In these publications Addison reasons that because man
is created in God’s image it is entirely natural that we experience delight when
contemplating the great or unlimited in nature. He caveats his admiration for the
terrors of nature by stating that storms, earthquakes, and other disasters, become
sublime only through the act of safe reflection. In effect Addison recognises that
rhetoric, or description, allows the individual to compare ideas arising from reflection to

ideas based on experience of an event or object (Shaw, 2006:36-37).

Addison’s texts are also important because, according to Marjorie Hope Nicolson, he

added to sublime discourse by describing rhetorical ideas as secondary to, and
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dependent upon, primary ideas which come to man directly from nature (Hope
Nicolson, 1959:310). Tom Furniss develops Nicholson’s observation further when he
states that Addison argues that ‘the mind is not simply engulfed by great objects or
prospects but attempts to make an equation between itself and what it sees’
(Furniss,1993:22). This empirical approach to the sublime mirrored Burke’s belief that
nature, at its most dramatic had sublime meaning. This meaning led Burke to
formulate ‘the beginnings of a secular language for profound human experience’

(Phillips, 1990 :11) and an introspective form of empiricism (Phillips, 1990 :11).

Anthony Ashley Cooper, the third Earl of Shaftsbury (1671-1713) wrote extensively
about the distinction between objects as isolated entities and objects in relation to the
world. He was notable for his fascination with the grandeur of Alpine scenery, as was
Dennis, and his belief in ‘cosmic order’ and ‘the ultimate goodness of the universe’
(Shaw, 2006:38-40). Shaftesbury’s privileged perspective upon the world led him to try
to graft Platonism onto the body of eighteenth-century speculations concerning
sublimity. Effectively this meant that, according to him, the sublime is not opposed to
the beautiful, as Burke would insist in the Enquiry, but rather an aesthetic quality more
magnificent and of greater importance than beauty. Shaftsbury’s instinctive mistrust of
formlessness, which Burke admired and thought to be connected to the sublime, and
anything which was beyond the control of the mind also led Shaftsbury to consider the
origins of sublime rapture. He concluded that rapture must be located within Stoicism,
a Hellenistic philosophy founded in the 3rd century BC, which advocated the
gentlemanly ideal of manly calm and endurance in the face of the dangers of extremity
(Shaw, 2006:41).

The poet Mark Akenside (1721-70) regards nature as a means of accessing the
amplified discernment of the divine in Pleasures of the Imagination (1744). This work,
which was a best seller in the eighteenth century, is concerned with the sublime as a
quality of the mind rather than as a force of nature. He imagines the poet or
philosopher as able to ‘transcend the bounds of corporeality’ (Shaw, 2006:41) and look
upon worldly things with a disdain and sternness informed by Stoic acceptance.
Akenside’s imagination equates truth with beauty and implies that irrational impulses,

or passions, are a misappropriation of reason rather than devoid of reason.

The essayist and dramatist John Baillie (unknown-1743) did not perceive the order that
Akenside and Shaftesbury saw in the universe. In the posthumously published
treatise, An Essay on the Sublime (1747) he considers how language facilitates the

transgression of meaning between objects. Baillie asserts that connection can lift
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mundane objects to the point where they can produce an ‘Exaltedness of Mind’ (Shaw,
2006: 43). He is effectively denying that the relationship between objects is
guaranteed and fixed by divine authority. Instead Baillie offers the reader the power of
the constructed nature of the sublime. This construction enables objects to become
metaphors for ideas. Burke, echoes Baillie’s idea on connection when he states in Part
Five, SECTION VIl of the Enquiry, under the sub-heading How WORDS influence the

passions that:

‘by words we have it in our power to make such combinations as we cannot possibly do
otherwise. By this power of combining we are able, by the addition of well-chosen

circumstances, to give a new life and force to the simple object’ (Burke, 1757-59: 158).

With these words Burke appears to be acknowledging his indebtedness to Baillie, they
both appear to privilege discourse as a means of framing the sublime. However one
important difference between the two thinkers needs to be acknowledged, Baillie
reimagines the sublime as an almost arbitrary property created through discourse
(Shaw, 2006: 45). Burke, by contrast, goes to great lengths throughout his aesthetic
speculations in the Enquiry to frame the sublime within the language of empirical

observation which is linked to the authority of a divine order.
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Part One Section 2
Introduction

The following literature review of Burke’s Enquiry considers how contemporary
academics have interpreted his motives and conclusions in the treatise. In this project
an understanding of how some of British culture’s most validated and significant
thinkers view Burke is useful to the development of my own understanding of the
Enquiry’s contemporary significance. The views on the Enquiry uncovered by this
research explore arguments which are diverse and at times contradictory, however,
they all address certain themes which are fundamental to Burke’s aesthetic
speculations. Each author considers what the Burkean Sublime is and why it has
meaning for them. Each then deconstructs the Burkean Sublime’s relationship to
terror, obscurity, and power. They also compare the sublime to the beautiful and
consider how the power of the sublime is linked to conceptions of self-preservation.
Taken as a whole, these differing authorised cultural voices show how the Enquiry can
be said to reflect a utilitarian aesthetic philosophy which is open ended and offers

multiple ways of seeing and thinking.
A Contemporary Literature Review of the Enquiry (1757-59)

Adam Phillips is the author of the introduction to the Oxford World’s Classics
publication of the Enquiry (1990). The purpose of his text is to give the reader
background information and thereby aid understanding. Phillips is therefore an author
who is constrained in his interpretation of Burke’s treatise by the requirements of the
publisher. In this instance the publisher privileges scholarship, objective reliability as
opposed to creative reimagining, and brevity to attract interest and sales. Phillips’s
reimagining of Burke’s sublime is therefore judged to be solidly objective, historically
accurate and academically validated by the culture definers who employed him. His
introduction is a strong impersonal foundation upon which to build a picture of wider

interpretations of Burkean aesthetic philosophy.

Phillips goes straight to the central reason an artist should be intrigued by the treatise

by beginning his introduction with Burke’s quote:
‘A true artist should put a generous deceit on the spectator’ (Burke, 1757-59: 70).

Phillips then goes on to stress that for Burke the sublime was a means of thinking
about excess as central to a new kind of subjectivity, whilst beauty was something

more soothing and comforting. He states that although Burke was something of an
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opportunist with regards to his motivation for writing the Enquiry, the sublime having
acquired something of a cult following, Burke’s text clearly had identifiable influence
over the following decades (Phillips, 1990:9). This influence was achieved, according
to Phillips, by linking the sublime to both great literature and the experience of the
natural landscape (Phillips, 1990:10-11). Effectively Burke offered those wealthy
enough and leisured enough to consider philosophical questions, a conundrum: what
was nature, in its most dramatic forms, trying to communicate in an age increasingly

doubtful of certain religious and epistemological assumptions (Phillips, 1990:11)?

Phillips is very careful never to explicitly give the Enquiry any kind of quasi-religious
significance, however, he implies that this text can be interpreted as the beginnings of
an attempt to create a ‘secular language for profound human experience’ (Phillips,
1990:11). He also implies that as God withdrew from perception, something was
needed to fill the void left by this divine withdrawal, and that this something was, at

least partially filled by, Burke’s ‘erotic empiricism’ (Phillips, 1990:11).

Phillips stresses that this empiricism was based upon the minds’ response to emotive
objects, experiences and ‘a growing reliance on feeling as a means of insight’ (Phillips,
1990:11). He states that Burke’s aesthetic theory is one driven by an interest in the
power of suggestion implicit in the sublime and the beautiful. This theory is erotic
because of his insistence upon linking introspective empiricism and emotive experience
with bodily representations. Phillips argues that ‘Beauty and Sublimity turn out to be
the outlaws of rational enquiry. Both are coercive, irresistible, and a species of
seduction’ (Phillips, 1990:23). He states that the Burkean conception of the sublime is
a delight and a rape, whilst Burkean beauty is pleasurable and a lure (Phillips,
1990:23). However, the power of suggestion which Burke struggles to articulate,
according to Phillips, is no mere trifling, it is linked with passions which are ‘essential or

irreducible in human experience’ (Phillips, 1990:11).

The nearest Phillips comes to linking the Enquiry to a quasi-religious meaning is when
he considers how the example of Sir Isaac Newton’s definition of a God-created
universe may have inspired Burke’s research. According to Phillips, if Newton had
succeeded in showing that the God given universe was rule-bound and knowable, this
may have motivated Burke’s attempt to regulate, by discernible laws, aesthetics and
ethics. Phillips argues that the discernible laws Burke articulated tried to create a
standard of taste which could stand as a bulwark against the ‘terror of endless

confusion and uncertainty’ (Phillips, 1990:12).
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The creation of the Burkean Sublime, and beautiful, is therefore, according to Philips,
an attempt to invent, by aesthetic means, a rational interpretation of reality which
incorporates the apparent chaos of both the passions and the imagination. Burke’s
struggle has meaning because he was attempting to engage with a huge question: can
‘passions, or their representative the imagination, be curbed by rational examination
and description, or was passion itself a method of deception?’ (Phillips, 1990:12).
Phillips implies that Burke sought to find solutions to his philosophical questions in
order to curb the unbounded imagination and the grave social consequences he feared
might arise from a division of the self between passionate instinct and rational intellect.
Phillips informs the reader that Burke, as the son of an Irish Catholic mother and Irish
Protestant father, had an ambition ‘fuelled by complicated sympathies and grievances’
(Phillips, 1990:14). He then presses home the point that Burke was himself divided
between passion and intellect, by stating that the ‘Enquiry turns out to have been,

among many other things, a prospective autobiography’ (Phillips, 1990:14).

In the Introduction to Edmund Burke’s Aesthetic Ideology: Language, Gender and
Political Economy in Revolution (1993) Tom Furniss argues that the Burkean Sublime
is an aesthetic discourse which contributed to the ‘hegemonic struggle of the rising
middle class in the first half of the eighteenth century’ (Furniss, 1993:1). This
statement alludes to the fact that the sublime ‘is experienced not through sympathy
with, but in competition against, and at the expense of, other human beings’, (Furniss,
1993:33) and that Burke’s aesthetic argument emerged ‘out of a larger debate about
the social and political consequences of the commercial revolution in the first half of the

eighteenth century’ (Furniss, 1993:1).

Furniss views the Enquiry, in its simplest terms, as a set of theoretical beliefs which
attempt to demonstrate the opposing principles of the sublime and the beautiful in the
eighteenth-century. Furniss begins his deconstruction of the text by explaining to the
reader Burke’s distinctions between pleasure and delight. Pleasure is achieved
through the “enjoyment of a ‘positive’ stimulus of the senses” (Furniss, 1993:18), whilst
delight is associated with the deletion of pain or danger (Furniss, 1993:18). These
distinctions are then associated respectively with both social relations and the
passions. Burke equates the beautiful with pleasure and the sublime with pain, which
Furniss, quoting from James T Boulton, claims ‘had no precedent’ (Furniss, 1993:19).
Furniss then states that by placing the ‘origins of the sublime and the beautiful in the
pains and pleasures of the body’ (Furniss, 1993:19), Burke effectively creates a form of

aesthetic experience which is demonstrable to everyone and especially ideologically
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relevant to the middle-classes’ struggle to dominate eighteenth-century Britain (Furniss,
1993:19-21).

Furniss states that Burke’s deliberate blurring of the boundary between physical and
imaginative experience enables him to project the vigorous workings of the mind with
the pain of physical labour. This imagined symbiosis makes an appreciation of the
sublime heroic because Burke frames the sublime in terms of an event in which the
endangered individual overcomes, or conquers, danger through effort. According to
Furniss, Burke’s philosophical interpretation of aesthetics therefore contributes to the
‘making of the English middle class’ (Furniss, 1993:24-25). This collective identity was
achieved because the eighteenth-century middle-class man (rather than woman) of
action saw himself as being capable of responding to fear and danger by reversing
personal subjugation before nature, thereby distinguishing himself from the weak, the

feminine, the aristocratic, and the working class.

Furniss states that Burke’s distinction between the sublime and the beautiful, labour
and repose, virtue and luxury, vigorous masculinity and weak femininity is primarily
driven “by the need to refute traditionalist attacks on the ‘corruptions’ of middle-class
commerce” (Furniss, 1993:2). In effect Burke seeks to create an impression of the
middle-class man of ability as ‘virtuous labourer whose sublime aspirations are quite
different from the beautiful but debilitating luxury of the aristocracy (and of women)’
(Furniss, 1993:2). Furniss further argues that Isaac Kramnick’s psychobiography, The
Rage of Edmund Burke (1977) makes explicit the middle classes’ ownership of the
sublime and that Burke saw the bourgeois and aristocratic respectively in terms of the

masculine and the feminine (Furniss, 1995:5).

However, Furniss believes that Burke’s attempt to create an aesthetic which legitimises
the socio-economic links between the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie is both unstable
and lacking in coherence. He reads Burke’s privileging of the sublime over the
beautiful as symptomatic of a fear that the rise of the middle classes will lead to an
‘inevitable tendency towards personal and political corruptions’ (Furniss, 1995:2) as the
temptations of material luxury take hold. Furniss sees Burke’s ‘image of the middle-
class subject’ ‘as a strategic fiction’ (Furniss, 1995:2). He states that the “internal
incoherence, which already disorganises Burke’s aesthetic theory in 1757-59, is
rendered more critical in 1789-90, where an apparent alliance, in France, between the
bourgeoisie and ‘the people’ sets an example which threatens” (Furniss, 1993:2) the

very structure of English society which Burke had laboured to reinforce in the Enquiry.
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Furniss argues that the example of the civil disorder in France led Burke to alter his
own opinions by moderating the radicalism of his early aesthetics in favour of his more
reactionary instincts. Burke’s text Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790)
attempts to show, according to Furniss, that the Revolution is neither sublime or
beautiful but simply barbaric and ridiculous. The Revolution is painted by Burke as the
antithesis of the political and social system in France before 1789 which now becomes

‘the locus of all things sublime and beautiful’ (Furniss, 1993:3).

Burke’s revision of aesthetic categories is described by Furniss as being ‘incompatible
with their formulations in the Enquiry’ (Furniss, 1993:3) and adds to a sense of
confusion and incoherence within Burke’s aesthetic ideology when viewed through the
prism of contemporary experience. This confusion is explained by suggesting that
Burke’s aesthetic thinking is both fragmented and motivated ‘by contradictions which
are endemic to the political tensions of its historic context’ (Furniss, 1993:4). Citing
Isaac Kramnick, Furniss claims that Burke can be understood conceptually as a thinker
who sees taste and art as maintaining a balance between the beautiful and the
sublime. For Burke, the French Revolution can be explained as a process which
threatens to destroy, for all time, the balance between the masculine and sublime
principle represented by middle-class radicalism and ‘the passive feminine principle

represented by the aristocracy’ (Furniss, 1993:5).

Furniss further claims, citing Crawford Brough Macpherson’s (1911-87) Marxist
interpretation of Burke, that the question of coherence between Burke the guardian of
market liberalism and Burke the defender of the hierarchical establishment is
interpretable as a misconception. According to Macpherson, Burke simply valued
traditional order which, by the eighteenth-century, was capitalist, as opposed to feudal
in nature. This interpretation of Burke succinctly explains his privileging of bourgeois

identity over both the aristocracy and the working-classes of Britain.

However, Furniss is at pains to explain that the arguments of both Kramnick and
Crawford, although useful as tools in understanding Burke’s thought process, are
incomplete assessments of Burkean philosophy. According to Furniss, Burke’s Enquiry
cannot be fully understood by discovering its genesis in either ‘Burke’s psyche, or in his
politics, or even in the complex relationship between his psyche and his politics’
(Furniss, 1993:7). Instead he proposes that Burke’s thought process should be thought

of in terms of the weave of wider eighteenth-century discourse.

According to Furniss, because the relationship between nature and culture is a political

question, nature is always supplemented either positively or negatively by culture and
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this supplementation means that nature is ‘incomplete in itself’ (Furniss, 1993: 10).
Therefore for Burke custom and habit, or second nature, are essentially part of nature.
The relationship between nature and second nature is imagined by Furniss as unstable
because of the way in which nature is used to supplement custom in one breath, whilst
in the next custom supports nature. Furniss explains to the reader that such
instabilities arise as a response to the ‘intractable problems and structures which are
intrinsic to the ideological struggles of the period’ (Furniss,1993:12). Effectively Furniss
argues that the Burkean Sublime is an aesthetic construction whose meaning is deeply
political and inextricably linked to the rise of the middle-classes and the privileging of

their values in the eighteenth-century.

Furniss also argues that Thomas Weiskel’s deconstruction of the Kantian Sublime,
which is itself a cognitive extension of the Burkean, can be instructive in terms of
illustrating three physiological phases experienced when encountering the Burkean
Sublime. Furniss states that a central strategy of Burke’s is to ‘abandon the Longinian
concern with rhetoric in order to focus on physiological responses to natural objects.
Different stages in such a response can be read in terms of Weiskel’s three-phase
model of the Kantian Sublime’ (Furniss, 1993:25). This argument is important to any
understanding of the Burkean Sublime because it offers an easy to comprehend and
retain, rationale for the perceived achievement of personal sublimity. Weiskel
describes the sublime experience as having three phases or ‘economic states’
(Furniss, 1993:25). Weiskel states that the first state of normal perception is one of
equilibrium between mind and external objects. This equilibrium is thrown into a
second phase, a state of crisis, when the mind is suddenly confronted by an encounter
with a phenomenon which exceeds comprehension. Such phenomena can be either
from the natural or manmade world. The essential affect that this encounter must have
upon the viewer, for the notion of the sublime to be introduced, is astonishment. The
ensuing struggle to reconcile the initially irreconcilable disproportionate conception of
power, between the inner and the outer worlds, leads to the third phase of the sublime
experience. In this third phase the mind identifies with and ascribes to itself the
qualities it finds in the object or text which first ‘threatened to overwhelm it’ (Furniss,
1993:25). Weiskel terms this process, a ‘metaphorical transposition’ (Furniss,
1993:25). Furniss then goes on to explain to the reader that in the second stage of a
Burkean encounter with the terror of the sublime the difference between states of
weakness and strength is crucial to how any individual experiences the sublime
confrontation. Weaker feelings immobilize individuals in the face of terror, whilst

stronger feelings, which often follow the weaker, galvanise people into action to
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overcome their fears and thereby ‘experience delight and achieve sublimity’ (Furniss,
1993:26). This final action leads to the equivalent of the third phase of Weiskel's

‘metaphorical transposition’ (Furniss,1993:25).

In this understanding of the sublime, pain and fear need to be courted so the strong
can exercise their strength and thereby avoid the dejection and melancholy which
Burke associates with a relaxed bodily state (Furniss, 1993:27). Pain and fear are
therefore only truly dangerous to the weak and passive, who remain immobilised in the
face of terror, and can never experience the delight of overcoming it and thereby
achieving sublimity (Furniss, 1993: 27). When faced with an encounter which
threatens to overwhelm, the strong alone experience delight through an effort of the

mind which Burke argues is akin to the struggle of exercise or physical labour.

By linking Burkean aesthetic speculation to class struggle in the eighteenth-century
Furniss is also able to claim that the Enquiry uses metaphors to create a representation
of Britain as a political entity whose existence depends upon an ability to resist external
or internal dangers. For Furniss sublimity is achieved by conquering, through
extraordinary effort, moments of weakness. However, Furniss argues that the
eighteenth-century individual was not threatened by external forces, such as the poor,
women, or the aristocracy, but rather by dangers already internal to the self. These
dangers he describes as ‘insidiously within the particular kind of self (or political state)

which Burke is attempting to valorize’ (Furniss, 1993:29).

Despite Burke’s best efforts, an attempt to assert heroic identity through engagement
with the sublime is problematic for Furniss because of Burke’s unwillingness to engage
with real danger. Furniss argues that because the empowering feeling of delight,
associated with the sublime, can only be experienced when danger or pain are
incapable of directly affecting an individual, Burke’s theory of the sublime is flawed.
Furniss describes the Burkean Sublime as ‘more an efficacious fiction than a genuine
transcendence’ (Furniss, 1993:29). He interprets the removal of danger in the Burkean
Sublime as ‘a removal effected through metaphor’ (Furniss, 1993:30). This
interpretation effectively makes Burke’s argument in the Enquiry one which is reliant
upon rhetoric and metaphor-making. However, Burke’s fictional threat has the positive
purpose of reaffirming a sense of selfhood which is important in the creation of the
myth of the philosophical or economically ‘self-made man’ (Furniss, 1993:31). Burke
encapsulates his belief in the naturalness of the relationship between personal

ambition and aesthetics when he states that:
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‘Now whatever either on good or upon bad grounds tends to raise a man in his own
opinion, produces a sort of swelling and triumph that is extremely grateful to the human
mind; and this swelling is never more perceived, nor operates with more force, than

when without danger we are conversant with terrible objects’ (Burke, 1757-59:46-47).

Because the self-made man of the eighteenth-century was unlikely to have had any
direct experience of manual labour, the aesthetic of Burke’s sublime was also an
ideological tool which could be used to promote a division of labour between the
manual and the mental. This aesthetic aid to exclusivity and societal division was one
of the many inventions by Burke, in the Enquiry, which articulate cultural values derived
from a need to promote individual middle-class ambition. Burke’s privileging of middle-
class ambition is unsurprising, he was the son of a lawyer, and firmly rooted in middle-
class society. The consequences of individualistic ambition continue to inform British
society to this day. Exclusivity implies exclusion and the mechanisms of conceptual
terror which are implicit in the process of enforcement of exclusion signify, in a
contemporary context, how Burkean delight maybe experienced by the strong when

reflecting upon the privations of the weak.

David Bromwich in The Intellectual Life of Edmund Burke (2014) also believes that the
Burkean sublime has political purpose. He begins an exploration of Burke’s aesthetic
and moral thinking by informing the reader that it is a mistake to see Burke in terms of
a separation between his literary activity in the Enquiry and his political reflections. He
states that ‘Burke acknowledged no such division in his thinking’ (Bromwich, 2014:12)
and believed that reality and imagination sprang from the same set of perceptions.
Therefore, Burke’s aesthetic and political activity were driven by the same ‘unreasoning

and irreducible energy’ (Bromwich, 2014:12).

Much of this energy derives, according to Bromwich, from curiosity, which Burke states
is ‘the simplest emotion which we discover in the human mind’ and which is neutral in
relation to both good and evil (Burke,1757-59:29). Bromwich then explains to the
reader that Burke perceived curiosity as leading to both improvements and
deteriorations in the human condition. He states that Burke also placed great
importance upon sympathy in the Enquiry, which is described as a faculty of imagining
the feelings of others, as if in their shoes, and was aided by sensibility, or ‘an aliveness
of the senses’ (Bromwich, 2014:12). This gift is not bequeathed by culture and

therefore its ‘opposite is not coarseness but insensibility’ (Bromwich, 2014:12).

Bromwich'’s argument privileges those who have sensibility and is important within the

context of this thesis because it illustrates the conceptual linkage between aesthetic
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appreciation and morality as conceived by Burke. Bromwich has effectively argued
that without sensibility an individual is incapable of being moved by artistic endeavour
because they cannot imagine themselves inhabiting the thought space of the artist:
effectively they are dead to the animating impulse of the sublime and its relationship to
art.

He also argues that Burke believed religion to be a manifestation of mankind’s activity
as a ‘symbol-making animal’ (Bromwich, 2014:20) with a need to create and exalt a
‘more-than-human power above themselves’ (Bromwich,2014:20). Such individuals,
Burke’s argument implies, need to create the overwhelming as part of the instinct of the
sublime, thereby forging a conceptual link between, aesthetics, morality, social
stratification, and religion. However, Bromwich’s most powerful statement about
Burke’s original contribution to sublime discourse is that he rejected ‘utterly the
connections between sublimity, good taste, probity, and sanity’ (Bromwich, 2014:60).
With this statement Bromwich appears to goad the reader into considering the
relationship between art, the intellect, sublimity, morality, and the transcendental.
Burke’s Enquiry therefore challenges the reader to consider art’s relationship with
reality, presenting the sublime as a philosophical encounter which is forever relevant to
material practice and the human condition (Bromwich,2014:62). Bromwich’s statement
that Burke rejected links between ‘sublimity, good taste, probity, and sanity’ (Bromwich,
2014:60) struck me as being a particularly powerful expression of his views. | reflected
that maybe Bromwich had overstated his case, sublimity and real insanity seemed
incompatible to me. However, the projection of the idea of insanity, maybe that action,
particularly when linked to the idea of staged terror, with all its links to chaos, energy

and reflection, had merit?

Shaw appears less concerned with the political implications of Burkean aesthetics than
either Bromwich or Furniss. His relative lack of interest in the political meaning of the
sublime is illustrated by his failure to connect the sublime with ‘ the emergence and
persistence of modern bourgeois identity’ (Shaw, 2006:66) until page nineteen of a
twenty-four page text on the treatise. Instead Shaw begins his reinterpretation of the
Burkean sublime in The Sublime: the New Ciritical Idiom (2006) by introducing the
reader to the Enquiry, and stressing the cognitive nature of the treatise. The full title of
the aesthetic discourse, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the
Sublime and the Beautiful is used by Shaw to make clear Burke’s interest in ideas that
make physical things either sublime or beautiful. He further argues that because in the
Enquiry Burke uses language itself to express obscurity, Burke ‘seems to confirm that

the origins of the sublime reside in words rather than ideas’ (Shaw, 2006:49).
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Shaw interprets Burke’s definition of the sublime as both brief and informed by
ambiguity. He states that Burke’s reimagining of the sublime seems to be constantly
on the threshold of asserting that ‘sublimity is an effect of language’ (Shaw, 2006:49)
without ever conceding this point. Shaw expands his argument by exploring Part Five
of the Enquiry, which is specifically devoted to explaining to the reader how words can
create the effect of the sublime. In this part of the treatise Burke states that words
have a considerable ‘share in exciting ideas of beauty and of the sublime’ (Burke,
1757-9:149), quoting Milton’s conception of a ‘universe of death’ (Burke, 1757-9:159)
as a clear illustration of how words can become a strong expression and evoke ‘a very
great degree of the sublime’ (Burke, 1757-9:159). According to Burke, Milton’s
conception of death is successful because of the power of words to form combinations
which are otherwise impossible. Shaw stresses that the sublimity of the phrase a
‘universe of death’ is created by the unique ability of words to link dissimilar entities
together (Shaw, 2006:53).

Shaw also argues that Burke’s treatise, unlike its predecessors, is largely secular and
that God is no longer required to guarantee the validity of our encounters with the
sublime. Because Burke is a follower of the empiricist school of philosophy, he forms a
view of the world based upon what he can see, smell, taste and touch. This way of
thinking leads him to conclude that the ocean is a source of terror because of the way
the eye is overwhelmed and its capacity stretched by the vastness and infinite details
of the phenomena. Shaw concludes that Burke brings a ‘new psycho-physiological
twist’ to the conception of the sublime (Shaw, 2006:49). According to Shaw ‘Burke
appears to recast the sublime as an object not only of philosophical but also of
scientific enquiry’ (Shaw, 2006:49).

Shaw detects a self-subversive tendency in the Enquiry which helps explain why Burke
is insecure in his belief in empiricism. Shaw states that Burke’s empiricism clearly fails
when he tries to explain the relationship between words and feelings. He argues that
in Burke’s ‘analysis drawing and painting correspond to the empiricist insistence on the
intelligibility of the senses’ (Shaw, 2006:50), whilst words always fall short of presenting
a comprehensive idea of an object. This process of falling short has the positive
outcome of meaning that words, rather than any other medium, entangle the objective
and the emotional. However, this entanglement, so useful for passing on the affections
of the mind, means that the empirical calculus is undermined (Shaw, 2006:50). Shaw
concludes that the Burkean Sublime is not a purely objective expression of reality, it is
an ambiguous and contested idea, or expression of reality, informed by passion and
rhetoric (Shaw, 2006:50).
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Rodolphe Gasche in And the Beautiful? Revisiting Burke’s “Double Aesthetics” (2012)
proposes that the Enquiry was the first treatise ‘to propose an uncompromising
empiricist’ interpretation of aesthetic understanding and experience (Gasche, 2012:24).
He claims that Burke sought to establish a theory of passion and ideas which would
explain both the beautiful and the sublime as sensual impressions. According to
Gasche investigation into these aesthetic experiences is ‘radically uncoupled’ from
extrinsic considerations, such as morality and religious belief (Gasche, 2012:24). This
approach to aesthetics carefully matches the feelings of the sublime and beautiful ‘with
the affections caused by objects from which they spring’ (Gasche, 2012:25). The
Enquiry is therefore a work informed by the example of Locke’s empiricism and
Newton’s establishment of fixed laws. Gasche argues that Burke seeks to lay down
fixed laws of his own devising for ‘the domain of the passions’ (Gasche, 2012:25) and

does not express the insecurity of belief which Shaw perceives.

Gasche’s interpretation of Burke’s Infroduction to Taste is seen as evidence of an
understanding of aesthetics uncoupled from all other considerations. This autotelic
interpretation of aesthetic philosophy means that he can state that Burke sought to
establish ‘a standard of taste’ (Gasche, 2012:25) which was not based upon cultivation
and expertise. Instead Gasche proposes that Burke attempts to rationally account for
taste based upon universal standards which apply to all levels of society. According to
Gasche, Burke reasoned that everyone is capable of perceiving through their senses,
everyone uses imagination to interpret this incoming information and reasoning to draw
conclusions from this process. Gasche further explains that whilst these procedures
are not ‘conditioned by custom or requirement’ (Gasche, 2012:25), then a distinction
can be made between Burke’s conception of taste and earlier conceptions which

emphasised the cultivated nature of taste.

Gasche argues that Burke also breaks with earlier conceptions of the sublime and the
beautiful by distinguishing them from each other in a way which prohibits the possibility
of intersection. Burke further strengthens the distinctions between the sublime and the
beautiful by privileging the former over the latter, and for Gasche, it was the extremism
of Burke’s aesthetic theory that caused interest almost immediately in Britain, France,
and Germany. This was because Burke had created a new conception of the sublime
which derives power from objects which are so terrifying that they suspend ‘the motions
of the soul’ (Gasche, 2012: 25), creating a dark side to the rationalism of the
Enlightenment (Gasche, 2012:25. Gasche argues that Burke makes explicit his break
from past conceptions when he states, in the preface to the first edition of the Enquiry,
that:
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‘Even Longinus, in his incomparable discourse upon a part of this subject, has
comprehended things extremely repugnant to each other, under one common name of
the Sublime. The abuse of the word Beauty has been more general, and attended with

still worse consequences’ (Burke, 1757-59: 1).

Gasche then suggests that the opposition of the sublime to the beautiful means that the
latter is just as important as the former. He reasons that aesthetic experience, as
defined by Burke, is a ‘double aesthetic’ in which, in principle, it is ‘not permissible to
privilege one of the passions in question over the other’ (Gasche, 2012:26). Gasche’s
argument is radical because Burke’s conception of the beautiful failed to gain validation
from the culture-defining classes, even within the eighteenth-century. Gasche

acknowledges this failure but argues:

‘that the sublime and the beautiful are intrinsically linked, and that one cannot have one
without the other, except at the price of amputating one of the two constitutive drives
that, according to the socio-anthropological underpinnings of the Enquiry, make up the
core of the human being’ (Gasche, 2012:26). Essentially Gasche argues that the
sublime is perceived as more sublime when considered in relationship to the beautiful

and vice versa.

Gasche also differs from Furniss, Bromwich and Shaw in his analysis of the sublime,
and its meaning in the Enquiry, because he focusses attention upon Burke’s remark
‘that every day we have experience of sublimity’ (Gasche, 2012:29). This
reinterpretation of the Burkean Sublime means that not only is experience of sublimity
not ‘out of the ordinary’ (Gasche, 2012:29), it is a relative experience, enhanced or
decreased according to our perception of the reality of our lives. In effect Gasche is
arguing that if the sublime can be encountered through association then it is an
experience far more nuanced than an encounter with overwhelming and terrible
phenomena. His argument concludes that in comparison with his predecessors and
Romantic followers there is therefore ‘nothing particularly sublime about Burke’s
sublime’ (Gasche, 2012:29).

In the introduction to The Feminine Sublime: Gender and Excess in Women’s Fiction
(1995) Freeman argues that the feminine sublime is neither an aesthetic category nor a
rhetorical mode but rather a ‘domain of experience which resists categorization’
(Freeman, 1995:2). She interprets the sublime as an encounter with an Otherness
which can be either aesthetic, erotic, ethical, political, or social, but which is always
beyond representation and excessive. Freeman imagines the sublime as informed by

the experiences of female writers and their responses to the oppression implicit in the
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‘gendered mechanisms of power’ (Freeman, 1995:2). She explores the conjunction
between theories of the sublime and novels by women in order to enhance

understanding of both.

According to Freeman many female novelists have responded ‘to the arguments,
metaphors, and ideological underpinnings at stake in the sublime’s most definitive
theorists’ (Freeman, 1995:7). However, the novels she chooses to cite in her
exploration are those which ‘make explicit the blind spots within the history of the
sublime’s theorization’ (Freeman, 1995:7). This theory she applies to the ‘apparently
dissimilar domains’ of (Freeman, 1995:7) Burke’s Enquiry and Edith Wharton’s (1862-
1937) novel House of Mirth (1905). The rationale behind Freeman’s argument is that
both Burke and Wharton were influenced, but in different ways, by ‘a profound link
between sublimity, chance and speculation’ (Freeman, 1995:40). This she illustrates
by arguing that ‘Wharton insists upon precisely that which Burke feared: that ethics,
politics, and aesthetics are inseparable, and that human excellence resides in the
capacity to engage the incalculable’ (Freeman, 1995:40-41) within everyday life.
Freeman illustrates her argument by stating that ‘Burke attempts to banish terror and
everything that accompanies it from everyday life’ (Freeman, 1995:40).The idea that
the terror of the Burkean sublime can intrude into the mundane, as described by
Gasche, is not a concept which fits within Freeman'’s interpretation of the Enquiry.
However, her objective is not to simply restate the contents of the treatise, Freeman
seeks to develop the Burkean sublime using ideas surrounding the discourses of

contemporary feminism.

Freeman expands her hypothesis by stating that Burke gained fame through his
speculations on the sublime. She then deconstructs the word ‘speculation’ in order to
make clear, to the reader, that it has a double meaning pertinent to the sublime.
Because speculation means both the buying and selling of commodities for profit, and
to observe mentally, or reflect theoretically on an issue, Freeman is able to conclude
that risk-taking and theorizing are related. She states that Burke’s ‘Enquiry is a
speculative work in every sense of the word’ (Freeman, 1995:41) and then clarifies her

statement with three examples of how this speculative nature is achieved.

According to Freeman, Burke’s relationship to the subject matter of the Enquiry is
speculative because of his disinterested observations. Burke’s consideration of
extremes of size, vastness and littleness, is also described as speculative because it
offers the intellect a challenge which is boundless and loaded with associative

possibilities. Freeman concludes by stating that speculation and the sublime both
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entail an encounter in which objects that are usually separate from one another
become confused. She illustrates this last example of the speculative nature of the
Enquiry by describing Burke’s observation that a rotund produces a sublime effect
because it has no fixed boundary upon which the imagination can rest (Freeman,
1995:41). Freeman describes Wharton'’s relationship to speculation as bound up with
the concept of the ‘terrible god of chance’ (Freeman, 1995:40). She states that the
novel The House of Mirth (1905) is a work in which the Burkean sublime is transformed
and a version of it is enacted by Lily Bart, the story’s heroine, ‘in which ethics and
aesthetics, risk and art, have become inseparable’ (Freeman, 1995:67). The narrative
of The House of Mirth deviates from Burke’s vision of the sublime because Lily Bart
does not engage with the concept of the sublime as a means of self-preservation.
Instead she maintains a lofty moral code which eventually leads her to fall into
destitution and death. Her death passes judgement upon the imbalances of power
within the capitalist marketplace and her ‘total obedience to the law becomes a ‘parodic
subversion of it’ (Freeman, 1995:65). Lily Bart’s capacity to commit ‘acts of self-
extinction become symbolic acts of self-creation’ (Freeman, 1995:64) because she
resists debasement of her ideals and creates a new kind of value based upon defiance
of ‘the prevailing norms of her society, instilling ethical value where previously there

was none’ (Freeman, 1995:64).
Conclusion to Part One Sections 1 -2

My analysis of how significant influencers of culture shaped, or viewed, Burke’s Enquiry
allowed me to develop an overall understanding of the treatise. This understanding
was an essential component in the process of identifying the key themes of the
Burkean Sublime and their importance to aesthetic discourse. My research was also
instrumental in developing my appreciation of Burke’s ability to blend aesthetic
philosophy with physiology and psychology to extend the range of the sublime beyond
the natural and into the manmade world. This extension of the sublime into the terror
implicit in meritocratic human power, and conceptions of selfhood, made me realise
that Burke imagined landscape in terms of a critique of representation informed by

documented empirical events and phenomena.

| would argue that critiques of the Enquiry cited in Part One Section 2 demonstrate
some of the diverging ways the treatise can be deconstructed and illustrate the
Enquiry’s usefulness as a utilitarian guide to perceptual thinking. Essentially this
utilitarian purpose is created by the conceptual ‘wriggle room’ or open-ended nature of

Burke’s observations on aesthetics, power and perception.
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Most importantly to my art practice the research into the origins, contents and
reinterpretations of Burke’s Enquiry made obvious that contemporary reinterpretations
of the text can move beyond passive contemplation and into the realms of philosophy,
politics, psychology and physiology. These realms create a potential for personal
empowerment and a powerful tool for processing and presenting terror from a
potentially endless variety of perspectives. These perspectives demonstrate that the
influence of the Burkean Sublime has the potential to spread far beyond its elitist
origins. | would further argue that the empowerment Burke offers can lead otherwise
powerless individuals to create representations of the Burkean Sublime which have a
cathartic and symbolic political meaning. My research suggested to me that this
meaning need not be explicit like the illustrative art of the eighteenth and nineteenth-
century Romantic artists or overtly political like the twentieth-century Nazi and
Communist artists. Instead | began to imagine how landscape, or ‘second nature’
(Furniss, 1993:10) could be used to stage, aestheticize, analyse and present the
terrifying violence of twenty-first-century British nature and the human construct. In the
next part of my thesis | will explore how horizontal extensions of British spaces can be

visually interpreted and understood using Burkean perspectives.

The recognition of Burkean themes within contemporary landscape depiction has not
been aided by the term sublime becoming misused in everyday language. Nigel
Llewellyn and Christine Riding argue in British Art and the Sublime (2013) that the
sublime is now used to describe almost anything which has been ‘refined to the highest
point’ (Llewellyn, Riding 2013). This contemporary misuse of the term now means that
custard, a hat, wig or superbly constructed joke can be described as sublime. These
examples show that the terror implicit in the Burkean Sublime is in danger of being
degraded and diffused beyond rescue. The terrible, the awful and the dreadful, which
were once understood as expressions of terror, awe and dread has suffered a similar
fate to the term sublime. These words are now commonly used to express
dissatisfaction with something deemed to be less than satisfactory rather than

elements in Burkean aesthetic discourse (Llewellyn, Riding 2013).

This process of regeneration and misrepresentation means that although many of the
original themes of the Burkean Sublime may still be very prescient, the language used
by contemporary artists to express their grander ideas has changed in line with new
contexts and conceptions of terror, power and ambition. Today the sublime is viewed
by many artists as a very vague term which expresses fears over climate change,
concerns over migration, viral infections, or the negative influences of cultural

hegemony implicit in digital and financial globalisation. These new contexts of terror
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suggest that the argument could be made that a twenty-first century version of the
Burkean Sublime exists which is central to art practice, but which is in disguise and

hidden in plain sight.
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