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Advertisement: 
T he Phantasmic Body 

Two men, who have known as intimate a friendship as any, share a room in 
London during late March 1808. T he one was suffering from intense premoni
tions of death, brought on no doubt by illness, overwork and despair. In 
February 'he had writte n: ' I remain ill and speak from no fit of Despondency, 
when I say that I know, I have not many weeks to live. 1 could scarcely read my 
last lecture thro' ... As I went thither from my bed, so I returned thence to my 
bed, and have never quitted it except for an hour or two ... at night to have the 
bed made.· His close circle of acquaintances were naturally concerned about his 
health and wrote asking his great companion to come a nd visiL Some time in 
March his friend arrived, and the two men spe nt many hours, day and night, in 
rapturous conversation , transporting speculation. The friend , who suffered 
from extreme anxiety brought on by writing, was pressed upon to make notes by 
the man in bed, whose illness and depression restricted him from doing this 
himself. 

O ne day the sick man wakes from a reverie, induced perhaps by his illness or, 
more likel)'· from the medication he takes to relieve h is suffer ing, and calls out 
for his friend. His friend arrives bearing the book they had been reading the 
night before, Knight 's An anal)'ticol inquiry into the principles of taste, expecting to 
continue the arduous and, for h im, oppressively dist ressing task of annotating 
the text. The sick man seems deeply disturbed by his waking dream and insi ts 

on telling it. 
·A man of thiny-six year~ of age, in good health but depressed spirits has 

recently returned from a voluntary exi le abroad. He has taken lodgings in 
London where he is temporarily employed giving public lectures. Many things 
weigh heavily on his mind, from his guilt about his refusal to take up the cloth to 
his continual doubt about his pcH•tic genius. These things disturb his thought 
and interrupt his sleep. lie is walking in the parish of St Giles, Cripplegate when 
he notices in the graveyard adjacent w the church two figures engaged in some 
mysterious activity. It i~ night and difficult to perceive the precise nature of their 
business, but it has the air of :-omething ~alanic. His mind is fixed on a line of 
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verse: .. whose eye darted ront<1giou~ fire··. a line that <•chot·~ in his voice he 
knows not from wh<·re. wh<·n a ~ouncl of metal on wood focu~e~ hi~ attention on 
the shadowy fi gures nottt' n ya rds dislllnl. He Mills his mmion and peers intently 
through the g loom: he can pe rceive two me n about their fiendish ,,·ork. one of 
whom :.uddenly lUnl!. and :>pms the imrude r. Quickly one twld~ up something 
which the other seems w cur. A dull thud signab the· sewrance of part from 
whole upon which sound the two men, scarcely secrt·ting the ir depanure, take 
off as Orpheus out of hell. 

'The man is swpified but intrigued. and reflects for a fe,,• moment · o n what 
his course of action might be. I k <juickly decides without additional prevarica
tion to investigate the darkness furth t:r, and e mer the graveyard . With five steps 
he reaches the spot hi therto occupied by the two m)'Sterious figures aJld instantly 
recognizes the nature of their deed: in front of him is an open grave, the coffin 
prised apart. Peering further imo the darkness he makes out a body beiCiw, 
carelessly dropped back into it final resting place. The head is do est to him , 
the head, he thinks, of a woman whose great length of hair has been savagely 
ripped in places by the disw•·bed grave robbers. Ht: stops to place the body back 
in a more comfortable position, when once again the line of verse springs 
unthought to his mind: "whose eye darted contagious fire ." Turning from the 
savage scene he makes as if to leave the sacred spot when his eye falls upon the 
headstone above the troubled grave. The name it bears is J ohn Milton.' 

At this point the man in bed begins to smile at his friend. a half glimmering 
look of mischief. and holds hi~ hand up in the air w silence his companion. 
'There's more' he says, cont inuing: 

'The man walks from the graveyard admonished by his brush with the other 
world, and reAects upon his recent acquisition, the bed from which he strays on 
this midnight ramble, the bed which belonged to the poet whose ghost he is even 
now struggling to exorcize. j o hn Milton. He wrns towards the light f•·om the 
half moon and proceeds as if for his lodging place when he is suddenly accosted 
by a woman dressed in rags who attempts to educe him into niminal 
conversation. She explains that she cannot let him pass without his hearing what 
,he ha~ to say. He stops for the briefest moment but is immediately a captive of 
her converse. She claim:. that ~he can cure him of his ai lments by touching him. 
He replies that his trouble~ arc of the mind not of the bod). but he will not be 
d is<>uaded ... Hundreds of ailing people, both men and women, rich and poor 
au cnd my humble d'velling in Crewe each da)"' she says. "come, I will help you 
too." 

'The woman begins w drag him towards some shady building, he protesting 
a lltht while, but she has suct·t'eded in bewitching him enough to entice him into 
h ~o:·r dank and miserable apanme nt. The reluctam :.pdlbound innocent, who 
uttt'rs not a sound, is 1 ranslix<:d by the sight which grc<.·ts him: a man is 
,u.,pcndc:d from the ceiling. a <·ord of some description around his neck. his 
brc<·cht:s about his ankle~ and bod' motionless ... He !>aid i1 wa" an experiment," 
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she hissed, "an amorous e xperiment. But I am sore afraid he' dead before the 
results could be ascertained". The man turns quickly on his heels, contagious 
confusion darts from eye to eye, and rushes from the terrifying scene.' 

At this poim the sick man on the bed begins to colour and tre mble with 
apparent agitation. ' You recall' he murmurs to his friend, 'the mark on the 
woman's body.' His friend looks askance, and starts to open the boo k he 
has brought with him . 'Shall I begin to write?' he questions. The sick man 
motions LO him signalling in the affirmative. His friend takes out his pencil 
and awaits the first dictation: ·A man in good health but depressed spirits 
suffers from a recurrt'nt dream whose significance he cannot fathom. The 
dream begins in another man's dream. a methodical dream of credit: 

' Methought I reLUrned to the great hall, where I had been the morning 
before, but to my ~urprise, instead of the company that I left there, I saw, 
towards the upper end of the hall, a beautiful virgin, seated on a throne of 
gold. Her name (as they told me) was Public Credit.' 1 

1 Milton's grave was disinterred in 1790 ostensibly in order to ascertain whether iJ had been 
laid to rest in the graveyard o r in the church. The body w-.u found ouuide the church close 10 a 
headstone for a woman. A con1roversy ensued as to whether 1he body was actually Millon's, it 
having been refuted that the body found in the coffin was a man's. The coffin was disinterred a 
second time in o rder to certify the body as male. The corpse was found to have been mutilated. 
and certain parts of the body. including a length of hair - Milton was known to have had very 
long hair - were being ~old on a makeshift black market. T hese and other details can be found in 
Philip Neve, A Norratiue of the disinttrmmt of Milton's coffin (London, 1790). 

Ak.enside was given a bed which was supposed w have belonged to Milton in June in 176 1 by a 
Mr Thomas Holli;. The bed arrived wi1h 1he following message on a card: 'An English 
gentleman is desirous of ha,•ing the honour 10 present a bed, which once belonged tO John Mil· 
ton, and on which he died, to Dr Akenside: and if Jhe Doct or·~ genius, belie,•ing him~lf obliged. 
and having slept in that bed. should promp1 him to .. ·rite an ode to the memory of J ohn Mihon, 
and the assenon of Britbh liberty, thaJ gentleman would 1hink him)(;lf abundantly recom· 
pensed.' Tht POttilol IVor.lr of Marie Altmsidt (London, 1845). p. 54. 

Bridget Bow><:k enju)•t:d con~iderable fame for a brief period in 1749. She was suppos.!:d to 

have been uble to cure pec)ple b)' touching them. Hundrc,-d~ of ' 'isitors made the trip from 
London to Crewe dai ly for a while. See W.H. Chalmer, Bridgtt Bostoclt (Crewe. 1948). 

Criminal cunvt:rs:u ion was the term used for adultery during the period. T he publica lions of 
the prt>ceedings of hearing• ol adultery cases were extremely popular. See Francis Plowden, 
Crim. con, Biography (London, 1789). 

The case of Francis Koltwarra. who was found dead from strangulation is reported in Modtrn 

Proptnsitiu: or, an F.ssoy on tht Art of Strangling (London. 179 1 ?). The poor girl " 'hO had been 
fooled into performing 1he 'amorou• experiment ', u~111nah Hill. was acquitted of his murder. 

The dre2m of Public Credi1 i• Joo;cph Addi>on ·~. Sputa/or no. 3. noJ mine. 



1 
Introductory: 

Towards the Subject 

What was it to be a subject in the eighteenth century? What were the preva11ing 
conceptS, the ruling ideologies informing a man's or a woman's conception of 
self? What determined those informing ideologies o f su~jectivity, how were they 
policed? Did the ense of self change over the course of the century, and if it did 
was that change uniform for all subjects in all places? These are the kinds of 
question that I hope may be overlaid on the opening famasy, a cento of strange 
figurations of the body and the self, jammed together haphazardly in order to 
give a foretaste of the topics and concerns of this book, and lO initiate a sense of 
what I will term theory's imaginary in its desire to bring the subject back from 
the past. Perhaps this fantasy scene is too reminiscent of a certain contemporary 
penchant for the triking example but I hope that the distances between the an
ecdotal and the unreal quality of the opening dream will become apparent very 
quickly. For, whatever else the force of this opening advertisement might be, its 
purpose is to problematize its appropriation of the past. 

We may begin in earnest by stating the central problematic addressed b)' this 
book: there is no 'hiswry' of the 'subject'. and there are very few histories of 
subjects. These terms 'history' and 'subject' are bounded by quotation marks in 
order to register the difficulty of talking at the most general levels about the 
subject and history. We need to know first, here, what is meant by a subject and 
what by hisrory: and, furthermore. we need to inveSligate the possibility of 
placing these two terms in close proximity. In what sense can the 'subject' have a 
history: does the concept of selfhood, individuality, have a narrative history, or, 
this sense of history and subject being perhaps unlocatable, should all histories of 
:.el fhocxl. in comrast. be grounded in specific subjects? Further. is it possible to d 
speak of the subject without resorting to social, political and cultural descrip- V 
tion? Can we speak of the self' without addressing the history of philosophical 
and theological enquiry into this concept, at least the history of this concept as it 
occurs in the West? These questions are addressed to the property of the subject 
as a gem. as that which act and is acted upon by forces external and occasionally 
imernalto it. They will by and large be ignored throughout this study in favour 
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of an extremely specific working of the category ·~ubjcct ·. By this 1 mean to 
clarify and make precise what might otherwise become extremely obscure and 
imprecise: when the term 'subject' is used throughout thi .; book I do not mean to 
refer to particular su~jects, to specific individuals, nor LO the subject as an agent 
within the social, cultural or political. but to a position, a space or an opening 
within discourse. Thb location might be labelled 'the subject position ' or the 
'subject effect'. Both these labels and how I use the term discourse are discus ed 
in detail below. 

from this \'Cry general standpoint it might be said that every 'age' constructs 
its own concept of the subject, its own myths of self. for our own time it is clear 
that any description ()f the subject which ignores Freud's lifework and Lacan's 
'rereading' of it would, to some extent. be ve•·y partl:ii.\Ve might note from this. 
our own late twentieth-century perspective. that the subject ·after Freud' is 
l>Omething else, something othe.-. Yet if we were to begin a history of the subject 
in thi manner. should such a thing be both possible and desirable, it would find 
itself competing with no more or less power as a descriptive model. with a 
number of earlier inte rventions, such as the Cartesian moment, or the Humean 
enquiry, any or all of which might see themselves as offering grander and more 
compre hensive accounts of the self. Taken in relation to such 'histor ies' or 
narrative accountS of human subjectivity the eighteenth-centur}' 'di covery' or 
'rise' of the subject, as it is variously described, is simply one more competing f 
description, pne more example of how a particular age 'rediscovered'~ 
reinvented its own sense of self. 
" To begin here, then, i~n by registering the daunting scope and size of 
the field: every age has its own concept of selfhood, and every succeeding 'age' 
may or may not choose to interpret this concept in its own fashion, and very 
often in its own self-image . It does not take very long before we arrive at a surfeit 
of descriptions which. al though they may be regarded as primarily and properly 
historical, tend to be reduced to appropriations of a past age by the powerful 
operation of our own controlling myths ofselfhood. It is very difficult , when we 
attempt to think the subject historically, to imagine a time that was not as it is 
now, to appropriate a Miltonic formulation, and this only goes to exacerbate our 
attempts to clarify the description of a presentist historical sense of human 
agency. of an historicized subjectivity. It is dear that we a•·e only able to perceive 
this difficult question from our own historical, cultural and ideological perspec
tivb, and that we are unable to recover the plenitude of the past in order to 
check, in as much detail and with as much care as possible, our findings and de
~criptions. To register thi~. however, i~ not to relinquish the considerable 
control and subtlety we may wield in our historical investigations; historical 
enquiq• must constantly measure and monitor its accounts of the past against its 
own enabling and disabling fictions. and to write as knowingly as possible within 
thos~> discourses of appropriation. limitation and cuntrol. 

Tu rewrn to the opening set nf question . this study begins with the 

--

• 
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I( assumplion 1 hat tlw human ~ubje<:t is not the same through histor~, and that, 
funhcrmon:. the modern l>Ubject, the subject generated in, by and through the 
age of reason, is the result or product of a particular discursive network not 
unique!) prcbclll w the years 1756-63, but largely initiated and :.ubstamiated 
during this period. T o claim this is quite clearly to claim something outrageous, 
and, by and large, beyond the demonstration and scope of one book, and 
perhaps beyond the powers of any hiswrical investigation. However, I will make 
the tatement once more. in a lightly expanded form, since it will serve to guide 
the reader through the following argument which, for reasons et out below, is 
far from linear. o fum obscured by detail o r distorted by over-simplification, but 
ne,•er implc. [fhe guiding formulation is this: the autonomous subject. a 
concepLUali7.ation of human subjectivit; based on the self-determination of the 
subject and the perception of the uniqueness of every individual, is the product 
of a set of discourses present to the period 1756-63, the period of the Seven 
Years War Jrhis set of discourses will be investigated in detail in the first part of 
the present study which examines how and in what ways two extremely powerful 
discourses of legislation. what I term the discourse on debt and the discourse on 
the sublime, generate the discursive milieu withiJ1 which the autonomous subject 
~es.ap.p.a.ceru. (The terms being used here are deliberately unfocused and 
guarded since it will take some weight of argument and detail to demonstrate 
how I conceive of the subj(X;t discursively.) I shall argue that it is the combination 
of these two discourses, on debt and on the sublime, the one producing the ratio
nale for a never-ending inflation of the national debt, the other a powerful 
mechanism for ever more sublime sensation, which leads to a £onceptualization 
of the subject as the excess or overplus of discourse itself; as the remainder, that 
which cannot be appropriated o r included within the present discursive network 
of control. On account of this the subject, given that it is always out.Side the di -
courses within which it is initially generated, becomes both producer and 

~ product of another set o f discourses which contextualize and control subjec-
.,.l.l')f' tivity. T his central parad~x or i rr~so l~ble duplic~t)'· th.at the subject is both 
• ..to 1 producer and product of ItS own d1scurs1ve formauon, w1ll feature throughout 

, l ~ - -
~ )•" the argument which follows. 

1 .o The immediate retort to this very bald description of the eighteenth-century 
rise of the ubject might be that such a self-determination of the ubject is 
nothing nc'"· indeed it is present in all descriptions of the self. This can only be 
dealt with at length in the sequence of chapters which follows . l t is enough to 

note now, at the very outset, that this over-generalized statement will, in the 
long term. require considerable and sophisticated adjustment, and that its 
illuminative powers may prove to be very limited: it is, however, the initiating 
impulse behind , and determining hypothesis of, this study, which ends up 
complicating the story no end through the interrogation of the limits and 
limitations implied by it. Here, as a point of departure, it should 'be noted that I 
am proposing a history <>f the subject which is extremely specific, perhaps 
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distortingly miniaturi1.ed, while also off~ring a myth of origin of enormous 
proportions. To say that the autonomou~ ~ubjec 1 l:iegins in the period 1756-63 is 
to risk a great deal , 1oincc it begs ~o many queMions and demands so many 
qualifications that it might appear. at least initially. to have almost no 
explanatory power. T his i~. however , the mo~t economical way of introducing 
the present argument, no mane r how crude it may be: it will become 
considerably more complex and qualified as we progress. 

It is useful to note in regard to 1 his overly si mplistic point of departure that 
there are, in fact. various de criptions of the rise of the subject during the 
eighteenth century in the extant litera ture which are certainly not very far from 
the one gi,•en above. It has long been held, for example, that the period 
witnessed the emergence of 'bourgeois individualism', the capitalist 
entre reneur, and the dissenting businessman. It has become something of an 

It rl!fUI! n fact, so that our historic:. of eighteenth-century life and culture are 
dis gured by this notion. The following argument will not take issue with these 
generally dispersed formulations since the present study does not attempt to 
square its findings with the larger histories of the subject, nor with any wider 
cultural, social, or political descriptions of the period. Jn this sense I am not 
mounting an argument with, or which should be placed within, the domain of 
academic history writing: indeed many may fmd it Aies in the face of the·good 
sense associated with the proper study of history. It is, however, profoundly. if 
problematically, historical in its procedures and aims. This. I take it, is almoSL 
self-explanatory in all of the chapters following. 

It is important, however, to sketch the governing principles at work 
throughout , since this wi ll make visible the differences between my own 
conceptualizations of the autonomou subject and those I take to be present to 
the generally dispersed notions referred to above. The global task addressed in 
this study is the examination of a discursive net wack. a phrase l have already ('C/w~ 
used above, and which will occur with great frequency in what follows. What I 
take this phrase to suggest i:. this: 3~t any specific historical (by which I mean in 
shorthand historical, social. political, cultural and ideological, and for economy's 
sake will refer to throughour as simply 'hisrorical')juncture a discursive network !Jr 
articulates the 'real', it allows and controls the possibilities for re res~ntation. 1/ 
· ts networ · •s made up o a num r of iscrete discourses, which interact, 
sometimes without hostility, at others withcon~derable violence, with each 
other. The distances and lines of force between specific discourses vary to a 
great extent, so that a particular discourse present to a specific discursive 
network ma)' have almost insignificant connections to all the other discourses 
within the netwot·k. This network is historically specific, but it may change, in 
whole or in pan, with great frequency. Alternatively it may be highly resistant to 
change. Within any discursive network there may be smaller networks which 
art iculate or are active within particular aspects of the larger discursive milieu. 

I r we make this concrete for :1 moment it will become clearer. Let us say that 
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the discursive network pn:scnt lO the beginning of the eighteenth century 
includes the discrete discourses or theology. ethics, politics, aesthetics, edu
cation, gaming. etc. (It will clearly never be possible w complete this list.) Within 
this network we can see quite easily that theology and ethics are very close, and 
interpenetrate each other, whereas gaming and education a re less likely to have 
been proximate. (I have given examples of discourses \vhich are, of course. all in
terconnected. in o rder to note that even within such a close grou~is possible to 

// _Rostulate distances - I could have g.ven a more exaggerated exampje. such as 
the non-connection or cookery to politics.) 

-t t 1o When we turn to the subject and attempt to locate the discursive network in 
" ~~u< which it is generated during the eighteenth century we will encounter the 

difficulty of describing the precise distances or connections discrete discourses 
have to each other . This is partly because categories such as the subject are more 
likely to be stretched across a vast array of discrete discourses rather than 
inhering within any one. ln all of the discussion so far it should be clear that I am 
stressing the 'discursive' to the exclusion of any other descriptions of the 
individual. This is necessary in order to examine the ways in which the subject is 
produced by and within discourse, but it is also a methodological strategy which 
finds little time for specu lations concerned with the intentions of particular 
indjviduals in the past: I do 11<ll find J t useful to clai'!!.. J hat a particular 
~resemation, for example, is the product of one uniquely gifted individual. 
who grasped the totality of the discur ive network present to his or her own 
time, and moulded it to his or her own ends, forced it to function in the service of 
his or her own desires. It would seem to me to be obvious that this is one of th~ 
roles the concept of the individual plays within the entire network of availab~ 
discourses, but we should not only question the particular concept of the subject 
at work here (which is context-specifi c to our analysis), but also recognize the de
bilitating force of this kind of description and analysis. For while it may be 
obvious to privilege the role of the individual, it is also absolute ly impossible to 
make any kind of historical analysis of the aims and intentions of dead persons: 
historical knowledge is, de facto. discursive. 

All of this looks like a well-worn, and by now out of date, rebuttal of the ·great 
men' theory or history. Social historians in England and America, not tO 
mention the historians connected to the French 'Annates' school, have for some 
considerable time been rewriting the history books from a perspective close to 
this. Yet one further disclaimer needs to be made, and it concerns my working 
notion of 'diswurse'. It is more than evident 1 hat a social historian takes as his or 
her research material'discourse' in the widest sense: there earcher goes into the 
archive, which might be traditionally constructed and include those great or 
significant 'tex ts' of the past thought worthy of preservation , or alternatively 
ma)' be more open and include oral 'texts' and epheme ra deemed 'unserious' by 
ome practitioner:. of the discipline. and recover portions of the past in order to 

wea\·e them into a more or les~ coh{·rent narrative. The e 'texts'. the recovered 
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discourses, are the basis for analyses and descriptions of the pa t, which are 
coloured by the particular historian' methodology and aims: they are not. 
however. the basis for my own working notion of discourse. 

Another historical enterprise, usually called intellectual history, utilizes a 
more capacious working notion of 'discourse', in which the discourses fo r 
analysis are not taken to be based within any particular text or set or texts: they 
are presumed to be generally dispersed throughout the particular historical 
context - in the air as it were - and part oflhe intellectual historian's task is to 
sort them out and track them down. Again, although this notion of discourse is 
certainly closer to my own working method, it is still not quite the same as the 
concept used throughout this study. 

In my sketch of a 'discursive network' above it is apparent that a distinction is 
being made between a 'discrete discourse' and the network of which it is a part. 
It is this distinction which enables us to specify in a little more detail the working 
notion of'discourse' for the present study. ltake it that a discrete discourse both 
signals its detachment from neighbouring discourses, and is founded upon its 
o~ sense of itself as a discrete form..:. Let us return to the sketch given above of a 
possible discursive network at the start of the eighteenth century. It is self
evident that politics, ethics, and theology are all interconnected; they are for our 
own time as much as for any period in the past, indeed our definitions of these 
things very often require that they be imerconnected. Yet to say this is not to 
claim that the connections are the same, that the distances or lines of force are 
identical through history. Furthermore, it already supposes that these three 
kinds of talk, about politics. ethics, and theology can not only be distinguished by 
us, from our present perspective, but that they could also be distinguished then, 
within the historical context. We are naturally led to ask from this: what kept 
politics in the eighteenth century distinct from theology, what allowed or forced 
it to be articulated within certain limits, what determined its use of neighbouring 
discourses, what allowed or e nabled it to make use of them? For it is clear that 
while politic is a 'discrete di course' it is also inextricably caught wiLhin the web 
or associations and interconnections which characterize the entire network. In 
order to stabil ize the discourse for analysis, then, the working method I have 
used is Lo isolate a discrete discourse when it appears to operate the principle of 
exclusion (even though we know that this never was, nor is possible), when it 
proclaims itself as a discourse on something. 

It is for this reason Lhat I have used a distinction between two kinds of 
di course: the first, a discourse on something, is to be taken as a discrete 
discourse. a discourse~ is LObe read in a highly pecific way, within a very 
well defined context. A discourse on politics, for example, C".in be located in the 
eighteenth century by noting those 'texts' which require now, as much a~ they 
required then,to be placed within the context of the political. Piu's ·resignation' 
spet:ch on 2 October 1761, while ir utilizes all manner of discourse, in the simple 
~en.~e. is clear!)' a part o f the discuurs<" on politics of the period. l t is this kind of 
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discursive form I will refer to as a discrete discourse, here the discourse on 
politics. Any reading which wanted w take account of this speech in terms of the 
wider range of discourses both pre~elll to it and positioned by it would attempt 
to describe its a ffili ations to neighbouring discourses, and produce an ana lysis 
which located the discrete discourse within its enabling discursive network. 

This discourse on something is to be distinguished from a discourse of 
something. To return w the above example, the discour.se..oLpoli.tLcs for the 
eighteenth century (we are using a very large unit here for explanatory 
purposes; any working analysis would have to be much more specific than this)~ 
made ~p of a number o r discrete discourses, from ethics and theology to 

duelling, and includes the discourse on politics: it does not, however, demand 
that it be read as a discrete discourse on something. We \\' ill locate the discourse 
of politics in a very wide range of discursive situations- this is clear from our 
own sense of the political - but wherever it is found its interconnections with 
other discrete discourses will be found lObe complex and indirect. Furthermore, 
the discourse of something may well subsume a large number of discrete 
discourses, so that ~ou~ ofpolitics, for example, may make the discour~ 
on duelli ng insignifica.m to the point where it becomes me rely the technical 
description of the activity, so that political criteria come to be seen as 
determining the practice o f duelling over and above any technical consider
ations about it. Lt is this which enables us to claim , should we wish to, th_!l 
duelling, during th.e eighteenth century, was a political act not a personal o~ 
private one. Crt 111t'f 

This distinction between two types of discourse assume that we are able to 
identify those discourses which say ·~ ~ like t.hls': it is the burden of the 
second chapter to demonstrate that this is possible in the realm of eighteenth
century British aesthetics. Furthermore, it requires that the second kind of 
discourse ill not allowed to become all-subsuming,lio that the discourse of politics 
is not seen to be present in every kind of discourse and area of discursive activity. 
It is in respect to this that the model of a discursive network has been proposed. 
T his allows us to note the interrelations between discrete discourses at a specific 
time, and in the service of a particular analysis: it allows us to note that the same 
network might look very different, t~onnections and distances b.et"'e~, 

@courses may differ eno1:01ously. from another perspective, both from our 
position, and within the historical context. T hus, if we were to begin the task of 
writing a history of architecture for the period, we might bt: faced with precisely 
th!! same discursive network as that characteri~ed above (although it would be 
more like ly to be different) ~ut in which the connections between discrete 
discourses not only appear LO us to be different, but were also perceived to be 
different within the historical context. Funhermore, any alterat ion in the 
emphasis we give to a particular discrete discour, e. e'•en when ,,,e maintain our 
per~pective and the general focus of the enqu iry. may well alter the line~ of force 
between those discourses which constitute the larger network. I am p•·oposing, 
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then, an analytical method which stabilizes the network at the point of analysis, 
but which claims that the resulting topology which is our analysis is no more than 
one momentarily stabilized account. This method brings a number of distinct 
ad,•antages over the wider concept of discourse referred to above, since it allows 
us to note how the discursive network is arranged at any panicular time, 
enabling us to compare it, should we wish to, with another. In this fashion we 
would be able to note larger-scale connections and changes while maintaining 
the specificity of both the point of analysis and the discursive network. 

It also allows us to notice the self-rctlexive nature of the discourse on 
something, which must identify its neighbouring discourses within the network 
in order to defme its own boundaries: representation, in the simplistic 
formulation above, is not only made possible by the discourses available, those 
discourses are also determined by representation. In precisely the same manner 
the discourse of something is reflected in and by the discourse on something. 
From time to time I refer to a discursive 'node' as another way of describing the 
network, hoping to activate a sense which brings to the foreground the 
impossibility of talking about one strand of a complicated knot without 
implicating all the other strands. We do attempt to do this, of course, in order to 
proceed in the task of argumentation and analysis. 

These comments about the usc of terminology are made in order to forestall 
possible misunderstandings and to mark the distances between my own working 
sense of discourse and those found in a number of different contemporary 
disciplines and enquiries. Perhaps the most <>bvious acknowledgement I should 
make in this regard is to the work of Michel Foucault. However , while 
recognizing that the present work, its aims and structures of argument, would be 
till!b.inkabl~out Fou~t. I do wish to maintain a cen ain distance from that 
body of work. Although the current boo k is not in any sustained sense a critique 
of Foucault's mobili1.ation of various concepts around the discursive - I am 
thinking here of 'ep isteme' and 'discursive formation' - there are distinct 
differences between what I take to be Foucault's use of discourse and its 
cognates and my own. 1 Thus. where there is a tendency in Foucault's earlier 
work to stabilize the object of study through the use of the concept 'discursive 
practice' I have auempted to destabilize all the discursive networks described 
and analysed in this book. This has been carried out on account of a scepticism 
wh ich operates not only in respect to what one can uncover or recover from the 
past, the purported object of historical enquiry, but also in respect to the present 
point of analysis, wits enabling di cursive forms, fictions, fantasies. I take it that 
the,.e extremely brief and crude remarks concerning the distances between the 

101 C<Jurse a properly ~ensiti"e reading hc·re would remark 1ha1 thC! work designated under the 
name of Fnucauh i> not one 1hing:1ha1 i1 has it~ o .. n history. 1ha1 it underg~ 1ransfonnalion 
acms~ and within variou' texiS and~~~ <m. I leave 1he~e matter<o ou1~ide the preselll 1ext for 1he 
rea>uth given within iL 
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present work and more widely disseminated forms of 'discourse <lllalysis' will 
suffice since my aims are n01 polemical or e ven critical in regard to this question. 

If we return to the guiding stateme nt, given above, about the construction of 
the subject during the years 1756-63. another set o f questions can be addressed. 
This concerns the choice of 1 he period and the 'discrete discourses' discussed 
below. The first o f these, the choice of the period, <.an be explained as follows. 
This study began by questioni J2g the prese nce of a very large number oL 
enguiries written during the eighteemh century on the wpic of aesthetics, or 
more precisely. on the origin and causes of su_blime ~riens.c:., lt became clear 
that not only waslhis topic extremely widely diffused- one ca n find it discussed 
in works of poetry and painting, landscape gardening and music (all of which are 
very obviously connected by the net work of discourses which constituted 
aesthetic or philosophical criticism for the period) - ~so bsorbe<land 
transformed a number of ne ighbouring huLdistinct areas of en~iry. Thus the 
topic of the sublime can not only be found in discussions -of reading and 
speaking. of education in gene ral. but also in political speeches and imaginative 
literature. This tells us something about the very widespread use of the term 
'sublime' and its cognates, but!,! also siinals somc.thln.g..els_~ I shall argue 
in the third chapter , ~les us ~ocat~ ths..c;!is<:Qur§~ qf the..s.ublime. 

This d iscourse it seem. to me, is di ti!:!~Jrom _any Qf its neighbours b • 
t~act that it has, effectively , no_boun.d!.f.J ,)t is a diss.9urs~IJ.i.£h prod~es, 
from with in itse lf, what is habitually termed_the category QJ th~ ·ublimu nd i 'l 
doing so it becomes a self-transforming discourse. The only way in ,,,hich it is 
possible to identify this newly mutated discursive form is via its propensity to 
produce to excess. This production to excess might be expected as the 'natur.1l ' 
result of a discourse on the sublime: enquiries into the nature and causes of sub
lime sensation were necessarily led lO an investigation of the ' transport' of the , 
sublime experience . TJ.u:-.e.l< perieQCe was itse lf defined as one whkh bro~ 

.... ""- thr.ough a boundary, w ich was, in some sense at least, excessive. 1-ie.nce... thc 
dj_scourse on the sublime. in its function as an analytic discourse on excessjve... 

$ .\ 1 experience, became increasingly preoccupied with lhe discursive product ion of 
ihe excess: once it had begun lO describe how an experience is sublime and wha~ 
caused it, it began to create a discourse ,\lhich not ool)' explained the effeCL or 

_;;: ... demonstrated the mechanism by which it is produced, but also created the 
experiemial possibility for sublime sensations. There is, then, a natural tendency 
for the discourse on the sublime to produce t£e conditions necessary for the con
struction of the discourse of the sublime1 .,a discourse which produces from - -
within itself sublime expe rience. 

It is on account o f this that many e nquiries into sublimity turn w external dis
courses, most notably that of ethics. in order to control the d iscourse of a nalysis. 
I refer w this discourse on the sublime as a discursive analytic in order to 
distinguish it from the more common use of the word 'discourse' (which is 
usua lly taken to mt'dll a spoke n utt erance, or the distinguishing feature o r a 
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particu tar text - Burke's discourse, for example. usually r('fe rs w the distinct use 
of language by Burke in a particular text). ·~iscursive analytic .. as we shall 
see, t~ pr~u~it,.s ~jecrs for aoal)lsis. alo.ng.J.ilib its enpowered 
~atw!!..Qfthem .. When it recognize$ this itofum reaches ouLfor a. leg islating and 
~oil ing adjacent_si~course .i.n.m'JieJ;.l.!;Lbr'• 7 • elf to law, t~void its self-gen
e~ing and excessive productions. Eve n when it does nor recognize this it still 
keeps itself under control through recourse to a neighbouring legislative 
discourse. This sketch of aesthetics during the eighteenth century seemed to 
explain why ethics is nearly always summoned up by early works on the sublime. 
primarily tho e published during the first two decades. but it does not explain 
very adequately why this turn to ethics seems to disappear after t he mid-century. 
Explanations which are founded in the notion that ethics simply became less 
importa nt during the second half o f the cemury seemed to lack explanato ry 
power . 

This led me to consider those works which were published around mid
century in order to investigate the possible reasons for ~relatively sudden 
~ranee of ethics as a comextualizing and controlllng discourse for works 
on the sublime. It is true that there are other explanations of this change in the 
extant literature, but these nearly always suggest that after mid-century 
aesthetics became depende nt upon. or at least interconnected with a nd 
interested in 'p ychology'. It is in re lation to this argume nt that the em~r~ence 
ol.l.hu_eU: is often claimed as the result, or one of the effects of, the enquiry into 
the sublime. While it would be false to maintain that aesthetics does not turn to 
'psychology' after mid-century. it seem to me that this statement begs a...!l\:!.mber 
of very large l!nd important questions. Mid-century aestheticians did not ' invent' 
psycho logy out of thin air, nor is the turn to it as a contextualizing discourse self
evident: a number of more powerful legislating discourses were already presem. 
such as theology. whose neglect in this respect cannot be explained by merely 
intoning the argume nt, more often an unexamined assumption than a contex
tualized analysis, about the decrease in interest and power of the o rthodox 
church in mid-eighteenth-century England. It is a mau er of conte mporary 
debate as to the e xtent of [his falling away of the power of the church, but such 
argume nts need noL concern us at present since it is clear that enquiries into the 
sublime recognized the option of turning to theology and rejected it (we will see 
how Burke tackles this problem in the third chapter). 

The turn to psychology, then, needs to be explained from within the discourse 
on the ~ublime, a nd from within it$ comextualizing d i:.cursive network. On 
account of this it became clear that the three maj or works of aesthetics published 
betwt·c·n 1757 and 1763. Bu rke's Enquiry , Gerard's Essay on Taste , and Kames's 
f.'lemm ts of critirism. effect this tran it ion from a discourse on the sublime which 
genuAens toward~ ethics to one which helps .-l).t~<;c. as much as it turns 
towards, psychology. The precise dates of this trans ition a re not at issue- lhey 
a re merely given as a C()11 v("nie nt wa)· o f de limiting tht· period - but iL al:.o 



14 lntroductOI')': Towards the Subject 

transpires that these three texts were published during the Seven Years War: 
indeed they almost exactly correspond to its beginning and its end. In order to 
contextualize these works and to begin noting the disrances between the 
discourse o n the sublime and its neighbouring discourses, I turned, therefore, to 
those issues and debates which seemed to me to be very obviously of major 
importance and significance for the per iod, and which constituted one of the 
most powerful discourses within the network: the set of discourses on, about , 
and raised by the war. It was here that a number of extremely interesting 
connections began to emerge, bur which only became visible by working the 
model of discourse and discursive network outlined above. For, it became clear 
very early on that the debates about the war, and most importantly the debt 
occasioned by it, hardly borrowed the same terms of argument or details of 
analysis, in fact hardly borrowed a phrase or a figure from works on aesthetics. 
Thus, it was evident from the beginning that it would be foolish to look for or 
suggest that the connections between these two distinct discourses were cau al in 
any simple sense, yet the similarities between them when understood as discre1e 
discourses are certainly apparent and, it seemed to me, of considerable 
importance. To put this as baldly as possible, both the discourse on the sublime 
and the discourse on the national debt during the Seven Years War ran into a 
problem of im mense scale and importance which becomes legible when we see 
these discussions as legislative djscour~. T his problem was conceived as the 
following: !}ow can one.£.Q!ltr:QI a discourse which sets out to examine the ways 
anc,l m~s for controlling an excess~ the ~uglil)'le experience in the case of .2.!!_C 

a_nd 11-te national debt in the other, when that excess is visualized by the discou~e 
of analysis as its own product? 
' It is this question~ forces the discQur_se on tnesubl ime.lo~ recognition of 
its own productive powers, aoclwhich does not so much turn to psychology as 
produce the object for it: it produces the autonomous subject. But, as noted 
above, this turn in aesthetics occurs at precisely the same time as the discourse on 
debt discovers that it not only helps produce the conditions under which the 
debt increases at an alarming and uncontrollable rate, but that it also requires an 

1 identification between the individuals who constitute the state and the debt 
1 which represents it: at precisely the same moment the discourse on debt turns to 

and produces the individual, the autonomous subject. In the fourth chapter this 
identification is described in some detail through an examination of numerous 
tracts on the debt: the characte ri tic of that debate are of less interest to the 
present argument than the discursive fatms in which they are featured, and the 
overwhelming tendency to rationalize an ever-expanding debt in terms first of 
an oppressive and then a familiarized, and rherefore defused, ~islatable 
excess. The discourse on the debt effects the capitalist description of the subject 
~very much with us and under which we are represented- in which the d~
cursive excess is identified as the mark of individuality: it brings about the field 
;)f representarion in which difference determines and ratifies person: difference 

' 
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in and to execs~ becomes the defining feature of the individual and saner ions the 
1oubject. It is not possible, or desirable, to stretch this argument any further: to 
claim, for instance, that the discourse on the debt required a model for the 
containmem of the excess which could be found, very conveniently, in rhe 
discourse on the sublime: nor w claim the opposite, that rhe discourse on the 
sublime required the example of the identification of the subject with the 
determining discourse of analysis provided by the discourse on debt. It is 
important to note that !_ causal relation would be impo ~ible to locate, _given that 
rhe very connections between thee two discourses have only come to light o n 
~unt of the procedures and proLOcols utilized in my analysis: exactly those 
methodologie~ developed in order to take account of the non-commensurability 
of these two areas of e nquiry, their non-causative connections. The final turn of 

) J n~~mem will address this and anempt to investigate its own excess and the 
relatioJl be.Lwcc.n the sublime and debt as the~ categories are used in the 
following discussion. We will need, however. to examine the detail of these 
discourses and of the subject as it is positioned by the discursive excess before 
being able to take fu ll measure of the sceptical force of this method and these 
comments. 

T o return to the matter of the first part of the book, one thing which does 
emerge with some clar ity is that by the end of the war the autonomous subjeq 
"·asJIOt only required by two extremely prevalent discourses,~hat it was to 
some ext em the product of both o f them, e\•en though each required the subject 
for different ends. More important than this, though, is the contemporary 
recognition of a particular discursive analytic, which, in the terminology 1 am 
using, produces from within itself its own excess. T h is excess can be identified 
with the su~ject in the years following the war , and is rhe LOpic for the second 
pan of this study. I do not mean to suggest that the subject is only present 10 the 
areas of enquiry investigated in each of the three main chaprers of the second 
part. Rather, I have set outro examine how the subject is p roduced within those 
areas, given that all three - discussions on speaking, viewing pictures. and 
reading - seem to need or product• a legislative discourse which controls the ex
cess, a discourse of control on the subject. 

In this second part of the book a fur~ her set of questions takes on considerable 
importance: how and in what manner does a discourse legislate a practice? What 
is the rd ation l:wtween a "theor(, even if not entire!)' understood or recognized 
as such, and its presumed "practice'? Here the specificity of the present analysis 
becomes extremely important. for I do not mean to present an analysis of the 
eighteenth-ct•ntury context a!> if it were innocent in regard to our own legislative 
theories and policed practices. That rhis is a large project, if not a utopian 
dream, is mor·e than clear to me: the reasons for the development of the present 
~tudy, however, have been determined to a large extent by my belief that at the 
present time\~ lack a specifically historical method of uoderslanding dis.P~ 
tr:;tnsformation!>, and it is m)• wager that such a method \\•ill enlighten an 
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understanding of our own contemporary hierarchic:. and technologies of 
subjectivity. I have attempted to describe how those hierarchies and tech
nologies were articulated within the pal>t in order to reflect upon the present. in 
order to de monstrate how the past l ook~ from our present discursive network, 
and to suggest some ways of re-inscribing that history within our contempor
aneity, by which I do not mean that we can learn from history but that we can 
discover something about the present through history writing. Conseq~, 
when I consider a wide range of texts on the teaching and practice of reading 
published during the second half of the cenLUry I am less concerned with the 
'realities' of that practice, as to whether or not men or women read in the ways I 
~uggest they did, than in the statements made about the practice b readin_g_ 
'theory'. I te rm these texts 'theoretical' in the full knowledge that they did not 
call themselves this (i t should be noted, however , that the works on perspective 
dealt with in chapter 8 very frequently did call attention to both the distinction 
between theory and practice, and their claims to theoretical status), in order to 
place the relations between the practice of reading, as far as we can di cover it. 
and the texts about the practice in a particular framework. 1.:b_i! fra.rne~rk iJ!, 
pyt ver.}' simply, one in which a text attempts tQ l~i~late or police. a practice. It 
does not concern me whether or not women really did read trash novels, bu tthat 
(usually male) theorists claimed that they did. lt is only when we begin tO 
question the relations berween this 'theory' and the practice it purports to 
describe and police that it becomes possible to note that the 'real' may well have 
been constituted rather differently, and that men. not women, made up the 
majority of the trash novel reading public. It should be pointed out here, 
however, that I do not sec this as a better version of the paSL, as a more accurate 
description of the reading public during the eighteenth century since a further 
question needs to be addressed concerning the status of that 'real' in the above 
sentence. For, having noted that reading theory constructed a 'real' in which 
women read licentious texts only tO veil a further 'reality' that in fact men read 
these books, we need to consider the problem by which ' theory' represented to 

itself a situation, be it real or imaginary. in which male readers could or did read 
trash novels. In other '''ords, we have not revealed a more accurate 'real' but 
have, rather, exposed one of the mechanisms by which reading theory imagined 
its real, produced its fantasy 'truth·. What is of interest and importance here is 
the means by which it became possible wallow reading theory to articulate this 
imaginary, to speak and visualize. perform and place in the frame of the gaze itS 
powers of control and legislation. In all this it would seem to be clear enough 
that this 'insight' has been enabled by the framework of analysis in which the 
relationships between a theory and a practice are brought into tension and 
investigated. 

Yet this does not exhaust the determining criteria of the analytical frame
work, for one possible description of the object {the reading public during the 
eif.thteenth century) takes the relations between theor)' and practice at face 
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value. just as it takes the contemporary eighteenth-century de criptions of the 
reading activity as an accurate record of the practice. a picture of the real. In 
chapter I 0 I argue that while such reading are possible a more complex way of 
relating t he descriptions of the activity to the theory leads to a greater 
understanding of the theory. and a fuller description of its relation to the 
practice. The object for our analysis, then, is clearly not the past. but the 
interconnections between two discourses, historically distinct but comaminated 
by the present of analysis, and their participation within the larger network of 
the discourses informing, controlling. enabling and r{'quiring the subject. 

T his, then. is the topic for the second part of the book, which does not auempt 
to make causal connections between the discourse of the sublime and theories of 
speaking. viewing and reading. Once again , it seems to me that if the mode l I am 
proposing is to produce new insights into the contextua lization of discourses 
uch illumination will not come from a redrawn causative description of the 

relations between discrete discourse . T o end up arguing that the discourse of 
the sublime pervades every discourse in the years following the war, that it is the 
mark of the subject for the second half of the century. would have been, in very 
obvious ways, deeply satisfying: unfortunately it would a lso have been unrespon
sive to what I take as the full force of a sceptical historical method since it would 
have reimposed the e nabling criteria on the material brought to light by the 
analysis. Jn contrast , ~ve auempted to demonstrate that with a more flexib_!c 
~e~re for analysing hists>rically determi~ d_i$courses it becomes possible 
to note connections and overlap a t the constitutive level of the discourse. In this 
way the discourse of the sublime can be seen as one of the di courses pre ent to 
the network which de fines and enables the subject at a particular moment 
during the eighteenth century, and when seen from a particular pe rspective. It 
is, of course, as important tha t this perspective tells us as much about our present 
needs and desires in relation to the analytical procedures and protocols of 
historical enquiry as about the ~erg_ence of subjectivity during the eighteenth 
century in England. 

At this point it is important LO register something about the ways in which I 
use the term suqject, and what I take w be the object of my own descriptions. 
This introduction has a I read)' made 1 he point that the subject is taken as a 
featu re of discourse throughout this ~tudy. Some furt her comments about this 
may delay po:.)ible misappropriations of the material presented. The construc
tion of subjectivity. or person, will be investigated (•ntirely in terms of the 
positions given it, the places it occupie~ and in which it appears in various 
discourses. In this way I hope to be able to demonsmnc that the subject can be 
taken as a facet of or a counter within particular discou rses as well as a term or 
concept stretched across a specific discu rsive network. It is clearly a partial 
description of sul~jectivity and is not to be La ken a definitive. 

Thi means that the suQject as we might more readily unde'1Land the term. as 
the agent of action, the intending user of discourse has been ignored and to 
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some extent disfigured by my analysis. Subject~ in the eighte:-cnth century, it 
might be remarked, do not appear as positionalities in discreLc discour es, are 
not identified with the excess of any discursive analytic. They do things, they eat 
and drink and speak and ~o forth: they are 01·gani1.ed inw a set of social relations. 
class relations and political relations.(!:unhermore, the subject. it might justly be 
retorted, stands for and mean!> different things dependent upon where a 
particular subject is located within these hierarchies, whether or not it is male or 
female, old or young, noble or peasanil While this commo nsense objection needs 

'1 to be addressed if we are to mount a comprehensive histor}' of the coucept of 
su~jectivity i~oes not ~upon the present !>~)', a t lea!>t in so far as it~ 
prefigurati ve modes of argumem are ranged. 

The initiating perception of thi argument begins by noting that while ·real' 
subjects are the agems of a history of event, as well of discourse, the hisLOrical 
investigatio n of their actions and speech is predicated upon the assumption that 
lO be a subject, within the space demarcated for it . was the same for the historical 
period of enquiry as for o u1· own colllemporaneity. This study sets o ut w 
investigate that assumption and to construct !!_S~t of pQSSible.subject positions f!>J:.. 
t~<;: eighteenth c.:cntuq. 

Another way of describing t hi is to note that the subject in our terms 
functiQ!lU lS trope of h istQty and in history, it organizes bo th the dil>courses 
within this book, and th<~ discursive network within the eightee nth century 1 set 
out to examme. The subject as figure works through the text in complicated 
ways, generating a kind of metaphorics of the subject which is only ever offered 
as a defigurative reading of the historical context. Something o f its power can be 
noted in the opening dream and the three short chapters in Pan II . I should a lso 
add that it is mo re than clear LO me, at least, that the discursive network 
discussed in this book is res tricted: i~lects cry lar:ge.number ofqiscrete dis
courses ranged inLo lurt h_~r n{:twQLks which all singl)· and in conjunction 
positioned the subject differently. Furthe r work mightlouk to the discuurses of 
politics and medicine or the institutions of the famil y and the state in order to 
supplement the descriptions offered he re. This might lead lO further figurative 
emplotments of the body and the subject. to investigations of the body 
physiognomic, legal. penal and so fonh. Such exte nsions of the current 
argument might tackle the question of ' who speaks. views, reads' in slightly 
d ifferent ways. taking the perspective from the agem and insisting on the class. 
gender. economic affiliations of the 'real' person. The la~t two chapterl> engage 
this elaboration in ways that art:, I hope. genuinely re~ponsivc to the sceptica l 
force of the entire argument. 

In order lO distance my working of the term su~ject from its mort· 
commomense use I have resorted to the cumbersome composi tt' ·subject effect· 
or ·s~t'Cl po~.WE.t..t ' when the :.ense of the discursive dt'M:ription of the subject 
sec:ms to need rcinlorct-'ment. I have not used thi ~ rather awkward term 
throughout :.ince it can from now on be taken to be dw meaning I auach LO the· 
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term 'subject': this has the happy e ffect of minimizing the distraction of 
neo logism or unnecessary technical vocabulary. It should be pointed out that the 
effects of this delimitation are discussed in the final chapter. with, I hope. both 
produc tive results and scrupulous self-criticism. 

The above could be said to be an excursus o n the theory of the presem work: a 
few comments about its practice may provide some help in the assembly of its 
multiple parts. While the above comments point o ut the large-scale orientation 
of the fo llowing pages they may leave the reader with no real guide for locating 
and fo llowing the precise arguments contained within, especially given the fact 
that at least three different argume ms are energized, to differing degrees, at the 
same time. T hese three argu ments can be set out plainly here, for they will never 
be so baldy and unproblematically extractable from the detail of comments in 
the chapters following. The first argume nt, clearly attached to the comments 
about t he theory of the present work above, concerns the nature of a discourse 
of something, and the methods and procedures we might use in order to 
investigate a specifically histor ical discursive network. In regard to this 
argument it is clear that my distinction between a discourse on something and 
o ne of something is a hard concept, by which I mean to refer to the absolute dis
tinctions it sets up between two forms of d iscursivity. Such hard concepts usually 
distort the 'reality' of which they conceive; such is the case here, for the 
utilization of this hard concept orders the discursive network in a particularly 
rigid fashion, thereby eliding or erasing the softer connections between and 
within discourses highlighted by other weaker descriptive concepts and metho
do logies. T he reason why I stick LO this otherwise brutal analytical tool is to 
bring into focus t~p.!:_oduction of an excess by the discours~ of something. A 
large portion of Part I of the boo k is concerned with the description and analysis 
of eighteenth-century aesthetics exclusively fro m this perspeCLive and in the 
service of this a rgume nt. 

T he second argument pursued througho ut, and clearly enabled by the first, 
concerns t~ergence.of t.he.su!:tim, understood in the terms set out above, 
within a small numbe r of discourses during the eighteenth cem ury in England. 
Here the restr icted h istorical period features as a control upon the argument , 
which in its hardest f<>rm {although never invoked) leads to a description of the 
emergence of the subject entirely in terms of the discursive network present to 
the period of the Seven Years War.Q"his arbrument is also connected to the first 
through the analysis of the discursive excess. since, although I do not wish to 
make an idemity between the excess and the subject, in some respects it is useful 
w regard the subject as precisely the resul t or overplus of a discour e of 
something. and hence adjacent to the discursive cxcesJJjl t would have been 
possible to attach or her names LO t his excess. and to sketch in some detail the 
particular excesses produced by debt or by aesthetics. I have not pursued this 
line of enquiry becau~e the argumem is concerned wiLh the mech!Y)..ism by which a 
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discourse produces an excess: the reasons for this :.ho uld be clear from the 
perspective of the first argument outlined above - I am less interested in what 
the excess might be. in giving it a name. than in the investigatio n of discursive 
propensity to produce excess. '1\.. , , ... ,. ~.., ,..... .1 

This brings into focus the third argument which concerns the relations 

~) between theor y and practice, and the difficulties a discourse of somethin[.has 
with an ~XC$SS which it produces b~his:_h_it c:;_annot comro l. In Part II of the 
book three areas of enquiry arc examined in which the relalions between theory 
and pt·actice are various. These three arguments are, then, interconnected at 
this most general level , but they are certainly not connected, at least in so far as I 
see the situation, in a set of causal o f even logical connections in the detail of the 
the various chapte rs. Ql_scout:Se...subjecund.J.h~rx are all part of my discursive 
network. and are the major contro lling concepts at work in my analytical 
procedures: they are, ho wever , TD.Q.te-cl!etacically t.han logically linked. if 
rhetoric is taken as the prefigurative determinant of a langttage. This leads to 
my attempting to say at least three things at the same time, clearly an impossible 
feat, and because of this the reader may be in some confusion at times as to which 
of the three controlling argumems is being pursued. and to sense something of a 
high-wire act in process. The success of this balancing can only be judged by the 
reader, as can the results of it set out in the conclusion. 

As if this three-dimensional argument were not already too unwieldy and 

impractical one fu nher difficulty must be addressed . the connection between 
the three parts of the book. I hope that it is clear from these introductory 
remarks that the connectio ns between the first and the second parts of this book 
are indirect: they follow, in so far as they can, the complex interweaving of a dis
cursive network, llacing some dofl)iJlant... figures, s~h as the body, -across 
differenLdiscur ive field~ while resisting a. cau!£al descriptio n of their relations. 
This can be seen as the resistance internal to my own theory and expectations of 

analysis. 
Part I attempts to isolate a discourse of the sublime in terms of the functions of 

what I have te rmed above a discursive analytic. 1_!: auempt to argue that works 
on the tQpic_Qf sublime sensation , when seen as such a discursive analytic, write 
out another set o f issues concerned with the. question o f clo ure as it is posed to 
the anal)•tic discourse it~elf. Chapter 2 traces the ways in which the eighteenth
century di cussion of the sublime became an auto-legislative di~course, curning 
away from the modes of authentication found in prior di cursive forms. such as 
ethics or theology, and in so doing no ting how it became a legislative discourse 
about the objects it takes for, and as examples of, analysis. In commo n with most 
examples of legislative discourses the discourse on the sublime is very restrictive 
in respect to the o bjects it positio ns as the focus of its descriptive, analytic and 

)
legislative work. In brief. ~hteenth-cen_~:.ury aesthe~cs_can ge_ understood a_;; 

( \ constructing a description ()f sublimity which restricts the types and fo rms. of 
~xperience that are held w be ge11cra tive of sublime :.en sat ion. In chapter 3 the 
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difference between the discourse on the sublime and what I term the discourse 
oft he subl ime is described from the standpoint of 1 he adequacy of a discourse to 

set a perimeter within which its legislating and legitimating manoeuvres can be 
seen to be effective. 

It is also sugge ted that this mutatio n of eighteemh-cemury enquiries into the 
sublime could be placed in a_!:!!;a9ricall.y specific discursive contelSJ. Thus the 
legislative discourse of the sublime is placed next 10 a concurrent set of enquiries 
about the national debt during the course of the Seven Years War in chapter 4. 
Here I suggest that these enquiries also generate a discourse which examines its 
own limits of description and analysis, and which also produce from within, that 
is discursively. an excess which was the mark of the discourse's legislative limir. 
The excess for these works is to be een in terms of the identification of the 

individual or subject with certain institutional de criptions and functions of the 
state or nation . In the juxtaposition of these two chapters I hope to show that 
similar methods and ways of producing this excess are articulated by the 
discourse of debt and the discourse of the sublime - while taking care to note 
that the subject produced by these two discourses is not necessarily the same. 
serving similar ends and needs. 

In the second part of this book auention moves to focus on how the subject is 
also the product of a number of related enquiries, which again produce, require 
and ex.amine objectivity for differing reason . In this second set of discourses 
the excess o f the first part is seen more insistently in terms of the overplus of 
theory over practice. Here it is ta.ken as axiomatic that a theory legislates a 
practice, and that it products the activities over which it rules. Theory in this 
account does not set out to describe or codify a practice. it is not an empirically 
based operation, although it may present itself as such , but a generative system 
which requires a practice , produced by the system, in order to function . Three 
kinds of theoretical discourse are discussed in Pan II all of which identify the 

subject as the overplus o f the theory / practice division. 
In works on elocution discussed in chapter 6 the political subject represenLed 

by the voice that emanates from the body and the gestures surrounding the 
physical space of it is seen to be policed by a theory of public speech which 
determined a practice in Lhe social thal was carefull y measured a nd distanced . 
T his practice, which we hould note doe not have a privileged relation to the 
'real' of eighteenth-century social space, nor does iL describe that ' real' in 
anything like ·o~jective' terms, is founded upon a set of principles, most easily 
gi"en under the rubric of propriety and propet·ty. which legislate the social space 
of the su~jec t : they de te rmine how and why and where a body should be 
displayed. the precise manner in which il should move and occupy physical 
~pace. 

In works on perspective drawing discussed in chapter 8 the theoretical 
discourse pcrlorm~ a slightly different task and has a slightly different status. 
Here the theory clearly does not produre the practice: indeed. as we shall see. it~ 
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almost total lack of transformation through the entire century suggests that its 
own version of the practice of viewing was almost entirely phantasmatic. In this 
way perspecti,re theory can be seen as a very weak form of legislative discourse. 
attaining a very small degree of penetration imo its surrounding discursive 
network. Its work was to repeatedly state a set. of rules which determine the dis
tance of the subject, and to articulate a certain ethics 0 1· politics of viewing 
against an unruly social practice. Something different again will be found to be 
the case in the relations between the theory and practice of reading out lined in 
chapter I 0. Here. I shall argue that the theory produced an imaginary practice 
in o rder to disguise the 'real' of the reading scene; it does this by legislating the 
reading of texts across the bar of gender. in so doing cleaving the textual into 
gender-defined C.'ltegories. T he deployment of theory in this case is boLI1 more 
effective and more obviously required: effeCLive since the theoretical distinction 
between masculine and feminine kinds of text and practices of reading both 
produced a myth of considerable proportions about the 'real' of reading, a myth 
that theory told itself again and again, and required by a very extensive change 
in the composition of the reading public, and in the aims, needs and desires of 
readers. 

T his last case is the most complex since the practice imagined by the theory 
and required by it in order for it to be seen as a legislative discourse, is inserted 
within the 'real' in contradictory ways. We might almost say that the theory/ 
practice division itself helped change the wider set of relations articulated by 
reading theory - society, sexuality and the subject - since this hard concept 
instituted a number of binary divisions which were increasingly taken as a priori 
distinctions in the real. This is a complication which has arisen on account of the 
distinction being made here between a 'real' of history, that which we cannot 
recover but to which we gesture as an authenticating move. and the real of the 
practice positioned by a theoretical discourse. 

A potential misconception about the aq,'umem I am making in regard to the 
su~ject should be defused here. I do not wish to argue in the sequence of 
chapters in the second part of this book that the subjeet can only be found in 
theories of speaking, viewing, and reading in the years following the Seven Years 
War: I do not wish to make a crude kind of Foucauhian argument about the 
break in discursive orders occasioned by the war and its surrounding debates on 
debt management. Rather, I \V'ish to pursue the logic of the restr ictive historical 
argument set out above, and to test its limits. This is done in three distinct ways 
in the three chapter . It is only in the chapter on elocution where the ·rupture' 
or break argument has any force, since it would appear that at least in works on 
t!locution things do change after the somewhat arbitrary date of the end of the 
war. This restrictive reading is deliberately destroyed, however, in the chapter 
on perspective, where I point out that perspective theory remained th~ some for an 
em ire cemury. The subject, in so far as it is positioned b)' perspective theory. is 
clearly not a unique product of the mid-century. The purpose of this chapter, 
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howe\'e r . i~ to examine a discursive node, about and/ or organized around 
perspective theory, which would S<'em to have been highly resistant to change. 
and almost oblh•ious tO the larger social, cultural and political events that 
determ ined its historical specificity. 

In the same way and directed wwards a similar self-investigative mode of 
argument, the last example, that of reading theory. breaks down a further 
enabling assumption of the larger argument of this book, that of the discrete dis
course. and auempts to discuss a set of prescriptive comments about the practice 
of reading in a wide range of texh, all loosely connected with education, without 
regard to chronology. The argument here covers the emire century and 
beyond. and attempts to put into question the procedures by which a discrete 
discourse is isolated in order LO now its connections with its neighbours. These 
three chapters, then. are intended to interrogate my own methods and practices 
of ltisLOJ:i.cizing-t.he..dis_coJJr e of the sublim_e. 

In all these ways the second part of the book is to be taken as an investigation 
of the results of the first. There it is suggested that the discourse on the sublime 
and on t he debt both poim towards the generation of the subject from within 
two ~p~cific discursive analytics. This is historicized in a very narrow way by 
restncwng the materials p laced in apposition to the period of the Seven Years 
War. Having arrived at a description of the subject in te rms of a discursive excess 
the second part of the book attempts to defigure this analysis. In an important 
sense the subject figures the discussion in chapters 5 - I 0, it informs the gaze of 
the enquir)', it determines what is looked at and how. In the ways suggested 
abo\'e the sceptical frame of my analytic procedures now becomes important as 
the figu re of the subject is played out across the topics of reading, viewing and 
speaking only to be subjected LO rigorous defiguration . It is on ly by folding back 
within tlhe discursive analytic that which is produced by it - here, the di cursive 
excess identified as the subject position- that it becomes possible to investigate 
the presuppositions and prefigurations of m}' argument. It is this method 1 take 
to be exemplified by the appositional and tmetic placing of the second part of the 
book. 

It should also be noted that the methodology is itself cumulative; this is to say 
that the argument is not cumulative butt he process of it. the means by which it is 
t"xemplified and prosecuted. In Pan I I I a return to the sublime is effected via an 
intt"rrogation of the evened boundary which frames the em ire study. In this way 
the conclusion stage its own reading in order to examine how the su~ject is in
wned within the boundaries of this discursive analytic. and, I hope, on account 
of thi~ is more knowing about its own ho rizon. its own speaking seeing, its own 
trajectory and its own excess. 



PART I 



2 
The Discourse on the Sublime 

During the cour e of the eighteenth century some few thousand work!> were 
published in Britain on the general topic of aesthetics. The object we take to be 
the focus of this project of enquiry, the aesthelic, has, it hardly need aying, 
differem conLOurs and points of reference for us than it had for eighteenLh
cemury w.-i ters. Nevertheless, we can recognize some of the features of the 
eighteenth-century debate: the question of aesthetic pleasure and taste, the 
invesugalion and erection of criteria upon which to base judgements about 
objects, be they deemed within the domain of'art ' or nature, and the ranking of 
the various 'artistic' endeavours into an 'ordering of the arts' in which landscape 
gardening, for example, i1> recognited to be an infer ior or lower level enterprise 
than poetry. 

However. once these general features have been listed - we should note in 
pa~sing that it would be possible to elucidate a longer list if required - the 
~i milarities between our own notions of ·aesthetics' and those taken as the basis 
for rigorous and, at time it seems. interminable debate during the entire course 
of the eighteenth centu ry come to an abrupt end. Where we increasingly remove 
discussion of aesthetics proper to the philosophy schools and profession of 
academic philosophy. the eighteenth-century theorist moved in precisely the 
opposite direction. so that the enquiry into what i:. beautiful o r sublime became 
prnhrres ivel) a topic for general discu'i'iion, articulated in areas of discu~ive 
acth•ity '' hich could not be further removed from the academic discipline of 
philo~ophy. Again, while: we have learnt to devalue the aesthete, reserving the 
tt-1 m ror mild approbation, cightt-c.•nth-cemury \Hiters held up the man of taSte 
a' the exemplar of tht- highc~t pm:.ihlc: le,•el of cuiLUral and !>OCial rank. 

It '"ould be possible w ~oketch moM <"asily why these differences and distances 
h::tvt~ arise n by drawing tht· nint:lCl'IHh ccmury inw o ur explanaLion. thereby 
c·c~n~tructing a historic.:al framework in which t~ighteenth·Cl·ntury ae~thetics 
m•ght be wen to 1 r.tn,mutc into th<' acMhetidsm as:.ociatcd with cenain 
nineu·ent h-{ t-ntuq artiMif c.·ndca,·our' and tht•orit'\, which in wrn transform ,•ia 
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the reaction against them in the twentieth centu ry. This would be a historical 
description of the aesthetic, as a philosophical term and cognitive category, 
which might tell us something about the development of theories of art and its 
appreciation from the eighteenth century to the present day. The following 
study does not auempt to address this large-scale history. although it does point 
to o ne way of understanding the transformation of the aesthetic for the 
eighteenth cemury into political economy in the nineteenth. This i~ to register 
the fact that aesthetics, for this study, is to be understood as a discourse, not as an 
a historical philosophical concept stretching f1·om Plato to Wittgenstein, and 
that furthermore this discourse is specific to a particular time and place, 
eighteenth-century Britain. 

1 began by noting that a few thousand works on the topic of aesthetics "'ere 
published during the course of the century. To state this, however, begs a 
number of important questions. For example, the range of these enquiries is far 
from the same: Burke's Philosophical Enqui1-y into the Origin of our Ideas of the 
Sublime and Beautiful is a very different text from any of the periodical essays 
dealing with the topic published in the Spectator, Adventurer, Connoisseur, World, 
Guardian, Gentleman's Magazine, Tatler, Lounge1·, or Mirro1·, all of which carried 
essays on aesthetics understood in terms of a general field of enquiry - we should 
also note that this list of periodicals containing such essays could also be much 
enlarged. Thi.s difference is not merely one of size and scope, for the topic of 
address itself undergoes transformation during the period. This transformation. 
however, is not primarily to be seen in relation to a linear concept of historical 
change, for, as this chapter sets out to demonstrate, the fie ld of enquiry into 
aesthetics is a discursive network, containing a number of discrete discourses, 
which change unevenly and at different rates, sometimes with regard to 
neighbouring contextualizing discourses, and sometimes oblivious to them. 
Furthermore, eighteenth-century aesthetics, when taken as a discursive 
network, can be understood as questioning the ground of that network and 
investigating the ways in which it saw itself not merely as a topic for debate and 
enquiry but also as a discursive form: something which pervaded discussion of 
poetry and theology, the natural and the artistic, and was stretched out into 
manners, forms of address, politics, topography, painting and so on. 

Consequently we may begin by noting the range and diversity of the field of 
enquiry which includes at one end of the century Hutcheson's An lnquit-y into the 

original of our ideas of Beauty and virtue ( 1725). a philosophical treatment of the 
nature of beauty articulated by a governing ethics of social and personal action, 
to Alison's Essays on the Nature and Principles of Taste (1790) at the other, a 
·psychological' treatise interested in the various effects on the human mind 
caused by objects taken to be external and sensations internal to it. This, 
however, is w say almost nothing in relation to the size and extent of the field of 
enquiry: it hardly signals the immense persistence of interest, still less the 
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investment in regulating, defining and legislating the area of human activity 
associated '''ith, as well as articulated in, aesthetic experience. It would be 
possible to list some of the works, along with their characteristics, which 
participate in this unique eighteenth-century debate, but such lists can be found 
e lsewhem·e.• More useful for our purposes is a contrastive method, by which one 
treatise on the sublime is compa1·ed with another in order to begin to determine 
the features of this discursive net work. 

From this very general open ing it is clear that we face something of a 
definitional problem as to what we should include within the topic of aesthetics 
and what we should consign ro other kinds of enquiry. The works classified by 
Draper, for example, as 'on aesthetics', covering as they do the entire century, 
and ranging from ·general works' through architecture and gardening, pictorial 
and plastic arts, literature and drama, to music, are not all 'about' the same 
thing. at least to the same extent. We need, then, a working sense of what the 
aesthetic deals with, what it addresses, positions. Thus at the most general level 
we might ask what is eighteenth-century aesthetics about? This question raises as 
man)' further questions as it might answer, as all such questions tend to do, 
nevertheless a general formulation here will be helpful for the following 
discussion. If we take the entire field of enquiry, the limits of which have been 
sketched above, we may say that the enquiry into aesthetics during the period is 
about the relationship between a theory and the objects it describes and analyses. 

This, of course, is too general and wide-ra11ging a definition for it to be of 
much use, but it does make clear the fact that the obsessive enquiry into the 
causes and effects of 'sublime' sensations or objects is merely the pre-text for this 
larger and more problematic topic. Thus, while many, if not most of the works 
published during the century on aesthetics could be said to be 'about' the 
sublime, taken in a very simple sense, about its effects and causes, its origins and 
associations, to desnibe them as only about this, or about this to the same extent, 
or for the same purposes would be to e rase the topography of the discursive 
network which includes enquiries into painting and poetry, gardening and 
music, includes discussions of tht> bases of taste and mora l action, and produces 
strictures for the pursuit of any number of activities from reading to social 
conversation. 

However, in spite of the comments made earlier about linear historical 
description, it is clear that some form of historical or chronological description 
of the entire fi eld does enable certain features of these texts to become visible, 

1 
The: wmdard bibliography by John Draper. Eighteenth Cmtury• English J\esthLtics (New York, 

1968). 1i>L' Ovt'r 1200 items, but i,. in fact. far from cxhau•ti vc:. Andrew Ashfield has assembled a 
bibliography containing mort· than 6000 entries. Ano1her pcrspc:ctive is added by taking the 
":•rei 'sublimt•' and c:xamining it;, various uses during the period. This had been done by T.E.B. 
\\ood on h1s Tht \Vord 'Subtimt' and iu r.onttxl, 1650-1760 ( The Hague, 1972). 
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t•vt·n a\ it take~ a~ a giw·u tht· object and nature of the,t· t'lllluiries.' uch a 
dei>cription enables u' w notict· 1 hat not onlr are Baillie', t\11 l~ssoy Oil the Subl~me 
( 174 7) and Burl..e·~ A Phdosoj>h1tal £11quiry i11to the Origin of our 1deas of the subl1me 
a11d beautiful (175 7) dow tu each other in terms of chronolog}. but that th~}' are 

al~o both rdatt'd to '"" l>im1larl} temporall} proximatt· text!> ,,·ho'e l>hghtl) 
different concerm an· "gnalled in their more spt;·cihc titlt•,, Court ne Mel
mmh '\The ublimt a11d Beautiful of Scripture (1777) and Richard Statk'~ An Essay 
on sublimity of writing ( 1787). Thi' might lead us to not(· th<ll whik· these f~ur 
tCXtl> all participall' within the general project of cightet•llti~-Cl'lllUl") _ael>theliCS. 
the t went} or so )'t·ar~ "hich l>CJMr::ttt' the two pain, n~arl.. a. d1fft·rcncc m ~t·rml> ol 
the scope of the enquir). \\'hilt: 1 here is clearly a topiC lor 11Ht''t1gat1on Signalled 
b) the common use of tht· term 'l>ublime' the feature:. and alignm~nt' of that top
it \\OUid appear tO h:ne t.hanged O\er time. Thi~. or COU~(·, I' .ill extremel) 
crude and IO\•-Ievd obsenation based solely upon the titlel> of the))(' worh. 

11 ,,e now take onlr a veq small departure from "ork' that <~ignal tll('ir 
panicipation in this project through the appearance of the word . ·~ublime' in 

1 heir t itlcl> and look at t hol>e 1 hat UM~ the word taste. such al> Cooper s Leiters con
ceming Taste ( 1755), or Gerard's Hssay on Taste ( I 759). ,,•h ilt: ~ve may confi_dently 
say that these treatis~::s arc concerned with the general topic or_al·stheu cs, we 

may not qui te so eal>ily fit them inw the same category as t he p revwus set. ~hen 
we cast the net much wider, and begin including Blair's Lectures 011 Rhetonc and 
Belles Lettrts ( 1783) or Bean ie's Dissertations moral a11d critical ( 1783) it becomel> 
much more dilfituh w include these works under the gcm'ral rubric of work 
·on the sublime'. even though all of them deal in ))()me mea~ure \dth th is topic, 
be it from the al>pect ol writing or literature, land~JX' or virtuom action. It b 
the purpo~e of thi, chapter to demonstrate how they might all b~ under tood as 

within the di:.cursi"e n~=:twork of the discourse on the sublime. 
No more need be ~aid in order to substantiate the claim that the topic of the 

~ublime i~ generally displaced throughout a range of eighteenth-century 

l'nquiriel>: indeed it could be ~aid to be one of the i1~forming c~ncept~ of t~e age. 
a part of the 'l>pirit of the age'. in a :.lightly old-fash1oncd locuuon. I ~ 1~ thiS mo:e 
ncbulou and ubiquiwu~ th1ng which e,·entuall) ~ub~umc the <iubhme as topic. 

a'> object of enquiq. and r{·placc' an f'mpirical imc'tti~,'ation into the forms, 
cau~es and efft:ch of the ~ublimc with a discourse ,,·hich ibelf is, or produces. or 

inhabits. or exhibits t lw ~ublime. Thi~ is what I term the tran~formation of the 
di~cour~c on the ~ublimc to the discourse of tht' .,ublime. and I want to 

t lm<'111·rtual hi,to1 )' v1·ry uftt>nl:lk•·• ;" l{ivt·n its de~i~natl'd lil'ld ~~~ •·.nquh·y. a pc»ilicm •_ha~ i> 

in1•11·a,inl(l} cum inK undt•r ''"Vt'l't' 'rn11 iny: Sl'C for example L)mmniC I. I.:~ Capra, !lt_t~rllltlllg 
tnttlttrtunl 1/is tory (lrhar:t , l!l83). II nn<· w;1med 10 begin with :~ prt'·l:~"·n. dl'lrnnum nr 

1.;~tn.·t·ntho("t'nltll) 3 .,,1hrlin. mu- mi~ht turn 1<> amud II. Monl. ,' Th~ Sublrmt : A ~tud] of 
Cnllrnl fhtontS m XI' II/ C:flrtury ,.,,g/nnd (Michigan. 1935). nr w \\ dk-1. ' 1/utor) of Cntrmm 

(I undun, 1955- Gf;) 
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understa nd such a tran,formalion a~ taking plan· during a specific historical 
<mtiuncture. and to 'ICC it a' determined b . a t lea tin part. tbj! contamination ol 
the discourse on the ~ublime bv neighbouring discouro;es within the larger 
nCI\\Ork. Thi~ mutation or 'ubsumption o f the sublime as topic or object for 
t'nquiry is to be .,een. therefore. as a product of the larger discur ive net,,•orl... 
and to result frnm th<' predominantly discur'>he frictions and movements ,,•hkh 
animate all such uct '"ork,, It il> not, therefore. solei)' the product of the enquiry 
into the sublimt·. and cannot be underMood )>imply in reference to the material 
of that discour~e and it'\ objecL ol analy~i,. Thi<., to put the matter in slight!~ le~s 
idiosyncratic term,, i~ to 'l'e 1 he change in eighteenth-century aesthetic~ noted 
abO\e in a wider contt·xt than ~tudie~ on th<· 'ublime. It is to breach an internal 
htstory of the sublimt' in (>rdt:r to effect a dbcur,ive dc\Cription of it . 

These poim' an· nece,,:tr} in order to follow 1 he wquence of the chapter., in 
Pan 1 of thb book, for 11 lthould by now bt· more than apparent that I am not 
addressing the !tame topic, the ~ame o~ject of t·nquir) or discussion as tho!>e 
works which have given u~ the defining charact erist ic~ of 1 he eighteenth-centurr 
~ublime. These work~ have, by and largt·, treated the subject ei ther from a 
literary point of view or from the standpoint of in tellectua l history, and have 
tended to focus on the usc rna de by the imaginative literature of the period of 
the concept of sublimity. While I do not want to give the impression thatthe~e 
works have no points of contact with the prel>ent swcly. still less that they are 
without considerable interest, I do. neverthele s. wi h w stress t hat my 0\\'n 
approach h a been ver) different, and has led to differem conceptualizations of 

the topic.' 
Thus, I will not addre"' the intricacie' of the eighteenth-century debate. 

either in regard to a particular text or author. or in relation to the wider i suelt 
perceived by that dc:batc. Con~ideration!> about the location of the sublime, for 
example, alt to whether it inhabits the external object or the imernal perceptive 
mechanism s will not ari~e. Nor. for examplc. will I be concerned about the 
differences between Ollt' man·, :.ublime ancl another·~ beautiful. So much for 
''hat I will not con.,ider: what will occup' tht' ct·ntral discussion of this chapter is 

' I he '''md.1rd ""rl. un tht· ,ubj<'<t 1' \lunl.. The Sub/1111t I ht" follo"'mg studiC'S tome 111 "' 

""~"· \\".j . Htpplt·. fhr 8taut•ful. Tht 'iublrmr, & Tl" Prnurtsqut rn F.ightunth.C,ntury Bntuh 
~tfthmr Theory (\.:arh<md.lll', 1957): \larJOf"l<' tlflpt' "'iwl'olm, .\fountain Gloom and Mountarn 
(, fo.,. Tht l>rorlopmtnt of tht Af<thttrrs of tht lnji111U (llhar.t, 1959): F:mes1 TuH·..on. Tht 
lmngmatum a; a MrarH of (;•ort: I.orkt a11d tht AfSihttus of Romnntirism (Berkele). 1960); David 

\hrtm. Tht Utlrgwu • Sublrmt: Chnstin n Poetry• and Crrtunl Trndrtio11 in Eightunth·Cer~tury £11gland 
t Lt·xingum. 1972): Willium 1'1 ic , . Albn•r h1. Tire Sublimt 1'/rosurt.r of Tragedy: A Study of Critic(l/ 
Thtol} from Ommr II) Ktnfl (l.awn·nn·, KS, I !l7!i); Thcnna' Wl·iskel. Tht Romantic Sublimt 
lfl<rh unclt<·, 197G): uml ~It'"''' Kn.opp. Persomji((ltrOII n11d tht Sublime: Milton to Coltridgt 
( C:amhrrd~w. \Ia" .. I !185) I "'''lilt' fnlltl"'ing .lri(Unl<'llt 111 tenn- of"' being adjacent 10 tht•w 
""'1.' ,,nd mht·r- .rln•.rch puhh,fwd " " 1 ht• '"P" "I 1hc· 'ubhnw. and "'ill address wme of th<· 

""-" "' rai..:·d b' th" " ' '"'' nl .cciJ.II , . .,, \ "' tht• 1-"' 1 h.lpll'r 
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an insistent auempt w describe and analyse works on acst he tics as a discrete dis
course. a discourse not con~truncd upon the middle ground of a common topic 
for enquiry- the o rgani1. ing principle of Hipple's book. for example-~ upon 
the recognition lhat the enquiq· has..no object. This tatemc::nt will become 
~tearer as we progress, here it should signal the fact that the present study is con
cerned primarily with the functions of particular d iscourses- most notably that 
on the sublime- and in describing those discom ses in terms of their propensity 
to produce a further discursive analytic, which I have characterized as the 
transformation from a discourse on something to a discourse of something. So 
much for the general outline of this chapter ; we may now turn lO the specific 
issues. 

T H E PROJECT OF FJCHTEENTH-CENTURY AESTHETICS. 

It is often remarked that eighteenth-century theories o n the sublime begin in 
ethics: the ethical syMcrns ofShaftesbury and Hutcheson, for example, are often 
taken as the first examples o f an enquiry specifically into the nature and causes 
oft he aesthetic, but if e ither write r can be said to be interested in aesthetics per se 
that interest is clearly tempered by their profoundly ethical standpoints. Indeed, 
Hutcheson's An Inquiry concerning beauty, order, hanrlOil)', design (1725) is almost 
exclusively concerned with the moral dimension of the aesthetic sense, so much 
so that it might be bettt:r understood as a work of ethics rather than aesthetics.• 
This ethical dimen::.ion, however, is extremely persistent, and can be found just 
a easily in many text~ published during the last two decades of the century.~ 
However, if this topic for investigation begins in ethics it receives its real impetus 
from rhetorical ~tudy. since it is the appearance of the three translations of 
Lo nginus's treatise On the Sublime, in 1712, 1724, and 1739, which frames most 
of the debate until mid-century, and generates toll ccnain extem the specific 
eighteenth-ce ntury obsession with the connectio n between the sublime of the 

• These comments are intended to underline the tendency to place or situate the object field of 
analysis . to read a treatise as one on something, or belonging to a particular diM:ipline or field uf 
enquiry. This tenderwy i) explic-.tble in tt·rms of our necessary limi~.ation of the field of enquiq·: 
huwever the ways in which the field is ..cctioned o r cut up are rarely tjUCstionc."CC or altered. It is, 
of course, one of the msks ol the 'new' hi,tories, o f women for example, to re-order the object 
field in order to tell a different ~tory ab<)ut the past. The present '"nrk seeks both to re-order its 
field. eighLeenth-ccntury acsthetir theory, and to investigate the new problt:m~ which arise with 

any n.~ordering. 
~ See, among others, Thnma• f>crdval. M oral and Uttrary /)issrrtations (London. 1789): 

William Thomson, An enquiry ittto tht tlnnmtary principles of beauty in the utorlcsofnature and art 

(Lundon. 1798): Thuma~ M:uhiao;, Tht Pursuits of Lllerarure (London, 1797). 
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text, sublimity in writing. and the natural sublime, the sublime :.ensations 
produced by the cxp<·rience of mountains a nd so fon h.6 

It is a lso commo nly remarked that thb e1hico-rhewrical ente rprise soon 
develops into somt::thing else, which has no ob\'ious labe1. but can be referred to 
most e fficient! by the term empirical psycho logy.' For the debates surrounding 
the sublime show, during the course of the century. a marked tende ncy towards 
the adoption and adaptation of a theory of mind that has most commonly been 
associated with psychology. This particular narrative SUites that where, for 
example. in the t::arly decades of the century sublime sensation might be 
explained in te rms o f the qualities inhe ring in the o bject. through recourse to a 
taxonomy of the natural which used vocabulary such as 'grandeur', 'simplicity·. 
'distinctness' and o on. towards the end of the centu r)• such explanations wou ld 
be phrased in terms of the interior workings of the human mind , through 
recourse to a \'Ocabulary of the passions, semiment or imagination. On account 
of this it is often held that theories of the sublime develop hand-in-hand with 
empirical psycho logy, and that these explanations o f the sublime provide the 
impetus for the in vestigatio n into the internal workings o r the mind.8 

By the end of the century debates concerned with the location of sublimity, 
either in terms of the external o~ject or the internal sense, had by and large died 
out, leaving the place of contest within theories of aesthetics to a wider 
conceptualization of sublimity which included social. cultural, and artistic 
explanations of aesthetic experience. Two text can be said to signal the end of 
eighteenth-century aes1 he tics in the following re pect: they close the debate on 
the relations between internal and exte rnal causes of sublime sensation and they 
point towards a more complex social understanding of rhe interr elations 
between ethics, rheLOric and aesthetics. It might be argued in concord with these 
two signal texts that such interrelations were the real subject of eighteenth
century aesthetics fro m the beginning: these texts are Archibald Alison's Essays 
on the NMure and Principles of Taste published in 1790, and Richard Payne 
Knight's An mwlytical inquiry into the principles of taste ( 1805). The ninetecmh 
century proper is characterized by what Wciskel terms 'the ro mantic sublime', 
but this I ee as less a var iant of the eighteenth-cenLUry enqui ry than a 

6 As \:eil l·kn1 puint• uut, interest in the Langinian text dccn'a;ws in proportion w the 
appropriatinn or 11' rhewrical forms a> standing for the experiential. llerll makes this comment 
"' "n extremely pow .. rful .tnd inAut·ntia l essay' A Reading ol Longinus·. collected in Tlu End Of 
Th! Lin~ (Nt~w York, 1985), pp. 1-20. 

' It 'huuld be pnintt·d out 1 hat tlw narrative form c tnbeddt·d here. of 'development' and 
prugrc"ion ;, explicitly refused b) Hipple. Sec his introduction w Tht Btoutifitl, The Sublime, & 
'Tht Picturt·squt, pp. 3- 10. 

" :llonk in hi> pte>twcring \IUd) 'cu. out precisd) thi• trajt·ct<>rv 'to"·ard the subjecth•i•m of 
k. ,UJ(: Tht Sublrmt, p. -1 . 
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complt'tt·l} dil>lillct diM'oursc which borrows many tt>rms from it. It is !lOtto be 
~ecn as :t nmtinuat ion or outgrow! h oft he di!>courM: em the sublinw "ince it func
tion~ and ~iwate~ itself in very different ways. II one wc.-r<.· to locate the 
continwuion of the t·ighteenth-cemury debate it \vould be in the soda! and 
economic theory of the 1840s where one would find the samt· ob:.e:.siorh with 
the interrelation:. between ethics. ae~thctic: .. and rhetoric. and that debate \\'Ould 
more likely be understOod historically in terms o f the discour:.e of politics. or 
political economy. than aesthetics.9 The abon~. tlwn. could be ~-.aid LO describe 
the trajectory of eighteenth-century aesthetics, or the discourse on the sublime, 
from ethics via rhetoric and empirica l psychology to political economy. It should 
be clear from the tenor of my comments that I do not \\'ant to :.a} anything abo ut 
thi~ particular te leological description of eighu~emh-ccmury ac:.thetics. For one 
thing this kind o f narrative is quite outdated , e \'t"n though its trace can still be 
found in Weiskel 's book. while for another its ai ms. those of tlw widest scope 
intellectual history, are rro longer mmmonly pursued in that di~cipline. I givt: 
this sketch in order to place the present work, and to note that I am propo ing 
nothing particularly ne1v in attempting w demomtrate the ·rise of the subjecL' in 
eightt:enth-cemury theories of aesthetics. What I am suggesting as a new 
departure is a consideration of the wpic from the perspective of the distinction 
between a discourse on the sublime and a discourse of it, and that this distinction 
enables u~ to note something about the subject of eight eemh-cemury aesthetics, 
the :.ubject of and in the ~ublime. which has hitherto been unremarked. 

1 shall argue in the following pages that the discourse of the sublime is a dis
cursive;: analytic, a discourse that aue mpts to dt::.cribe and analyse objects that 
are exterior to it - in this case the external world, and certain ly no different 
from the eli cour e o n the sublime - but which constantly phrases its explana
tions and analyses in terms that can o nly be understood as indications of imemal 
effects. \\•hich is to Sa)' internal to itself. Hence. the discourse of the sublime 
effectively describe:. and ana lyses itst'lf, it explains how sublime st'nsation arises 
in the individual by n·course to the.- workings of the discourw of analysis. It i~ 
distinct from the di~cour e on the ~ublime in ont· crucial respect: it cannot 
authenticate its statements and analy!>es through reference to an extemal 
autho rit)' since its analytic prnc<.·dure is base::d upon an internalii.<Hion of all 
analysis and description : it is self-rdll'xive in the first instance, making reference 
w itself as discourse in its exph111~1tory procedures rather than LO adjacent or 
priur discourses. o~jects in the world or human ~-.ubjcctivity. The discourse on 
tht: !>Ublime places external authorit) as the contro l for it~> analyses and 
de~>criptions. as the r·t·fercnce point that authenticate:. its findings. This external 

9 TheM' are clearly large <tatcmem' whirh arc in need of ~onw j ustification and amplification, 
"hich I propo>e w prm ide rowards the c·nd of 1 hi> chapter b comparing an early eighteenth· 
n~niU I') .et of comment' ()nthe sublimt" "'ilh Coleridgt"·s. Sufh a comparison ha,nb' iou< pirfall,. 
but I ,hall ll~dV<" di,<u>' ion nl rhem uruilthcn. 
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,tuthorit} ma) ta ke many forms. from the theological 10 the social. but its 
legitimating po\\'er i:.. a l\\'ay:. present and <·aJ.>able of bl•ing Mrmmoned up. 

The di~<·ourse of the ~ublime produce~ ~ublimity from within itself, and i~. 

the refore. more than a com mentarr upon sublime sen~ation . For this rca~on it is 
able to formulate sublimit)' in term of di~cursivit y: hence not only dew~ the 
location o f the sublime experience shift fro m the external world to th(' interior 
mind - a!' we have already noted in our crude hi tory abo1•e - but it also becomes 
pan of the u:xt which locate~. analyse~ and describes the experience. It is in this 
~cnse that I wam to understand the discoursE· of the sublimt· as a theoretical dis
course, one which is self-reflexive!) aware, that produces the objects it sets o ut to 
control. determine, legislate and so on. In this way the sublime <.an be ~cen in , 

t terms of an effect of the dbcursive analytic, not a quantit) llr qual it)' described 
by that di:.course and located t•ither in tht• world or in th<: mind by it. Tht! next 
chapter will outline in some detail this discourse of the sublime, but in o1·der to 

isolate il from competing and contexltlalizing discourses I will anempt to 

describe its difference from the discourse it has most in common with and within 
which it can most easily be identified as emergent, the discourse on the sublime. 

It is right to begin with Longinus's treatise On the Sublime. since its power over 
eighteen th-century aestheticians is considerable, and if there could be said to be 
any beginning to the eighteemh-centmy discourse on the sublime it would be 
with the various translations of this classical text.10 lt i:. worth noting that 
Longinus's text was certainly known to seventeenth-centurr writers. for whom it 
seems to have held little imerest: at least it failed to stimulate the need to ci te this 
text as a uthority. in contrast to this, what is extremely conspicuous in the 
eighteenth-century context is the use of Longinus as prior authority, as some 
form of authenticating origin. This procedure, by which one legitimates one's 
Matements by claiming prior authority is, of course, not new; it is, hO\\ever. 
noteworth)• that the eigh te<•nth-centur)• disnrssion of tlw sublime should begin 
in this w:ay, and that it should take Longinus as its ur-ltxt since, as eil Hertz 
points out in hi~ careful r<·ading of the inner logic of tht' trt:atise, it is more char
acterized b) duplicity and slippage than dear and careful t•xposition .'' 

Perhap~ o ne way of underbtanding tht· imerest in-thi~ difficult da:.sical text is 
to see it in relation to the growth of tex tual criticism and commenta ry 
throughout thC' century. In fact the Longinian method of citation of litPrary 

10 
The cr..-.ni•c has had man) tr.Jn,lauonlo imo English: tht> mn't widely read dunng the 

•·•ghtccnth Celli II') was that nf William Smith. firsr published in 17S9and imo ir~ fifth t·dilion by 
1800. Thert• \\c·re earlier u·an,lar ions b)• Wel.rc' d in 1712 and Jnhn l'ultney in 1680. 

11 
St"c Ncil ltc·rlf, ' A Reading uf l.onginu~· . in Tht 1-:nd ofTht Line ( ew York, 1985), pp. 1- 20. 

I "<> mon• rc·t<' lll .-, sap de' dop n·~<lings in parallel wir h my own: Su1anne Guerlac. ·Lon gin us 
.ond the Sub;ect ul the ublnnc' ancl France. f ergu..ou. ·A Commentary on Su1.annc Cuerlac's 
' " Longinu~ and the Suhjcn .,r rlw Sublime" ·. b<11h in ,\'nv Liltrary //i$101), XV I, no. 2 (Winrer 
1!185). 
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example couplrd with a sustaini ng commentar) bect~nw a Mandard format for 
man) treati~<'l> on a range of tOpics. from Blair's strenuou'l) rhetori<.-altrt"dr ml·nt 
of the literJr) wxt in hb Lecturu on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres to tht• more· 
complex inrc·rw<•aving of literary and non-literary form' found in William 
Melmoth'~ The Letters of Sir Thomas Fitz.osborne .. 

Thus, from the per~pective of rhewric the clear conrwctions Longim"'s text 
ha~ to handlx>aks of rhetorical figures meant that it could be \'er) ca~il 

accommodated within the brrowing body of work~ on orator\ and prescriptive 
rheLOric. Yet, the treatise is clear!) not constituted te"tuall) in the ame "a) as 
Holme ' Art of Rhetoric (1739) or tiding's Sysum of f~httoric (1733): "hile it 
shares man)' of the concern of these two handbooh. and e'en CO\er~ identical 
ground. Longinu:.'s treati:.e is marked by a singular awareness of the complex
ities of rhetorical ordering. Indeed, where Holmes and Stirling imagine 
them elvel> to be building upon and keeping alive the classical rhetoric-al 
tradition Longinu~ could be said to be undermining it from within. 

Something of this complexity, which we mjght call it ironic distance following 
Paul de Man, can be glimpsed in the following citation: 

... sublimity i~ a certain dislinction and excellence in ex pre~~ ion. and that ir is from no 
other source than this that the greatest poets and writers have derived their emincnct• and 
gained :tn immortality of renown. The effect of elevated language upon an audi~nce is not 
persuasion bur tran~port. 11 

The wavering or he itation implied by the use of 'certain' is noteworthy, 
proleptic e\'en uf the slippages that are to occur thro ughout the remainder of 
the text, for it i:. precisely the exrent of that ·certain' which is under 
examination, and which, unsurprisingly, has no fi u ite quamity. But, there is a 
more important feature to the opening of this text. one which will occupy almo~t 
all the writer:. on the sublime di cussed in this bool.., and that is the quiet 
assertion which clol>es the citation: cle,'ated language produces transport not 
persuasion. 

For," hile tht· ·r ranl>port · habitually associated with :.ublime :.ensation had. b) 
the time of the early eighteenth century, become a figure for sublimity. a trope 
of the figurauw power ol the ~ublime. it is precbel)• thb, doubled figuration 
which disturbs and troublel> the th(•orbts we will go on w discuss. In Longinus 
the stre~l> upon transport again~t per:.uasion :.ignah a departure from the 
Ciceronian 1.cheme, but its relocation of the rt-latiOnl> between the pt'r!)uasion 
effected b) tran~pon and the transport re uhing from persuasion are relathely 
unimportalll. llowever. in rhe cightcemh-century conrext this slightl) diffcrt·nt 
cmphasi~ lt·ad~ to much grt"ater problems, for the gcmuflectiun to pr·ior 
authority run~ inw severe diniculties. Rhetorical theory legislated. wir h t·asc in 

1 ~ L()nginu,. On lhf Subl•mt. tran,. \\ . Kh)' Koberts. 2nd t'd (Carnbr•dge. t907). p <1~ . 
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tact. tht· limit" ancllimitat ion' of pt•r,uasion: it did not ser out the limit ca~e~ for 
·transport' under:o.rood in ib dnubk•d figu rati\'e scnst'. This is to note that the 
rhetorical force of 'transport' i' not confined to the arts of oratory and 
persuasion: 'trarhport ' as a trt>pt• rtor ortly Mands for the heightened sen sat ion of 
rhe sublime. it <~lso products '"blimiry. It could be argued that eighteemh
cc:ntury ac:~t hl·ric~ rakes o n precbt·ly the ra~k of limiting the power of this trope. 
and that it:. major achie,·ement i~ to construct an adequate legislature able to 
JJ'llice the transport of the sublime t•xperience. Ho"ever , if that achie,cment 
can be said to be the end re,ult of th t•ories on the :.ublimc we need to examine 
both the rea~on~ for it peneiwd necessit} and ib effects within the larger 
domain of di l>cour'e implicated ''it hin the: transport of elevated experience. 

In the first place theories on the ~ublime, in their departure from classical 
rhetOrical descriptions of sublimity. are immediately faced with the problem of 
locating an authority or authenticating di cour e. Such a discour e would be 
needed lO comrol the transport resulting from the :.ublime experience, and to 
determine the limits of the transportation. from where and to where, with '''hom 
and by whom. This is far from playing with words, al> the following citation from 
Longinus should make clear: 

Our persuasiom we can usually cont rnl, but the influences of t he sublime bring power and 
irresistible might to bear, and reign 'Uf)rt'mc over every hearer. Similarly. we sec skill in 
invention, and due order and arrangement of matter, emerging as the hard-won result not 
of one thing nor of two, but of the whole texture of the composition. whereas Sublimity 
flashing forth at the right moment Katte~ evef)'lhing before it like a thunderbolt. and at 
once displa)~ the po"er of the orator in all ils plenitude. (43 J 

This is a disturbing description of the sublime 'rush', the 'transport' of the 
sublime' experience, since what is ar stake i~ precisely the loss of power of human 
agency. The !>Ublime comes to reign over the hearer. which is a con\'entional 
description of the power of eloquence. but the :.ugge tion i also presem that 
·~ublimit) Aa~hing forth' ma not cml} 0\t:rpo\\er the audience but also the 
orator- it :.caller> c\'erphing befort· it. Traditional rhetoric places the power of 
this scene !>quart'!) in the domain ofrlw orator's skill, his abilit)' to move or :.wa)' 
his audience according to whim, but thi:. potentially excessive account of the 
\ublime momcnt wavers at tlw point where it gives up all pretensions to 
authority and conr rul: it vt'ry nearly 'lKCumbl> to the inAuences of the :.ublimc. 
its power <tnd irrl'Mible might. l'hi~ b wh)· the l>et·nc and its description is 
'ublime. 

Of C<>ur~t· tlw pa~)agc clost·~ b) ll'-al>SCrting tht• powN of rhe orator, \\•hich 
~·merges aftt<r rht· thunderbolt - 'and aL once', the addition is required , the 
<lu<t liflc-ar ion a ~urphr~ of the monwnr irst'lf. Thi~ power oft he orator is morc like 
the· residue of tlw 'uhlimt·, tht• ~rill \'Oin• after the ~torm, the leakage into a 
\arant ~pan·. Tht• orator, in lau. tould bt• dc:~cribed a' having been posse~~ed b) 
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the 'sublime', as th<.• medium through which it Rows so that his power is really no 
longer hb own: it has, in one way of redescribing the scene. as we shall see in a 
later example. been take n up into the thunderbolt. 13 

We can read this passage from a slightly different perspective by paying 
particularly close a u ention to the distances opened up in the comrast be tween 
'our persuasions' and the '<)rator', a hiatus which i~ character istic of a large 
number of works on the sublime, and which sets up the possibility fo r a discour e 
of the sublime that is both self-originating and self-authenticating. It is the 
insistence on two prOLagonists at work in the scene of transport, and the 
identification with or within each individual. within both the hearer and the 
orator, \,•hich tends 10wards the production of a theory of the self, along with a 
self-legitimating theory. In the example above one of those protagonists can be 
labelled the subject, the agency which sees itself as controlling persuasion -our 
persuasions we can usually control- and the other an external force, either the 
sublime or the thunderbolt depe nding on whether one is referring to the 
audience o r the orator, which fractures, scatters, splits the first, the subjeCL, even 
as it describes that power as inhering within it. The orato1· here is the 
transitional figure, both contro lling the persuasions of his audience and losing 
self-control; both the en powered agent and overmastered subject. This complex 
scene of spaci~. opening up one set of determining criteria of the subject while 
defeating another, is a deeply problematic feature of eighteenth-century 
oraLOrical theory. In our contemporary te rms we might want to see this in 
relation to a Freudian topology, in terms of the unconscious or the splitting of 
the subject.•• 

We can now sec why the word 'transport' is a key word for studies on the sub
lime, and should note the strenuous counter-claim being made in the first 
citation above from Longinus, that elevated language doe not, and does not set 
out to, persuade. What then is the transpon that arises in the hearers. what is 
being transported, by whom and from where to where? These questions 

IS Tht'Se glosses on 1his passage will seem. a1 1hi• stage. excessh•e, but when I he)' are placed in 
the context of Sheridan·~ remark~ abou1 the power of the or.Hor in chapter 7 1he will come to 

seem muted. 
•• This is w get ahead of the di,cussion wmewha1, but i1 ne"erthde,., poinLS out the gener.tl 

trajectory w tk followed . Recent work on the sublime has pursued precisely thi~ t•xlension: see 
notably the special iM.uc of New Uterary History. XV I, no. 2 (Wint<' r 198!'>), The Sublime nnd 
Beautiful, Reconsideration~. II should also be pointed out that a further contextualization is 
n:quired lwre, in which Longinus's text , in its eighteenth-century transla tion. i~ plnced with 
regard to the larger aims and issues articulaling the 'augustan momt' lll' , a di~cur~ivc nct,•ork 
which ddines thl' Sf><:ial, cultural and political ro les of the individual. The usc o t On tltt S ublime, 
then. a~ the tounding ge~ture ot eighteenth-century works on the sublime ha~ din•ct CCI IIII ection~ 
with a certain politiC> uf authentication, a certain politics of legit imation. and a certain p<llit ic. ot 
>ubjeclh•ity. These wider dimensions will be treated in some detail inch. 4. 
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increasingly preoccupy eighteenth-century aestheticians both in their reading 
and use of the Longinian text, as well as in their own attempts to describe the 
technologies surrounding. distributing and articulating sublime experience. In 
respect to this it becomes clear that in the turn away from the pre-existing 
framework of rhetorical theory the discourse on the sublime had either to 
produce its own framework for analysis and verification. or use another set of 
criteria , already articulated and authemicated in another discursive milieu. 
This._g,el}, is the main problem that arises: the production of a set of criteria for 
describing, analysing and legitimating the 'transport' of the sublime e."perjence 
which not only has claims to authenticity or efficacy, but also particular 
applicuion to and within the discourse on the sublime. 

It seems to me that the so-called 'turn to the subject' can be explained in these 
terms, since a unified and unita ry subject allows the production of a number of 
authenticating theories, about the social constitution of the individual, the 
internal psychological economy of subjectivity, and ethical protocols of self 
which a ll help to explain and allow a nalysis of the transport associated with the 
sublime experience.'& This is a lso, in part, why rhetorical theory was, at least 
initially, so attractive fo r the discourse on the sublime. 

If we were to sketch a consecutive logic for this phase of eighteenth-century 
aesthetics we could say that the discourse on the sublime initially turns to the 
nascent theory of the subject which had been produced by rhetorical theory: 
indeed the link between rhetoric and aesthetics articulates that pressure to 
subject ivity. Let u look once again at the passage from Longinus: 

Our persuasions we can usually control, but the influences of the sublime bring power and 

irresistible might to bear, and reign supreme over e very hearer. Similarly, we see skill in 

invention, and due order and arrangement of maner, emerging as the hard-won result not 

of one thing nor of two, but of the whole texture of the composition. \\•hereas Sublimity 
Aashing fon.h at the right moment scau ers e\'er)•thing before it like a thunderbolt , and at 

once displays the power of the orator in a ll its plenitude.(43J 

The pressure to a discourse of the subject can be located in this curious baule 
between 'our persuasions' and the power of the orator: if the subject is owned, is 
a unified cohesive force, not produced by and residing wiLhin a particular 
ins[ance of discourse o r speech, then 'our' persuasions can indeed be seen as the 
property or the individual and not of the discursive event, the encounter with 

I; In t his limited wa)' tlw te leological narrative referred 10 above interconnects wi1h the 
pre>ent argument. Hcn•<'vcr, le1 u~ nut forget to mention that during 1he same period the 
boundaries determining the ccmstruction and function of the individual were under severe 
pre>!.ure to be incrca~l'd and at 1 he >a me time be )Jiaccd under the lener of the law. In this respect 
" 'cial, political, lt•gal. thenlol(ic:d, rnmmcrcin l. sexttal and medical definitions and concepts of 
'>Ubjecti \•ity ar<" ol singular imp<>rtnnl'{' lor :1 more powerful description Of the 'rise of the 
oubject', 
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the discourse spoken by the orawr. I fit i~ not a property of the individual then it 
can o nly be the product of an excessive discursivity in which we, as individuals, 
come inw an awareness of self-hood at the moment when the power of the 
sublime is manifest. The task addressed by Longinus and his eighteemh-<enw ry 
heir!. is to create a discourse on that sublimit)' which contains that power. If this 
fail~ the possibility arises that the discourse on the sublime might break out of its 
boundaries and produce sublimity. The move that Longinus makes in relation to 
this awesome possibility is instructive since it is echoed time and time again by 
eighteenth-cenwry theorists on the sublime: essemially ~efuses the P-2-}''CI..Of 
the disc~urse by appropriating it tQ the power o(the oc.<n.Qr~ Rhewricaltheo ry 
has a set of rules for gove rning this power, and hence the possible unlawful and 
unruly discourse is bro ught to law. 

The description of the sublime 'rush' in mythological and mystical terms, the 
metaphorical imputation of the divine is also instructive, since it indicates the 
other discursive field that the discourse on the sublime habitually LUrns tO for 
authentication: theotow. This is. of course, a rather obvious move, since the 
e~erienc~ sublim!!,x is di rect! • linked to those ob.Lect~ i~ the world thar ~ 
awesoms,.the direc1 e~re..~~ion o G.9d' awesome power. However, that move 
becomes increasingly problematic as the power of speech, L.b!_ orator's ability not 
to persuade his hearers but to 'tran~pQrt' them, is described as producing from 
wifhin ltsel tne transport whrcfi ad ro rmerly been associated with objects 
created bJdivine fiat. Furthermore, as we have already seen, this power may 
equally appropriate the orator as much as his audience. 

If we return to the link that Longinus makes between the ·rush' of the sublime 
experience a nd the power of the voice we can note another set of famil y 
resemblances in the eighreenth< entury discourse on the sublime. Not only must 
the sublime experience emanate from somewhere, from a place. it must also be 
contained \\•ith in a place, and thattopos is, in a large number of cases, the voice. 
On account of this the discourse on the sublime both accommodates and 
produces another discursive field which we could rerm the discourse of social 
contro l. the polir ics of speech. T his discursive field is allied to rhetorical theory, 
and stretches across that do main into a new area usually referred tO as elocution: 
the politics and policing of correct speech. 

Once again, the citation from Lo nginus points towards this in his insistence 
thar we can 'contro l our persuasions': thar we are able to determine how, wh)' 
and where our speech has certain effects on a specific community of hearers and 
on ourselves. This analysis in which the power of the voice come to be een as 
the location and generative principle of transport, however. opens up another 
ser c1f problems which are also carefully scru£inized in earl)• eighteemh-cenr ury 
tn:ar ments of the sublime. T hese are concerned with the adequacy o f language 
to de~cribe, delimit and control the world: the age-old concern of the relation 
between words and things. the adequac and efficacy of representation. 

Turning 10 an eigh teenth-century writer, J ohn Bailli(•, this proble m over the 
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powers of language is addres ed in the course of the investigation into the 
relation be tween qualities inhe ring in external object$ and the effects they have 
wirhin the mind. This mig ht be termed the locus classicus for early eighteenth
century aesthetic curiosity. If a homology of the type refer·red to above does not 
pertain then the discou rse on the sublime threatens to become. in an unproble
maric sense, the discourse of the sublime: the power of language alone produces 
~u~. Baillie writes: 

In searching into the Subliml' or the Passions, 11 IS not my Intent to re-examine the 
Disposition \~C feel upon viewing the Grand and Magnificent: bur to inquire inro those 
Affections, which when they appear in another, arc ever deemed great, and affecr rhe Person 
who comernplarcs them with an elroated Tum of Mi11d. For theSublimtofthe Passions must 
inHuence the Mind in the same manne r as the Sublime of natural objects, and mus1 produce 
rhc same f:Xaltedntss of Disposition. - Were not their Ejfut upon the Mind, the same 
Exaltedness of Disposition, - they wou'd with Impropriety, bear rhe same Name, and could 
by no Mean:o> be the Subject of this Jnquiry. 16 

lr is eviden t that the lim iter here is the natural world, fo r which we should read 
Cod's creatio n. However, the problem over the translation o f these external 
quali ties into internal effects still pertains, and is one that is continually 
troublesome for eighteenth-century aestheticians. It is this which is commonly 
addressed through reference to what is often taken to be a nascent theor>' of 
psycholog)•. 

Baillie a uempts to sidetrack this proble m through recourse to the connection 
between descriptions o f objects in the world and the objects themselves: such 
descriptions are 'produced ', of course, in la nguage. If these descriptio ns are 
taken to be equivalenr to the natural objects in their abili ties to raise sublime 
~ensat ions, it follows that 1vriting, or more generally language is transparent, a 
neutral medium of represemation: 

Hence it seem:., that Rulu for the Subliml! should most na turally resuh from an lnquir>• 
"hat the Sublime is: and if rh is is an Inquiry which LongitiUS has entirely passed over. there 
i~ 'rill Roorn for fu rther Spt:culation. Bur as ~he Sublime in Writing is no more than a 
Uesc•·iption ufrhe Subliml' in Noturt, and as it wen~ painring to 1he Imagination wh;ll Nature 
herself offers to the Sm.rts, I shall begin with an inquiry inro the Sublimt of Natural Objects. 
"hich I shall afrerwards apply to Writing.l31 

I kre we find a balanced economy within which the natu ral world, language, 
imagination, the senses and passion~ are all interdependent. intenramfe rable 
and, given their tcxwalization in writing, intertextual. T his lea<b to the 
rwc:c~~i ty thar one be able to read the natural world in an analogous way to the 
tnr which dcl>cribes it, rhcreby enabling the language used by the discourse of 

"·John Bailli(•, An Essay on tht Sublime (Lonrlnn. 174 7), pp. 15- 16. 
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analysis, the di course on the sublime, to exhibit a direct one-to-one refercntia
lity to real objects. l f this legibility becomes disrupted or defaced then the limits 
that constrain 1 he discourse on the sublime, its very restricted re ferentiality, may 
become ineffectual and the discursi,•e analytic rna)• correspondingly become 
excessively productive: writing may. all on its own, with reference to no singular 
natural object, cause sublime sensation. Baillie cannot aiiO\<' that to happen, and 
accordingly insists on the direct translation of the outer world into writing. 

I I' we glance back to the first citation from Baillie's treatise on the sublime we 
<:an see even more dearly this direct one-to-one translation: the sublime of the 
passions must produce the same 'exaltedness of disposition' as the sublime of 
natural objects. One aspect of this translatability should be examined before 
passing on: the clinching part of Baillie's argumem concerns the naming of the 
'subject of this inquiry'. The naming of the subject is indeed the problem for 
Baillie's treatise: it is forced , through its own ana lytic procedures, to co me to a 
self-realization that the subject for enquiry is effectively unnameable.17 

This problem of taxonomy and identification is immediately apparent, even 
from a cursory glance at the treatises taken to be constitutive o f eighteenth
century aesthetics. Indeed, the urge w classify almost seems obsessive. I take it 
that this drive towards a complete and coherent classification can not be 
explained solely in terms of the general project within the period to construct a 
complete empirical syste maticity: the project to clarify and classify the world. 
While this drive is clearly one of the features of a specifically neoclassical or 
augustan ordering of knowledge, as an explanation of the naming principle it 
does not full y take into account the necessity of this drive given that the 
discourse on the sublime transforms from an eth ico-aesthetic enquiry imo a 
psychology of the individual. Furthermore, it era. es what we are beginning to 
chart here, the t rajectoq' of the discourse on the sublime towards the discourse 

of the sublime.18 

In order to explajn this we need to question the "cry resistance to the naming 
of the subject, hinted at in Baillie's treatise, and made increasingly explicit in the 

17 1 am t~mpted to make n ~trong reading here, and >ugges• that the unnameable "·hich 
.urfaces is subjectivity. This is to ge t ahead once again, but we can see, I think. some of the pro
blems arising in Baillie's insis1encc on the naming principle. We might say that in this instance 
the discourse on the sublime opens up I hat area in \ohich the subject will become a discursive 
counter, in -.·hich it ,,•ill be named. Baillie docs not confront this problem directly. >ince he 
wi~hes to make an exact correspondenc.- between inner effect and C)u ter quality. That 
torrespondence will break down cont inually in the theones of aesthetics which concem u• in the 
f()llowing. 

IS Examinations of the augtl\l:ln or neocla"•ical from different per>pcctives all bearing on the 
present argument can be found in J .G.A. Pocock, Virtu~. Cornmtrct, amf fl iJtory (Cambridge. 
I 985): Howard F.rskine Hill. Tht Social Militu of Al~xandtr Popt (London. 1975): and Michel 
Fuucault. Tilt Ordtr of Things (London, 1970). 
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works which follow. For, it is not only the naLUre. dimensions and effects of the 
origin of sublime sensation which elude fixation, classification, order, but abo 
the end of that sensation, the production of heightened awareness, conscious
ness of self, subjectivity. It is the human subject, then, which both resists naming, 
and is the object of the obsessive drive to classify. In Baillie's work the function 
of the name takes the place of the subject, it il> the very fact of naming which 
gives coherence, cohesion and order to both the world and the discourse on it. 19 

It sho uld be clear by now that I see this e mergent problematic of the subject, 
its name and position within the discursive hierarchy as both the result and 
object of the discourse on the sublime. I find it convenient to describe this 
c::mergence in terms of a leakage or fi ssure within the discourse of description 
and analysis: it is almost a.s if the discourse of the sublime, one in which the sub
ject is named as the subject, as in power, erupts within the discourse o n the sub
lime. The following chapter discusses in some detail this emergence in these 
terms. In order to complete this sketch of the project of' eighteenth-century 
aesthetics we may place next to Baillie's treatise a much late r example, belonging 
to a dilferem ordering of possibilities for and problematics of the subject, but 
nevertheless connected to these earlier discussions. 

It may seem illegitimate to take Coleridge's specu lations on the sublime as a 
comparative control for this examination of e ighteenth-century aesthetics for a 
number of reasons. The first and most obvious one, that his writing belongs 
more pro perly to the 'ro mamic' can in fact be turned to productive u e. If we are 
able to note large differences in the romantic text it will bring into focus more 
sharply t he boundaries of the earlier project. 

Another objection that the question of the subject calls forth a different set of 
positionalities and problematics for the romantic writer can also be usefully 
turned in our favour, for it is precisely those differences in conceptuali1.ation of 
the subject which allow us to locate the ' rise of the subject' within the period 
under discussion. In addition to the e objections it might be perceived as rather 
too easy to take such a large histOrical sweep , which will, likely as not, produce 
distortions in our account of the eighteemh-ccntury materials. 

Notwithstanding. I do not mean to construct a chronology of the subject , as it 
were, and to argue that the romantic conception of subjectivity is the result of, 
or caused by its eighteenth-century precursor texts, be they o n the sublime or 
more generally on or around the concept of personal identity o r subjectivity. 
T hat argument need not be addressed here - it is examined at length in chapter 
II -since the topic for the present discussion is 1 he function of the discourse on 
the sublime in relation to its neighbouring discourses. and its placement within 
the discursive net work which contextualizes and enable~ its descriptio ns and 

19 
Thi> brongs into con.idernlion, ol Cf)urw. the· proximity of B.tillie's argument I<) certain 

l ind• of 1hc•ological >pt••·u latiun. 

/ 
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analyses. As I have already argued the subject is both constituted by and taken as 
the object of that discourse: it is instructive therefore, to compare it with 
another discourse which exhibits a number of similari ties in terms of its 
problema tics, but which comes to a different set of conclusions and orderings. 

T ilE 08JFCT OF ElCHTEENTH-CENTUR\' AESTHFTIC.S. 

Coleridge's comments about the sublime are scattered throughout his pro e 
writings: he did not, unlike Wordswonh, write a sustained piece on the topic. I 

shall not aucmptto give an adequate description o f either writcr·s 1 houghts on 
the subject as this can be found elsewhere.20 For our purposes a few instances of 
Coleridge's speculatio ns will suffice in order to sketch the differences mentioned 
above. The first immediately strikes us on accoum of its forceful awarene~s of 
self: 

But Gothic ani~ Sublime. On Emcring a cathedral, I am filled "'ith devotion and with a" ·e: 
I am lost to the actualities that sur·round me, and my \\'hole being expands into the infinite: 
earth and air, muure and art, all swell up into eLCrnity. and the only sensible expression left 
is, 'that I am ntlthingt'.21 

For Coleridge, who is wrttmg in a mode that has been called the ' romantic 
sublime' by Thomas Weiskel, the expansion of the mind associated with the 

C::::::::.... contemplation of a sublime object represents a loss of subjectivity, an allr subsumption of the perceiving mind into the eternal and infinite. In this way the 
distinctions between subject and object. or between inner and outer are blurred <: as the very participation of the subject within the experiential leads IC'J an 
identification of the subject with the object. This is clearly a special case, 
prompted by the peculiarities of the architecture, and complicated by the 
associations surrounding the fabric of a church. However . thi~ identification or 
subsumption, it matters not which way the argument is run. depends upon a 
prior set of a~sumptions which we will need to examine. 

The first and most obvious assumption at wo1·k in this description is the 
persistence and coherence of the subject , that an 'I' enters into the experiemial 
domain rather than being produced by it. A second a~sumption is that an 
'expression' ma)' have a direct relationship to the experience, that it may capture 
within discourse the matter and material of the senses. Coleridge's (i ntended) 
pun, that the 'only sensible expression left is '" that I am nothing''·, underlines 
this correlation. This takes us to the larger, and for our purposes more 
important, assumption about the discourse of analysis and description. fi>r the 

20 St·c Wci~k.-1, Tht ltomn11tir Sublime, and A.O. Wleckc. \Vordsworth and tht S1tbl11nt (Uerk••lc:y, 
1973). 

~~ Coluidg;'.f MisullafltOu.s Crrtiri.rm, ed. T .M. Raysor (London. I 936). p. 12. 
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Coleridgean text is activated within a context in which the discourse on the 
sublime continually mutates imo. or even gencnttes, a discourse of the sublime. 
This will be taken up in the ((,llnwing chapter ; here we need only remark that 
both subject and object are posited as discrete forms which coalesce in the 
description of the sublime experience, and result in the annihilation of 
subjecti,~ty. 

I am anempting 10 point out here that it is not the categorizadon of 
experien ce, nor the taxonomy of re~ponse which allows Coleridge to claim first 
an expa11sion of consciousne:.s which is then followed by its annihilation, but the 
function of the discour~c:s of description and analysis: the sublime experience is 
first and always an event produced by the discursive analytic. This is not a very 
great change from various eighteenth-century conceptualizations of the sub
lime, but its cem ral difference lies in 1 he ease with which the discourse of the 
sublime is accommodated within and assigned to a technology of subjectivity. 
These comments will become far clearer as we progress, but they can be 
immediately strengthened by comparing Coleridge's com ments on Gothic 
cathedrals with those of Addison. 

This comparison will allow us w identify the difference between the discourse 
on the sublime and its wariness in the face of its own excess, and the discourse of 
the sublime with its corresponding ease and pursuit of it. Here is Addison, 
writing in The Spectator: 

We arc obliged to devotion for the noblest buildings, that have adorned the several 
countries of the world. It is this which has Sci men at work on temples and public places of 
worship, not only that they might, by the magnificence of the building. invite the deity to 
reside within it, but that such ~tupendous works might, at the same time, open the mind to 
\·ast conceptions. and fit it to com•erse with the divinity of the place. For evef)•thing that is 
majestic, imprints an awfulne~s and reverence on the mind of the beholder. and strikes in 
with the natural greatne s or the soul." 

For Addison the mind may be opened 'to vast conceptions', it maybe imprinted 
by external objects. This is a fc:ature o f the discourse on the sublime which 
presumes an unproblematic one-to-one translatability between qualities of 
objects in the world and internal sensations. The above description is aware of 
t~is transference, just as it echoes the origina l stamping in the breast of man by 
h1s creator. In some respects we are noticing the proximity between aesthetics 
and theology. already remarked upon above, which seems to produce a 
rco luctance to move beyond the limited distance required for a conversation with 
the deity. 

Consequently Addison's anal)•sis o f 1 he sublime returns constantly to a 
t'<m11nenrary upon 1 hose objects that arc ext<· rna I w the mind, no matter what 
might be presumed ro bt· their inwrnal efft'ct~. since it can call upon that 

11 
J<>><'ph Addi,on, Cntirnl t-:mtys from Til~ Spuwto•. <·<1. Donald Bond (Oxford. 1970). p. I 88. 
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network o f discourSl!S which articulate man's being in relation to the worlrl made 
by Cod - ethic~ and theo logy - in order to authemicate. t•nable and lcgblatc its 

description~. We would not expect w find the eruption ol an autonomous 
subject he re, ~incc the notion of the self is quite can·fully and masterfully 
controlled by th(•ology and ethics. T his is not, of cour:,e, w say that Coleridge is 
oblivious of these com exiUalizing and legislating discour~oe!>, but it b 10 

illuminate a t:l of differences. 
Coleridge. in contrast 10 Addison, is delighted, if not obsessed with the 

subject's seduction into discursi,•ity. 1t is precisely the opportunitic~ for 
subjection , for the construction of a differenL ubject presented b) an internal!)• 
legislating di!>coursc, that of the sublime, ,,•hich fascinate Coleridge. For him 
the re can be no external o~ject s that imprint themselves on the mind without 

the prior participation of the perceiving mind: 

I meet. I ji11d tht• Beautiful - bUI I give, contribute, or rather attribute thl' Sublime. No 
object of Sense is ~ublime in itself; but only as far as I make it a S)'mbol of some Idea. The 
circle.: is a beaudful figure in im•lf: it becomes sublime, •vhen I c:ontemplate eternity 
under that flgurc. T he Bcauliful is the pcrfet:tion, the Sublime the suspension. of the 
comparing Power. Nothing not shapely 1ormosll$: 11am t tiam musict suam habet fo mwm' c:an 
be called beautiful: nothing that has a shape can be sublime except by metaphor ab 

occasio11e ad rtm.21 

"' /'" ., .. ! 
Coleridge, as is frequently the case, is here a more inexact writer than we might 
wish for: how<·ver that lack of precision enables a reading of the text 's 
interstices. as much as it may be taken as an index lO the difficulties presented by 
the text to its writing. In order to expand upon these comments, then , we need 
to untangle some of the inte rwoven strands of these two evasive and imprecise 

Coleridgean attempts at defini tion . 
In the first instance the sublime experience for Coleridge is marked by a break 

or a change in consciousness - ' I am filled with devotion and awe: I am lost lO the 
act ualities that surround me'. T his move is discontinuous, it results from a 
rupture within the cont inuum of consciousness- a move from one state of mine! 
10 another . That change is analogously related to a change from a lite ra l 
language of experie nce to a ligurdl one: from the direc t expe rience of the world 
10 the mediated . As this rupLUre is made apparent, and as this change takes place 
there is in e ffect an eradication of self-consciousness, a blinking of consciousness 
in which the ways and mean~ of knowing, the awareness that one knows. how one 
knows, and what one: knows are suspended: I am nothing. 

It is the fai lure of 1 he pt'rcciving mind that sets the chai n reac tio n in motion in 
this first example of the expansion that takes place in consciousness o n viewing a 
Gothic church. On looking a t the expanse delimited by the ouwr strucwre of 
tht: build in!{ and realizing t.hat the limits cannot be seen from inside - the height 

2' Col<·rid~c. 'Uupubli!.hcd Fragmt·nt> on Aesthetic>. t."d. T .l\l . ~ay.ur, Studits ;, Phi/olog). 

XXI I (1925). pp. 532- 3. 
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and light conspire ag<~ imt 1 he vbual capacity of the viewer - the mind is f<:n·ced to 
construct. the boundaric~o nfthe inlt'rnal ~pact·. In o ther words, the mind cannot 
accept the di~unction bt't"'t·en the external visual infor mation, given before 
entering the building, and the lack 01" failure of the :.ight to corroborate that in
formation from the inside. In thi~ disjunctive mode the mind expands outwards 
lO fill the vi rtual limitless space- that unbounded space suggested by the failure 
of sight - and in so doing becomes cffecth·cly shape less. 

At this point the secondarr pul:.e of the sublime inter venes. The mind knows 
that infinite shapelessness is redundant as a concept , and knows that there are in 
fact limits to the building - that it is a bounded space - thereby restricting the in
finite play of the expanded mind and ext ruding it into infinite shapeliness: it 
cannot de termine the exact contours of the inu:r ior, but plays variations on the 
infinite possibilities. In th i~o way the mind mort: closelr mirrors the object it 
perceives. But, as we have already seen, Coleridge refuses a direct o ne-to-one 
translation theory of the l>ublime: he wishes to move the discourse o n the 
sublime into a purely figurati ve scheme. 

Therefore, the expansion of 1 he mind to fi lit he void left by sight mus t be seen 
as an extension of the boundaries o f the mind, so that the mind itself recedes 
from shape as it becomes infinite shape. Thus, the shapelessness o f the church , 
which is the primary experience, has been troped into the shapelessness of the 
mind in a secondary figurative move, and the mind becomes an enclosed infinite 
shape. i.e. without shape. This shapeless form inhabits the infinite shape liness of 
the interior of the church : the external has become the boundary delimiting the 
possibilities for the inter nal. In te rms of the rela1 ions between the discourse of 
analysis and the experience de cribed. what we are witnessing is the eversion of 
the discour e on the sublimeSt> that its boundaries become internalized within 
the limits of the experientia l, while its interior becomes the substance of the ex
perience. 

This strategic u e of the building as an analogous trope for the sublime is ve ry 
common b ecause we know from exper ience that interior spaces are very often a t 
odds with our expecta t ions derived from the exterior form: on entering large 
bounded spaces we are nearly always struck by discrepancy. of one sort or 
another. The interior is eitht·r larger or smaller than expected , lighter or 
darker, its intricate t•xterior ~urface is ei ther reproduced in some de tail 
imernally, or the opposite pertains in which a busy exterior is balanced by a static 
imerior. and so on. Howevt'r, if we read 1 his fa cet o f our common experie nce as 
a way of understanding nnt just large building~ but of the re la tionships be t ween 
inner and outer. the trope which animates this scheme becomes apparent: the 
di~unction between exte rior and interior lead~ to an eversion, in which internal 
markers are turned outside, becoming the boundary or limits of the discourse. 

T he diffe rences betwe<·n Addison's and Coleridge's use of the church as an 
analogue for the t·xperiencc of the sublime do not solely lie in their differing 
t.onceptions of that expt•rien('e ()r the s ul~ject who expe riences. As I hope to have 
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demonstrated, these distances are worked out within the markedly distinct 
fuctions performed by each dibcursive analytic. It is nor so much that the :.ublime 
or the ubject ha:. changed between the e arbitrar)' points in time but that the 
discourse on aesthetics ha : it has changed in the wa)'~ it understand" its own 
power to the sublime. 

It i!o the figurative' manocuHe. referred to above a:. e,e.-..ion, that charac
terit.cs a very large number of '''orks on aesthetics during the latter half of the 
eighteenth century. I do not wish to claim that it is the 'ma~tt·r 1 rope' of the dis
cour e of the sublime.14 but 1>0mething like evcr:.ion i\ present to Hogarth\ 
Analysis of Beauty ( 1753) or Kames·~ Elements of criticism ( 1763). to Reid's Luturts 
on the Fine Arts ( 1774) and William Thomson's An enquiry into the elnnentary 
principles of beau I) ( 1798) o that the following discussion of Frances Reynolds's 
diagram of the sublime is extremely pertinent. 

Reynold 's 1\n enquiry COTirtrning the principles of taste, ar1d of the origin of our 
ideas of beauty, published in 1785, is most often read as a minor work on the 
moral sublime. It is certainly true that Reynolds takes some pains to link taste to 
ethics, concluding with the 'definition of taste being ... the love of virtue' .n 
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However. this ethica l drive is subordinated to the major part of the Enquiry 

which deals with the topology of the sublime. 
At the very opening of her brief di!>sertation Re) noldl, presents a diagram of 

'the respecti\·e di~tanccs' between 'the common, the beautiful, the graceful, and 
the sublime' reproduced oppo itc. I want to read thi~ diagram in the light of 
eighteenth-centul) theories of ' 'ision and per pective, and refer the reader to 
the fuller di cussion of this to pic in chapter 8 . The briefest way of introducing 
the following reading is to present two diagrams of vision. The first is the 
familiar 'Albertian ,,•indow' used for penpective projections: 

and the second is a model of vision depicting the focal length of the faculty of 

sight: 

1 

Both of the e models are present to eightcenth·century conceptions of vision, 
and can be seen at work in Frances Reynold~\ diagram of the sublime." If we 
superimpose these t\\O diagram~ on to Reynolds's schematic representation of 
the sublime we can note t\\'0 di tinct po<i~ibilitit·s for readings. The first diagram 
abo\·e place the e)'C where Re) nolds ~ituates sublimity. This chema i~ 
sanctioned b)' the increasing tendenC} during the course of the century to 
internali7.e the ~ublime already noted abo\'e. In the superimposition of rhi 
model beauty and truth <,(•em 10 occupy tlw place of the canvas. behind which 
stand the 'realities' of common senst· and common form. and finally nature. As a 
model of the diManc·cs bet ween th<· perceiving t•yc and the 'real' it designates the 
filters through which perception operates. 

~The 'Aib.mian "infln"' tan lx- llluncl tt•produet·d in almon e'ery treati~ on pers~tivc 
discussed in thaptt'r 8 1 he model nltht' r<X.allt·ngth of ,tght can be round injamt'S A)..Chough. 
A short ouount of tJr, '>'and notutf oft'UIOII (LCindnn. 1754) 
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If we now re.:ad Rt")•nolds ' schematic representation according 10 our 't't'ond 
diagram of vision. the.: eyt· is figured in the same pl:~ce a~ nature, whi<h I am 
taking here a~ including human nature. The eye in this ~chemt- projen' out into 
the world onto tht' carH·a~. as it were, its object of perception/ produc:·t ion: 1 he 
~ublime. In thi:. dt•:.tription of Re)nolds' diagram beaut\, 1ru1h, and gra((• arc 
object-. which do no1 rt'qlllre such great distances of prc~ecnnn: 1 he\ .trc· closer 
to the circle: nl human nature 1han the l>ublime. 

The difft•rt"nt<' bel \H'en these two uperimposcd reading' of Rt'\ nold:.'s 
'chema comt'' dmHI to an eighteemh-cemury commonplace. the natun· of 
perc.ep1ion Ill lt·nm ol either reception or projection. It is clear that b()(h tht•": 
pns:.ible reacting~ art• being articulated at the same lime b\ Rt·\ rml<k .111d in 
order to examrne their inter.tction we will need to follow he~ arg.umcnt < lo,c·l). 
A' ha:. a I read) been nmed Rc) nolds is writing within the frame" or!.. of a moral 
treatise, one whic:h take~ human nature as its cemral focu~ of :rnal)~i'\: ho\H'Ve.:r, 
as the following cliscu~:.ion sets out to demonsuate, the ethical rule!> of conduct. 
the limiu:r!> of the discourst' on ethics, are less the object of analysis than the 
limits or boundary required in order to enable an eversion of centre to 

boundary, and ~ubscqucm inversion of boundary to centre to rake.• plan·. Thc:y 
arc, as it wen•, llw pn·-tt'Xt upon which the treatise is based and which allows and 
produce~ variou~ figurations or disfigurations within the general field of' 
enquiry, the di~cour·sc.: on the sublime. 

Reynolds begins lht· description of her LOpology in this way: 

In th~ ~xuu <~nrer of my cirde of humanity, I have placed nature, or rhe 'P••ng' of rhc· 
intellectual p<>Y. I.'r,, Y.hich rend, in a ~traight line. to its boundary: and, on"' bound.1r), 1 
have plac:ed dt•mcm~trable beaut) and truth, and the utmost poY.er of rule': and. mid" a', 
I haH· placed common 'ot'll\C and common form, half deri\·ing their t'Jo.l>tenct· I rum puc .. 
nature, and half from"' hcgh~l cuhh·ation. as far as an or rules can teach.J!iJ 

h might be rt:·mar~ed immediatel) that Reynolds is stri\ing for an equi\Jic·nt 
mathematical preci~ion in her pro c to that exemplifted b) rht· dtagram. 
HoweH:r, the lir\t thing that strikes us in reading this explanation " that its 
explanatoq pt>"er i~ mi,placed or misdirected. for although she.• manage' to put 
into pro<>e a rendi1iun of th<' various patial relations that are diagrammat11ed, 
she omit~ 10 explain what mo~t urgentlr needs explanation: the nnn·ligur~1the 
meaning~> of tht.'. l' word' and geometric relations. 

Thi, misapplication uf her explanatory prose is also rt·flcctcd in ht.•r lat·l.. ()f 
pn•ci~ion: when· 1 he di<tg"ram makl':. definite and fixed connect ion' 1 he· prmt.· 
make~ ambiguou~ and :.lippery St<llt•ments. Thus, the proximil) or 'nalurt•' 10 'i l:> 
boundary' invite~ ~~~ to take the sense as referring to the boundar)• of n:nur<·. 
r:uhcr than tlw primaq' grammatical sense which ref<·rs 10 the boundary of tlw 
l' lrclt·. Wt· arc· pu~hcd into rhi~ reading on account of the fact that thc·cirrlt- ha:> 
no c·xrc:rnal rl'lt·n·rH. it i' mt·rely a heuristic device. Thi!> hig-hlil{ht'> the· problc·m 
prt·,t·ntt·d 10 us: how miKhl \\t' 'defigure· the figure: - tlw diagr·am? nfortu· 
nard) \\'t' rt't<·iH· Ill til• aid in the· tt'Xt ~ince Re) nold, gi\'l'' u' in hc•t pro,<· 
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description !>ta t cmcnt~ which ltre ~imply r<·-dc,cription~ of the figures, tr:Hls
lations from geom<'lric diagrammalitaticm to linguistic figuration. Thus, what 
we want to be explain<•d i~ lt·h urwxplaint'd: we are not told what a 'center of hu
manity' is, ~tilllc ~an· wt· givt·n any indica I ion of what the boundary of thai cir
cle might be in an)lhmg but geometric 1crm~ . 

Furthermore:, our initial effort~ <II clarif) ing thi~ short-circuit of diagram into 
figural ion run up agairN con~idt•rable problt·m~: take. for example. the notion 
that the power~ of the mtnd tend rna <>lrarght line to their boundal)·. a reading 
that becomes perm'''ible b) ral..lllg 'nature', qualified by Reynolds as the 
· prings of the intellc•ctual pt>"er,·. a, 1he antecedent of'its'. \\'e can understand 
thi conceptual~\ a, a \t<ll<'mcnr about the limitation of the powers of the mind: 
but, of cour e, cmt.·e we read 11 thi:. \\3) \\e are immediately confronted b) 
que ·tions concerning tht• impo~ition of those boundaries: where do they come 
from, who impo Clo thc·m, how are thc.•y kept a' boundaries? 

We might wam tu pu~h thi~ further, and ltCc Reynolds herself as addressing 
these questions in h<·r dt·~cription of lht· boundar)' in terms of 'demonstrable 
beauty and trUI h · <111d the 'utmoltt pow<·r of rules'. It is quite clear that in terms 
of ethics 'demonstrable bt.·a uty and truth' are imposed by the fact of human 
nature, erected as boundaries by the working of human nature, and find their 
origin in human nature. Th<:Sl' arc.·. of cou rse. 1 he demonstrable categories and 
rehearsals of the argument!> found in c:arly eighteenth-century discussions of the 
ethical sublime. In tilt' mol>t gener:.rlterrnb we can see that the fact of beauty and 
truth being 'demon~trable' rc•fen. to their being ratified in another domain: they 
are imported from an au1hentic and authenticating discourse in order to coma in 
another discour~e. In this imtanet· beatll) and truth are seemingly placed at the 
boundary of humanit). a comment 1hat \\C may not find too difficult to 
under tand in orne unexamined !.enM•. l loweH~r. reading a little more close!), 
,,.e might ask hm\ Re, nnlcl~ can place the 'utmost power of rules' on her 
boundary. when \\e h:t\'(' alread) ~t·en thai demon trable beauty and truth are 
there alre01d). Thi undt.•r,c.oring of the legi lath·e mo\·e she wishes her 
'boundary' to mal..c i' lurtht•J cc>mplicated b, the connection between rules or 
an and 'pure nature' in their production of common sense and common form . 

The addition of the:· adjt·c.' ti\ l' 'pure' can be seen in the light of the need 
experienced b) 1he di,cour,t.· it,t•lf w tirc.um~cribe the area it legislates: nature is 
qualified a<> ·pure natun·· bt·catN' 1 hc· cJi,cur,hc analpic has produced a splitting 
or doubling of the original ·naturt·'. On account or thi~ it would appear that two 
ver!tions or naturt' art· pn''C'III 111 1 ht· diagram, t ht• firM placed at the centre of the 
circle, that is tht· bounchtq inv<·ned 10 the.· ct•ntre, and the second a product of 
the discourst•, tht· pun· nattll'(' 1 hat al\\':t )'\ r·c.:main:. outside. refusing diagramma
tintion. This 'pure· uawrc·· i~. tht.•rt.•f!Jrt·, that which functions as the external 
object resi~tlllll w aualysi~. bur which undt.·rwr•ite~ the discourse. It is the product 
of thi~ dbcur,iH· marwt•uvn· in whkh it is positt:'d a!r external in order fell' the 
diagram to fun< rin11 .11 om• lt·,el. ancl, at another, for the discursive analy1ic to 
opt:rate. 
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From this we can see that Reynolds, in her re fusal to ma ke lite ral the figured 
diagram, is performing a reading that we might call disfigurative, or, perhaps 
more generally, theoretical. We could say that she everts her own discourse of 
explanation, re fusing to move outside the topo logy of the sublime. This can be 
seen even more clearly in the following citation: 

The imellectual powers, arriving at the limit of my common drcle, i.e. at the limit of the 
basis o f my pyramidical system, where I have placed the fixed pmportions of beauty and of 
truth, (if they progress) mount up as a Aame, with undulating motion, refining as they 
advance, and terminate in the pinnacle. or ultimate point, sublimity:! 51 

This analysis is in some measure elliptica l, refusing w name its object, but it is 
also peculiarly faithful LO its chosen o~ject, fm· what could the sublime be if it 
were easily reduced to or produced by mere lucid explanatory prose? 

The above citation is clearly concerned with the limits of the discourse of 
analysis as much as with t.J:!e limits of the. perceiving min<L..l n this connection the 
sublime naturally resides in the place beyond human powers, hence Reynold's 
place me nt of grace: 

Grace is the characteristic object or general form of the ideal region, and its perception is 
the generallim"lf of the powers of imaginat ion or taste. few, very few, auain tO the point of 
sublimity: the 11e plus ultra of human conception! the alpha and omega. The sentiment of 
sublimity sinks into the source of nature, and that of the source of nature mounts to the 
sentiment of sublimity, each point seeming to each the cause and the effect: the origin and 
the end! [61 

-.....,_ The movement described here is that with which we began, the projection/ 
reception model of vision, the distance of the eye in sight. It is precisely the limi
tation of the human visual faculty which crosses into the analogue of sublime 
experience, in which human nature sinks in the face of the 'ne plus ultra of 
human conception'. ln te rms o f the topologies here being proposed we can say 
that the ratios governing Reynold's various distances suggest that the human 
mind might reach the sublime, but the dotted line ending at its apex just before 
sublimity negates the possibility of fina l attainment, in this way the experience 
and description of the sublime is an asymptote. This to pology is inextdcably 
caught within the topology of the discursive analytic: Reynolds is atte mpting LO 

describe via circumscription: she is marking off that area, called the sublime, as 
outside the common forms of experie nce, and as she d oes this she realizes that 
she has also blocked the possibility of using the same analytic and descriptive 
framework as used in the 'limit', that of grace. She o utlines this blumly in the 
next paragraph: 

The first po im The exact cemer . nature, o r the ungm of our intellectual faculties. 
admits of no investiga tion, its idea, as I have observed before. loses itself in the sentiment 
of sublimity,and we see nothing: and therefore I pass on to an object which is perceptible, 
the common general character of humanity, exterior and interior. 17 J 

While nature "admits of no investigation', human nature is more than suscep
tible to analysis. 
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Here Reynolds runs up against one of the perennial problems faced by 
eighteenth-century theorists of many kinds, the search for the sanctioning 
origin. Reynolds is suggesting that while human nature is not without its 
attendant problems of origination "~~spend our enquiry before reaching the 
b..$).ttOID lioe,.as i.l.$cre .. l n this way we can rise to the point of grace, and because 
of the spatial proximity of grace to sublimity, from there we may fall over into 
the sublime. As she writes: 'where pure grace e nds, the awe of the sublime 
begins'!l71. Grace, we should remembe r from the diagram , is the everted limit 
case, the defining boundary produced by the fact of human nature, the limit o f 
the focal distance of sight. However, once it takes its place as boundary it comes 
under the threat of the trope of eversion, and this is precisely what happens: it 
becomes evened so that we are unable to know what is atLhe centre, what grace 
is, finding only boundary, the limit case. 

Once grace functions as a marker within the topology of the sublime its 
function destroys its essence, and we are left with no definition of grace, the 
furthest point we may reasonably expect to reach on the diagram. Reynolds 
explains this: 

You can no more define grace than you can happiness. The mind cannot so steadfastly 
behold it as to investigate its real properties. Grace is indeed the point of happiness in the 
ideal regio n, both because it arises spontaneously, without effort. &c. and because it seems 
partly within our own power, and partly without it. [171 

Grace has become a discursive counter functioning both within the object 
discourse and the discursive analytic. It operates as a controlling and legitima
ting trope, at once internal to the discursive analytic and hidden from its gaze, 
evicted from it. 

It is because of this inherent capacity of the trope of eversion tO produce the 
boundary o r limit case that the discourse of analysis co ntinually runs ag•·ound. 
The term that Reynolds uses most frequently when faced with the impen
etrability of her object of swdy, or of the self-sealing nature of her own 
discursive analytic, is power. It is instructive, then , that in writing about the 
experience of power itself the Burkean paradox becomes apparent: 

Those on~y who have passed through the degrees. common smse, truth. and grace. i.e. the 
sentiment of grace, can have a sentiment of sublimity. It is the mild admiration of grace 
raised to wo>ldtr and astonishme11t; to a semimem of power out of our p(!Wtr to produce or 
control. [181 

Here the ambig uity in the phrase 'out of our powe r', meaning both derived 
from, and beyond the control of. art iculates the doubled distances of Reynolds's 
analysis of the ~)lime: bmh proj('ction and reception, within the mind and 
external lO it. The seniime nt of power is. fundamentally, inhuman, dehuman
izing: it forces the recogmtion c)flT;;", itaiTon }vt>J1 as1t opens-up the pqssibility of 
infinite expansion . f 
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We may briefly recall Coleridge's auempts to explain the same sensation 
which for him results in self-anni hilation. For Reynold::. the property of the 
subject is noL yet so secure. It is for this reason that she cannot coumenance the 
dissolution of self so willingly courted by Coleridge. and return Lo a theorr 
which is so fully deLermined by and contained within the trope of cversie>n. This 
allows her LO place, sicuace. delimic the external unlegislacablc, unthinkable. In 
her own framework it is the Cl hi<:al su~jeCL, not the aesthetic which occupies that 
position: 

A~ the universal idea or scndmt·nt uf taste is honour, so the universal object of its 
perception is ornament, from the (l~jcct. whose excellence we contemplate as an ornamen1 
or honour to human nature. to every object ,,·hich in the slightest degree indicates the 
influence of the excellence. Take awa>• the idea of that influence in the moral sphere. and 
taste i~ annihilated: and. in 1 he natural sphere. take awa> the idea of di,•ine influence, and 
taste cannot exist. Every .sentiment or taste. a~ I observed before, uiLimately relates to the 
one or to the other of these principles: ind1..>ed, strictly speaking, as the moral relates to the 
divine, it may be said ultimate!)' 10 do the ame. (39J 

The above discussion of Reynolds's Enquiry will undoubtedly seem rather 
strange or strained, and i tmi~ht appear that I have g iven the impressio n that her 
arguments and analyses are very abstract and imprecise. I have been forced to 
comment in the way I have in part because of the resistances presented by her 
text: it really is 'about' the diagram she gives on the second page. and it really is 
about it in a very strange way. He>wever. 1 have also been concerned to 
demonstrate the extent to which her theory is about the adequaC)' of theory, 
about the exLent to which a discursive analytic can explain and describe its own 
products, for that is what the discourse on the sublime has become by the time 
that she is writing. It is quite clear, I think, that this treatise is no t on the sublime, 
it is not or1 anything at all, perhaps, except itself. It is, however . .i.\.d isco~hich 

produces an excess, no maner what name we give to it, and it is this productive 
capacity that I have ide ntified as the distinguishing feature of a discourse of the 
sublime. 

At this point I will rehearse in a more schematic form the argument I am 
anempting to construct. Eighteen! h-century theories of aesthetics are usually 
taken to be focused on, or abouc , or take as their object something called sublime 
experience or sensation. There can be no doubt that there i a discourse on this 
topic th roughout the century. no maHer how one might sketch the differences 
between the ethical sublimt> and the psychological. My own reading takes this as 
a given, and has attempted to demonstra te thaL a greaLer point is at issue in these 
theories, namely the product ion of something which cannot be contained by the 
ana lytical discourse. 

One way of reducing t he threat of this discursive product is to import another 
adjacent set of l egi~lating theories. such as prescriptive rhetoric, in order to 
bring to law the unwanted product. I have briefly argued that the use of the 
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Longinian text was one of the first auempts to pursue this soluLion, and was soon 
joined by other externa l legislating discourses. such as Lheology and ethics (the 
precise ordering here is unimponam since I am not sketching a chro no logy). 
This would appear to be a consLant feature ofaestheticjudgemem and enquiry. 
The current analysis, however. auempts to wrest eigh teenth-century specu
lations o n the sublime away from the restrictive boundaries imposed by 
aesthetics understood in its com mon sense. 

If we take a larger overview, and compare early eighteenth-century dis
cussions of the sublime with an early nineteenth-century one, Addison com
pared to Coleridge, it is dear that whateve•· else may have occurred in the wider 
network of discourses determining both wr iters' discussions, and whatever 
differences there are in the distinct projects undertaken by both theorists, the 
earlier has a problem with a self-authemicaLing subject whereas the Iauer has 
none, and even extends and develops this into a welcome invitation for self
annihilation. Jt would a_epear, then, that between chese Lwo very crude markers. 
the discussionofthesuhlimeaccommodated itselC to say the very least, to a self
authenticating_subject. The argumem in Lhe following chapter will make much 
stronger claims than these, but for the moment this weak formulation will 
suffi ce. 

Taking Fra nces Reynolds as our convenient 'mid-point', we find that the 
discussion of the sublime, a lthough on the surface controlled by considerat ions 
of the ethical dimension of aesthetic exper ience, has in fac t become an unwieldy 
contemplation of its own powers as a discursive analytic. as a theory capable of 
explaining or describing heightened experience. The quesLion, what is the 
sublime? in Reynolds's tract must be answered by a formulation which includes 
to a greater extent a description of the theory's own will to power. In this sense 
theories of the sublime can be seen as evolving into rather sterile self
advertisements. We may want to relegate Frances Reynold's modest tract to the 
waste-bin of philosophica l enquiry but the central problem she struggles with , 
concerning the status of the object of and for a discourse on the sublime, is 
fundamemally implicated '"ithin all of eighteench-century aesthetics. 

My own reading of the tradition referred to as t:ighteenth-century aesthetics 
departs, then, from a commonsense approach which assumes that all these 
theories- 6000 examples of which occur.let us not forget - are about somethi ng 
in the world. or in the mind, or a combination ofboch. For while many treatises 
are clearly and unambiguously about Lhese things, the general transformation of 
the field of em1uiry leads us LO note thaL these enquiries become exceptionally 
self-refe•·emial: they are abouc themselves as theories. While o ne may recort that 
al l theorie:. can bt· described in this way, it is not my purpose LO leave the 
argument hert:. nor to he rald this as news. Rathet· m)' a im is to set up the 
discussion in such a way as LObe able to perceive the wc11·king of this manifest dis
course on the sublime, and its propensity to open up the space in .... ·hich a latent 
discourse ol e he ~ublime i:. enabled, produced, enpowcred. 
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This argument can be focused by anending to the question of gendt•r 
differentiation. a common problematic feature of the discour~e on 1 he 1>ublimc 
and which it wry often ha<. to negotiate its way around. I am thinking here of the 
evident linkl> that pertain between sublime sensation and the 'rapture' or 
' transport' of M:xual union." This is not only because the presumed 'bli~,· arising 
from that union is the onl) physical analogue that approachel> the extreme 
ensation of the 'ublime. It i:o. al o because the discourse on the 'ublime produces 

and examine<. 'ubjecti,·it) in gender-specific terms. thereb\ signalling its 
participation \\ ithin the larger set of discourses determining sexualiq for the 
period." Thi<. argument beg many questions, not least the definition of 
'sexuality' here being used: howe,•er we may . heh·e these concerm.. at least 
temporarily. and approach the argumem through an example. 

I 
My general point in the following is that the discour~oe on the :.ublime i~ faced 

\'i th a product of it~o own analysis, which we will here label as the sex<·d !>ubj<•ct ,19 

vith which it is both uncomfortable - an unwanted product - and hc>pelessly 
tdrdwn 10, fascinaLCd by. The discourse on the sublime recogni1e1> this sext>d 
subject , but refuses to theorize it, refuses its distances, stops short of Reynolds's 
boundary in terror of being pushed across it. 

I r we return briefly to our first example of the rhetoriral sublime takt·n from 
Longinus's u·e;Jtise, we can note that the sublime caused by or aroused in 
rhetorical performance is pan of an imersocial experience: it takes place within 
social ~pace, however defined. It is precisely this aspect of the sublime, the 
problem either over translatability from one person to another, or or idemical 
re~>ponsc, that causes the aesthetician of mid-century :.o much trouble, and 
which i~> refigured again and again during the history of eighteenth-century 
aesthetics. Longinus avoids this problem of confronting the 'other'. or of ocial 
experience or self, by restricting h is description of the ublime transport to the 
power of the orator' performance, the sexual dimension or which i~> to be 
understood a<. the orator's experience of masculinity. of male power. \\'hen this 

" Th1s hnk is qu1te cKplicitly made in a number of texts on the practict" of reading, di~m~ 
belo"'' in ch. I 0. 

11 rhe uw of g~·nder·'JX:ciflc tenns to refer to a very large number of activitic• and obJt"CI\ 

durin!! tht' period ha' yet to bt• fully investigated. The ·feminiution' oft he 'ocial. cuhur.~l and 
political i' one feature of this complex knot. Two accounts addre~s the~e iosues •twdfir:~ll)' ~nd in 
CKtremely u•c:ful way•: Michael C . Cooke, Acts of Inclusion (New Haven. I 077), ••••• 'The• 
Feminine as the Crux of Value·. pp. 122-83: and J erome Christ<:n>c:n. Prartisi,.g l-:11/igiltmmmt 
(Madison, WisC{Insin, I 087), especially pp. 94- 1 19. 

2~ By whkh lmc:auw rc·fc:r to the complex of relation> articulated h) till' di lfc:rt·IH t' nl )(<·nclcr: 
altitude' and figuratinns of the dilferences between male des1re and female objcctifitatinn. 
ceonnmic:\ of \CXWIIity ,plit intO ma>culine demand and feminine >uppl)•: >ocial di-'<' rnination Of 
g"nder rolt•>: med1cal dt'\l'riplinns of gender-specific disease and .cxuall) tr;ln,mittc·d ailmr·nh. 
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power is translated into the mid-century cotHext, it brings with it a number of 
extremely di~turbing effects. 

These can be outlined in the following citation from Sheridan's A rhetorical 
grammar in anticipation of the argument pursued in chapter 6 and throughout 
the second part of thi) book. In Sheridan' analysil> the power of the voice to 
seduce has become all-per\'al>i\'e: !>O much so that it runs away with its user: 

True eloquence does not 10oa11 for cool approbotron. Lrle irre>istible Maury, it transports. it 
ratti.slus, it commands the admrrallon of all. "'ho are within its reach. If it allows hlfU to crih· 
ciz.e, it is not genuine. It ought to hurry U!> out of oursehes. to ntlarge and suYJIIo-o~.• up our 
whole auention; to driw e'er thing out of our nunds, besid~ the subject it ..,·ould hold 
forth . and the point it want~ to carry. The hearer finds himself as unable to resist it, as to 
blow· out a conflagration with the breath of his mouth, or to stop the stream of a river with 
his hand. His passions arc no longer his own . The orator has taken possession of them: and 
with superior power. worlts them w whatever he please . . so 

The situation described here is that of 1 he oratorical performance, and belongs 
more properly to the discussion of elocution ; however, it does demonstrate the 
appropriation of subjects performed by the orator, and the sexual connotations 
allied to this subjecti ng performance. Sheridan is bewitched by the power of his 
own voice to such an extent that his discourse, here used in the simplest sense, 
threatens to run away with his self- the 'author' quite clearly begins to lose con
trol. But this is as it should be since the sublime exper ience here described - the 
ravishment and tran port which arc its habitual tropes and com•entional signs
is one in which the 'enlarging' of attention is commensurate with a certain male 
experience of sexual arousal, and the loss of elf-control an habitual trope of a 
certain male description of sexual fulfilment . 

Although this text can be situated quite easil)' within a tradition of male 
figuration of sexual experience - it draws upon those figures- something else 
present to it pu hes the analpis into a more disturbing area in which the gender 
different iation instantiated by the discoun.e on the ublime, the habitual binary 
dh·ision into feminine beaut) and masculine sublimit)'· begins to produce 
abnormal effects. We can note thi<. in heridan's repetition of the masculine 
pronoun, for the scene of educt inn, which is so clearly a pan of the oratorical 
performance, would more usually bt· de,cribed in heterosexual commonplaces. 
of male attraction to female members of 1 he audience. 

Here, however, the audience is cll·arly male - ' the hearer finds himsetr -
which not only bring~ up tht• question of a certain homoermicsarticulated by the 
~cene (the description of which should not be taken in our own contemporary 
senses of the homosexual) but also lt·ads us to an analysis of the eruption of the 
male su bject. cntin·ly in tcrrm of the production of Sheridan's discursive 

so Thomas Sheridan. A rh1toruol grammar oftht 1-.'ngluh /mrguag• (Dublin. 1781), PP· 210- 11. 
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analytic. This can be seen most easily in terms of the power experienced by all in 
the scene described - by both o rator and audie nce. Power here is a male 
pl"ivilege, a masculine experience o f t he sublime, so that while the desire to 
seduce one's hearers is most commonly desuibed in heterosexual terms, of the 
orator 'coming on' w an adoring and pliant female audience, here the 
ravishment ~~d transport are so great, and so clearly a facet of the sublime 
expe rience"'- that the c,liscursive analytic dema.nds that all described, whether 
o~ato.!:...q_r a.udience, expe rience a certain masculine sense of powe1· and hence are 
subject tQ one of the defining characteristics of male gender difference. Put -..-..-simply, the discourse produces the su~ject, and produces it in gender differen-
tiated terms because the discourse o n the sublime O_E..e rates the hard distinction 
between the masculine experience of power, ~thority and sublimity, a-;d t he 
reminine experience ofs uOjection, Obedience an(i oeau~ (It hardly needs 
pointmg Oui. how p;werful tl-ie'Sefigures have been in Western conceptualiza
tions of subjectivity). It is for the same reasons that another habitual trope in 
descriptions of the sublime is the 'emasculation' of a sublime experience which 
takes place when, in Blair's terms, the 'tension of the mind' is ' re laxed'.51 

What I mean to poim out here is the way in which the discourse of analysis, 
which I take to be the discourse on the sublime he re, even though, as already 
stated, the passage may belong more properly to a discussion of oratory, 
produces a subject, but produces it on and according to its own terms. Where we 
would expect a female subject as constituent of the audience, we find in fact a 
male subject, and this is to be understoojfd as the product o f the discourse, not its 
object. 

In conclusion we can note that this chapter has attempted tO sketch a certain 
problematics of the discourse o n the sublime . It has endeavoured to read the 
topic o f eighteenth-century aesthetics both in broad historical terms, and in ways 
which undermine that evolutio nary scheme. Four features of the discursive 
analytic have been investigated: its importation of an external legislating 
authority, its tende ncy tOwards the breaking of its own boundary, its self
articulation as theory in the light of its sense of these matters, and its production 
of a gendered subject position. All these features are the result of an inquiry into 
the nature of eighteenth-century aesthetics when seen as a discourse, not as a set 
of works concerned with a putative common topic of investigation. In this way I 
hope to have introduced and contextualized the discussion in the folowing 
chapter, which will investigate in some detail the three works which form the 
basis of my understanding of the discourse of the sublime. 

51 "Now. when an author has brought us . or is auempting w bring us, inw this state !sublimity!: 
if he decks the Sublime object which he pre~cnts to us, round and round, wiJh glincring 
ornaments: nay, if he throws in an)' one decorar.ion thai sinks in the lt:ast bcl()w the capital image. 
that momelll he a lters the key: he relaxes the tension of the mind: the strength of the feeling is 
t!ma.culated: the Beautiful may remain but the Sublime is gone.· Hugh Blair, Lulu res on Rhetoric 
a>1d Btlles Ltllru. 2 vo ls (London. 1783). I ,·p. 66. 

3 
The Discourse of the Sublime 

The previous chapter outlined those problems arising in eighteenth-century 
aesthetics which derive from and lead to a questioning of the object taken for 
examination by a discourse on sublimity. These problems were brought to our 
attention through the operation of a very schematic chronological survey of the 
entire century, which was then investigated to some degree in order to ascertain 
the effectiveness of a chronological model for our analysis. We noted that all 
theories on the sublime to some extent face those problems which can be 
described as the product of an evolutionary narrative o f eighteenth-century 
aesthetics. But the narrative in which the move from the ethical sublime to the 
psychological sublime is described has limited use when we begin to note that 
specific kinds of difficulties arise in what I have termed a discourse on the 
sublime. These difficulties bear upon the limits a nd limitations of the discourse 
of analysis. However, rather than jettisoning completely a chronological account 
I propose to test an even narrower temporal range in order to make a little more 
precise the distinctions between a discourse on the sublime and a discourse o f the 
sublime. 

Such a narrowing of focus has a further pay-off in that it enables us in the 
chapter following to place the discourse of the sublime, a nd its emergence in the 
discourse on the sublime, next to a neighbouring discourse which functions in 
much the same way. This chapter, then, will examine the generation of what I 
call the discourse of the sublime, and will take as its three exemplary texts 
Burke's A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of ou1· Jdea.s of the Sublime and 
Beautiful, Gera rd's An Essay on Taste, and Kames·s Elements of criticism. 

Something should be said about the choice of these three texts at the outset, 
since some misapprehensions of my project may be forestalled by explaining 
their selection. Mosl accounts of eighteenth-century aesthetics would certainly 
gi ve ample space, if not pride of place, to one or two. if not all three of these 
lexts. Consequently, in selecting them I am running the r isk of strengthening 
the perception that they are the most important texts on aesthetics during the 
first sixt y or so years of the century. This may or may not be true, but it should 
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be clear that I do not intend to serve such ends, most especially in the light of 
what I find to be an uncritical acceptance o f which texts are lCl be wken as 
'major' texts. This uncritical definition of the field ignores, for example, the 
enormous amount of periodical material contained in a host of journals and 
magazines from the Idler, through the Connoisseur, to the World dealing with the 
general top ic of taste. T hese writings should certainly be gi\•en more aucntion 
than has so far been granted them, since these periodicals, along with a dozen or 
so more, contain ignif1cam contributions to the discourse on the sublime. Be 
that as it may. I have selected these texts for one reason only: they serve the ends 
of a limiLCd historical explanation. This is to say that 1 am going w propose a 
reading of these texts which pays parricular anemion to the date of their 
publication. and the reason why I have restricted the time period between 1757 
and 1763 i!> because it coincides with the Seven Years War. 

I am not, however, going to argue that this period during which I trace the 
e mergence of the discourse o f the sublime is strictly defined by the pursuit of 1 he 
war. or by the chronological boundaries 1 have just assigned it. This restriction 
of the period is a matte r o f heurislic convenience: by taking such a time span it 
becomes possible to locate and analyse the discourse of the sublime with greater 
precision. Furthermore, should a larger historical time period have been taken, 
the connections between this discourse and the discourse of debt which arises 
solely on account of the war, would have bee n weakened so as to make them less 
perceivable. I am not going LO argue, for example, that the discourse of the sub
lime only comes to the surface during this period: it exists as both a possible and a 
realizable discourse for almost all the preceding years of the century, and 
indeed, if one were to understand this discourse in prope rly discursive terms it 
would be necessary to locate those previous discourses which transform and 
mutate during the seventeenth century thereby defining the limit and possibi
lities for a discourse of the sublime during the eighteenth century. Such earlier 
discourses might be legal or theological. literary or scientific: whatever the 
precise constituents o f that d iscursive network, combined they a ll defined the 
knot of discourses that for a previous hiswrical juncture articulated the bod y 
and the subject. 

In relation to this point, I am not going to argue that the discourse of the sub
lime di appears after 1763: indeed cases could well have been made fo r taking 
earlier or lat er periods: clearly such choices would a lso be deter mined by the ir 
location within the general chronology of eighteenth-century aesthetics- the 
trajector y described in the previous chapter. I r one looks at the end of the 
century. for example, it is clear that the pe riod from Alison's Essays on th.e Natu:rt 
and Pri11ciples of Taste, published in 1790, to Richard Payne Knight's An 
a1wlytical inquiry into the principles of taste. published in 1805 also disturbs the 
surface of the topic, and pushes the relations between the analytic discourse of 
explanation and description and the o bjects of' description, be they imcrnal 01· 

external. in new directions. Whe ther or not this departs from a discourse on or 
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of the sublime is a question we must leave suspended since this chapte r sets out to 

describe work o n aesthetics during the period 1756-63 without reference to any 
texts outside these strict chronological limits. 

It may appear from this that the three texts chosen as exemplary all 
participate within the gcneraltr~jectory of eighteenth-century aesthetics w the 
arne extent: that ther all ~ha r·c the :.arne concerns and aims. This is manifestly 

not true, as it would be equally wrong to claim that all three texts have precise!)' 
the same object in view. Furthermore. two of the texts. those by Burke and 
Gerard were not written within the confines of the designated time period, 
merely published within it.1 This, however, does not significantly disturb my 
argument since the de,•ice of the restricted time period ,,,iiJ be less concerned 
with the exact details of composition than with the ' knot' constituted by the 
' 'arious texts published during 1 his period. 

I will Lake the three texts in chronological sequence in order to facilitate a 
narrative of developmem , of evolution. This narrative will, in due course, itself 
be everted to the bo undary in order to test its limits and limitations. As will also 
become appare nt, my reading of these texts is so ·close' o r narrow that details of 
the larger arguments presented in them are blurred or erased. My attention 
throughc)ut is on a certain ope ration of their discursive analytics, not on their 
substance or material argument, so this distortion in respect to their meanings
be they a uthorial, social, cultural or whatever- does not significantly interfere 
with the issues pn::sented here. For this reason I have not provided synopses of 
the various arguments contained in these three works which would have slowed 
the pace of my own presentaLion unnecessarily. T he central interest of the 
following is to be derived. therefore. from the operation of these exemplary 
texts as theory and not as theories about the world or the internal workings of 
the mind.' 

A PHI LOSOPIIICAL. F.NQUIRY INTO T liEORICIN OF OUR IDEAS 

OF T I IF l;8LIME AND BF..AUTIFUL. 

My main focus in dealing with Bu rke's Enquiry will be the section on power 
added lO Lhe second edition. This, a~ Boulton points out, following Wichelns,' 

1 Burke's /::nquiry took >Om<· len year~ or so of writing. while Gerard submin ed his Es.ra:r in 
1756 for the pri1e offered b)' the f:dinbuq(h <)dct) for 1he Encouragemem of Ans, Sciences. 
ManufaciUrcs. and A!(riculwre. Set• Bouhon·, imrnducliun for an account of the former, and 
llipple's chapter on Gerard for dw !alter. 

2 
Readers curious a; w the wiclt·r impc~nance nf 1 hcse teXb in relation to 1he objen oftheorie> 

On the sublinw can find exce llcm synup•<·• and lmroduclions in Hipple's book. J.T. Boulton's 
introduction to hb <'clition ul Burkc':. 1-.'nq~tiry (London, t958) remains the mos1 detailed and 
UM:ful introduction to I hat text . 

' H.A. Wicheln>, · Burke"• E,,ay tJII llw Sublim<' a no its Reviewers', journal of English and 
Ctrmanrc Philology ( 1922), XXI. 646- 6 1. 
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was almost certainly st•cn b)' l~urkc himself as a reply w his hustilc reviewers, and 
takes intn account some of the real ignment~ made by those rcviewl> '''ith the 
mainstream of <:'ightecnth-ccntury aesthetics - an alignmeiH th<~t Burke set'med 
unhappy with. Again, as Boulton make~ very clear. Burke's idea~ on the sublime 
departed to some extent from the main~tream, although his borrowings from 
Baillie and Longinus <tre evident. It sho uld also be pointed out that although the 
Eflqttiry achieved a certa in measure of notoriety, its influt:nce on come mporary 
theories was more !>uperficia l 1 han profound. Funhc rmm·c Boulton. for 
example, makes ab~olute the division between ·:.ensationist' theorit's, those 
represented by Burke's Enquiry. and ·a:.sociationist', represented by both Gerard 
and Kames, so that possible 'real' conncctiom between the three texts examined 
in this chapter would appear to be improbable from the outset. I shall. however, 
take a differe nt perspt!ctive from those histories and commentaries which are 
concerned with tracing the narrative of the de,re lopmem of theories of 
aesthetic~. and will t-'Schew almost entirely any discussion of the differe nces 
between these texts taken as systematic inquiries into the sublime. The main 
emphasi~ throughout, as stated above, will be on the adequacy o f each system, 
taken in ill> own terml>, tO theorize the experience of sublimity, and to construct a 
theory which corresponds to the expe rie nce it describes and analyses. 

Thus. although Burke used a different framework for analysis from Gerard 
and Kames in their auempts tO understand the trilnsmission of idea~. passions, 
sensations and so forth. these diffe rences count for very li tde when we look at 
ho"' he constructs an a nalytical discourse which sets out tO explain and describe 
sublimity. Again, while Burke's notiuns about the ro le of terror in sublime 
experience depart from those of almost all his contemporaries. including of 
course Gerard and Kames, this idiosyncrasy has very little bearing on o ur 
argument which is not concerned with the origins or stimuli for sublime 
sensation. So much for a counterclaim that these three text~ are irreducibly 
different. The opposite perceptio n, that these texts are similar on account of the 
fact that all three ,,.,.iter~ construct discour:.es of anal)·~i s in the face of the 
sublime might be taken as selt-evidem. It becomes le~~ so. and wonhy of 
C<)mmem when we recall that not only is the experience of the sublime fiercely 
debated throughout the period , but ai!.O that the causes, ends. and effects of sub
lime experiences were far from agreed upon. T o be raced by the sublime . then, 
was not necessarily to be faced b) the same external objects, intcrnai!>C'nsations. 
or discursive manipulations. ThiN chapter will attt' mpt w sketch some or the 
reasons for the proximity of the three texts under discus~ion given these 
potential (subst;~ntial ) differences. 

Burke'~' added section on power i' primarily concerned with the idea of 
godhead, althou!{h it takes two pages bt<fort-' Burkt· opcnlv state~ this: 

I purpo~cl) avoided whc:n I fir~t comidered t hi• ~u!Jjcct , to introduce the idea nl that Kreat 

and trenwndou> being. as an cxamplt· in an argumt·nt sn light a~ thi,~: though it freqcu-mh 

c>~rurred tu mt', nm a~ an objt·t.t ion to, but·" a strung cc1nfirmauon nf Ill)' notion' in this 

matt<·r.• 
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Burke's reverential position in regard to the ·grt.":ll and tremendou~ being· hide~ 
a more problematic utili~ation of the lapse: for the fi rst edition knowingly. 
·pu rposely'. omits " 'hat amounts to nothing less than the hinge of articulation or 
roundat ion stOne of the t:ntire system. The restoration of this secreted, or veiled 
part of 1 he argument seems to have been thought necessary b)• Burke in orde r to 
~ilence dissenting comments upon the first edition. h can, the refore . be taken as 
uf considerable significa nce that the second edition seeks to convince thro ugh 
the revelatio n of something that was presc·m 10 the text in the first place, th t• 
figure in th(• carpet of the first edition. which we now learn is the part godhead 
plays in the argument: namely, the ~ummit of any progressio n toward sublimity. 

It is noteworthy. and of considerable interest to us therefo re that the added 
~ection begins with the following sente nce: ' Besides these things which directly 

·uggest t he idea or danger, and those which produce a similar effect from a 
mechanical cause, I know of no thing sublime '"hich is not some modification of 
power' 1641. It might appear from this that the addition of a section on power 
~hould take its place as the mo~t signifkam pan of the treatise. and the analysis it 
puts forward as the crucial element capable o r bearing the entire explanatory 
weight of the Enquiry. We should begin b>· noting the n how small a difference is 
made by the addition: it is merely a rc·velation of what had , in fact. been present 
to. if not present in the treatise from the start. T his apparently small difference 
c<tn be explained in terms of the function of section V, ·on Power '. in relation to 

the entire trea tise, for while it has nothing substantial to add in so far as the 
taxonomy of the causes of sublimity is concerned - it merely includes one 
further cause - in terms of the adequaC)' of the theory as theor y it effects its 
dosure, transforming a partial account of the content or substance o f sublime 
M'nsation into a coherent and a ll-encompassing theoretical model of the form 
and function of the sublime itse lf. It enans the transformation of a descriptive 
~ystem into a theo retical model, and in doing so the self-awareness of the theory 
a~ theory, its own sense of its completeness and its faith in its closur<' and 
theoretical adequacy is realized. As a consequence of this the extent to which the 
analytic framework interferes within the t'xperiential inc1·eases. Where before 
the tht:orr had bet'n primarily ~1bou t the origin and causes of the sublimt>, it now 
conw~ dose 10 a theory that ihclf might pmduce sublimit y. In this way it e nters 
inw tht- di~tance of the sublime., 

' Edmund llurkc. A Philosophiral l-:11quiry i11to our ld~tU of th~ Sublimt tmd Btautiful. c:d . J .T . 
Boulton (London. 1958). pp. 67-8. Alllunht'r references will be gi,·cn in the text and art' to thi~ 
t•clitiOII . 

' It 'tril .. c·' mt· :t> '<'!'\ lar I rom C<)incident:tlthat this dc:scripu on of the relauonship between 
tlw amol)tic tht'Of) on ,ubhmc.• "m>:tt inn ;mel th~· t•x peric·ncc it ~• rive> to theorit.t• is id<•n ticalw 
u·naiu de,cription~ c11 hbtur)' wriling; sec mcht nutabl)' ll:cyden Whitt•, Mttahi_rtory (Baltimore. 
1'173). I m..-..11 • uf t"ourw. to "''L.,.ti!f.ctt· tht· method' :md prelcedure> ol an )lbtoncal eruerpri,<· 
llhKh .l~knowlc-dge' it' C:Oil >ti luth•t• ur Con,tructivt• funniun~ in rt•latiun ICI ito ubjccl> ur Study 
through the.· t'xamplt• uf thh < h;cpter 
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It would be stretching the argument too far w suggest that such self
awareness, or theoretical interference had not been present in the first edition. 
One need only turn auention towards Burke's comments on language in order 
LO recognize the potential for such a theoretical position. One source for this 
attention to language is clearly the Longinian sublime which is little more than 
an explanation of the effect~ of elevated language. Burke, ho"•ever, proposes a 
more complex notion of figured or poetic language than the Longinians. This is 
immediately apparent from the unsettling ana ly~cs of poetry in the Enquiry, 
which never quite seule inw the prevailing rhetorical mode of criticism we are 
led to expect.6 Rather, Burke ~eems to view language as in itself e npowered, as if 
it has a power to the sublime independent of users, and as if it has a substantiality 
uniquely its own: 

.. . there are \\'Ord5, and certain dispositions of words, which being peculiarly devoted to 
pa5sionate subjecc..~. and ah.-ays used by those who are under the influence of any passion: 
they touch and move us more than those which far more clf'arly and distinctly express the 
subject matter. We yield t() S)'mpathy. what we refuse to description. [1751 

The network of association~ surrounding 'sympath y', 'inAuence' and 'passion' 
certainly includes the e thics contained within an earlier project of eighteenth
century aesthetics and which is usually linked to the names of Shaftesbury and 
Hutcheson.7 Burke is also motioning towards a more general discourse of 
emotion and sensation in which words themselves have almost physical exist
ence: they ' touch' and ·move' us in the above citation. However, Burke's text 
exceeds both of these general!)• operative discursive models, as can be most 
easily detected in the last sentence. Fo r, the sense of the passage would seem to 

require that 'we yield to sympathy' on account of language's imprecision: those 
words which remain indi~tinct affect us the most. But what is unusual in the 
sentence is that 'we' refuse 10 description, when it is the indistinctness of certain 
wor·ds that is being exemplified. Taken in another sense the semence refers to 
the general inadequacy of language: we may feel things, may be in sympathy 
with the outer world, but refuse to place these feelings within the confines of a 
restrictive language. On this reading language is a poor medium for expression, 
at least when we are in elevated states of experience. Having said this the use of 

6 Recent criticism has focuwd :1lmo,t exclusively on Burke's 'rhctoriC'JIIanguage· and his use 
of ci tation. There is much (O be said on this, and the resulting connections that are thrown into 
relief by the work bet -.·een Burke's political "'Titings and his ne>thetics arc extremely interesting. 
Se-e. for example. Ronald Paulson, Representations of Rtv0lutior1 (NtM 1-laven. 1983). esp. pp. 
68- 73: and Frances Ferguson, 'The Sublime of Edmund Burke'. Clyph 8. pp. 62- 78. My own 
li~us. however, departs rrom both Paulson's overriding Freudian appro:u·h. and Ferguson's 
intcrtextual reading, preferring to M-e the F.11quiry in its own l<•rms as a legitimating and 
legi,lating theory. 

7 See Shaftesbury. Characteristics (London. 171 1). and Franch I lutche.on, ,'\n Inquiry into th• 
original of our idta5 of Beauty at~d virtue (lAndon. 1725) and An Essayo11 tht Naturt and Condurt of 
the Pas.rions and tljfutlbru (Lonrlon. 1728). 
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'we· remains problematic. f(ll' on the second reading it is language's inability. its 
·refusal' 10 convl'Y the sublime experience, and nm the language user's. The 
sentence would be unproblematic were either 'we' or 'refuse' to be replaced : 
' it (language) refuses to description', or alternative!)' 'we are unable to describe' 
would both make good enough sense. Someth ing excessive is at work here. since 
the connections between language and experil·nce. experience and the subject, 
and the su~jec1 and language are all put into question, and it is the inadequacy of 
the theory to theorize those re lations wh ich is exposed. Hence the further turn 
in which the su~ject'~ determined refusal of language produces both the effect 
of 'sympathy' and its concomitant ·yielding' to a power outside of itself. If we 
take the above discussion as referring not only IC> the experiential but also 10 the 
adequacy of the analytic discourse, then the 'refusal to description' may also 
refer to the ·excess' which must remain untheorized, and excluded from the 
discourse of analysis: it is that which permits theory its own self-recognition. It is 
this strategy. in which the discourse of analysis tirst idemifies and then excludes 1 

its own excess, that will concern us in the following discussion. 
In these terms the addi tion of the section on power can be seen as one way of 

forestalling the process outlined above, for to give the name of power to the ex
cess, and then to link it with godhead is LO place within the theory the capacity 10 
include, ultimately, anything and everything. This inclusiveness, I shall argue, is 
introduced in order to deflect from a more significant missing name, t:hat of the 
subject, since this name can. in the light of the above argument, also be seen as 
the excluded term. 

As we have noted in the previous chapter the imminent trajectory of the 
discourse on the ublime is towards the examination of subjectivity. Yet that 
discourse continually forecloses on the possibility of the subject: it constantly 
sees it in terms of an unlegislatable. an unthinkable. Burke's intervention inw 
the discourse on Lhe sublime is precisely at the level of the subject matter, 
understood in the full complexity of that term. For the boundary which is 
conti nuall y invoked and tested in eighteenth-cenwry aesthetic theory divides 
the subject of aesthetics - sublime sensation- from the subject, or self. Outer ex
perience and inner semation are split across the bar that divides the world from 
the self. and the discourse of analysis reflect:. th i division. If the subject matter 
~ublime experience - were to leak into the ~ubject. if con ciousness were to 

become a productive, as opposed tO a reactive force then subjectivity would 
become both the mean:. by which the sublime was mediated. from world to 
consciousness. and produced. The agenda under discussion, then, is the 
!'ormation. pcr~istence and intelligibility of subje<·tivi ty, and it is the transform
ation of this e~gencla inw a productive and problematic motivating force within 
the discourse of analysis. the recognition of it as 1 hat force, which I wish to point 
to in Bu rke's r:nquiry•. 

Hence the follo\ving reading will apply con~idcrable pressure w Burke's 
concern with tlw language of analysis and description. that which is able 10 

'clearly and distinctl)· c:xpress the subject matter'. The pmblem with the subject 
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ofae~thctics as much as with the sul~jc.:ct produced by a<:~thetic,, a~ Burke come~ 
to recognize, is that it is only a leakage. an excess or residue produced by the db
course of analysis. This exce:.~ ma)' also takt: on further romplicawd attributes as 
it, in turn, is folded back within the description produced by th<· analysis, and is 
given a plact· wi thin rhe taxonomy and a namc by which to identify it. This is the 
process we have already noted at work in tht· added St'Ciion nn power. where a 
previous ·unnameable' is forced into the tax1>nornr produced by rhe theory, its 
exdusion and exct:ssive nature rendt:rcd harmles~ a~ llw theory close:. the leak. 

Power i!> the name given wthis discursin· exec~. and is the leakage produced 
by the discourse of analysil>: but if we are LO understand the full implications <If 
this naming we should be aware or the self-rcferentiality undt•rscored by thi:. 
strategy. As I have suggested, rhe su~ject is rhc Iaten! agenda of eigh tt:enth
ccntury al'sthetics. consequently Burke's move in which he names power as the 
primum mobile of the sublime must be seen, at least at some level. as a deflection 
from or refusal of t he name of the subject. Furthermore, in the place of the 
name of the subject it is the discursive power or the discourse or analysis, its dis
cursive power LO close the gap and contain the leakage. thar is named and 
celebrated. In the fina l analysis power neither resides in the outer world, nor is 
Burke's attempt to claim thar the final resting place of power is godhead fully 
convincing. for the power t hat is articulated is fundamentally a function of the 
discourse of analysis, its power tO name power.8 

If we return to the opening of the added section on power, where Burke states 
categorically: 'Besides these things which directly sugge t the idea of danger, and 
those which produce a similar effect from a mechanical cause, I know of nothing 
sublime which is not some modification of power,' [64 ] we can note that it is not 
unproblematically 'power', but 'some modification· of it which seems to be a 
feature of the sublime. Power b modified into a number of things - the 
descr iption and analysis of those things is the task Burke sets himself - and in 
that moditication power itsdf is su~ject to transformation. The work of Burke's 
analysis is to trace back to 'power' from the evidence of sublime sensation, and 
there fore to reason from sensation 1 hat power has been 1 ransformed or 
'modified'. Such tracings, however. are determined by the inilial as umption 
that power is the root cause of the sublime :.ensarion.9 In lhis way the 
transformation <Jf power is nol su~jcn to the sam<: analysis as the sensalion 
which initially exposes il. 

On account of this it is neet'~sary for the work of anal !>is lO function in rwo di~-

8 Another " '"Y or seeing this is in term~ of man'• abilil)' to narn<·. and the c:orre~ponding theu
logica l difficulties a!snci:ued with the naming or, Cod. The P""''' r to nnm .. p<>wt'r <'IHald al~o. 
therefore. be described :LS the power to nanw Cod. 

9 It >hould b<• not<.-d that thi~ rCIIIOWS preciwl)' the >lime patlern 3, the pn·~·nt anal)"i'· " ·hich 
b.c•jidn with the assumption rhar cighrccnrh<cntury ae.rheric> developed from an cthrcal based 
rlwury to orw •vhich produced dt·><·riptiom. ul the autunomou• ~ubjcct. Our own prot:edun·• 
have, therl'furt', mirror<•d Burk<··~. 
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tinc.: r tphases: first an internal response must b<· caregorited and identified and 
then t he internal sensation mu~t be exH'nded or returned back to the realm of 
external ·reality'. Correspondin~ly the analytical discCiurse itself follows this 
doubled movement . as it shuttles from external cause 10 internal sensation, 
external qual it }' to Clriginating ·power'. Reasoning analogically Burke claims that 
just a.~ 'an can ne,•cr gi\'e the rules 1 hat make an an· [54J so we cannot 
understand the sr ructurc of tlw sublinw 1 hrough recourse to descriptions of our 
own sensation:. of sublimity: we must id£•ntify thobc feeling~ and their causes. and 
then we muM undertake to rrace rheir o1·igin~ thmugh an analysis of the 
language of idcntification in order w a:.ccrtain the ·nwclif1cation' or transform
ation of power. In this way power is idemified a.~ a linguistic counter. a sign of 
modification or transformation, <ts opposed to a force ot· c1ualit}' within lhe realm 
of objects. It can be termed quite proper!)' a 1 rope or a figure since it determines 
the language in which sublime experience i~ nol only described but also 
experienced. Furthermore, power is not experienced as a 1 ran~lat ion from 
objects to persons, as an internalized sensation of an ex lerna! force. but as a dis
cursive power. Comequently the modification referred to by Burke i a 
figurdtion: power is troped or figured int.o the discourse of analysis, description 
and control. 

We should note, therefore, the complexity involved in Burke's :.tatement that 
"The true standard of 1 he arts is in every man's power' f54J. For to be ' in power· 
not only means to be able to accomplish something, it may also signal the 
inability to perform somelhing for which one has the potemial. To be 'in power', 
from this reading, may nor awomatically include Lhe exercise or knowledge of 
that power. If we adjust this citation in order to Lake account of the subject, we 
might read 'power ' for the self: so Lhat the statemem comes to represent an 
auemptto place the subject within power, to allow it to become aware ofitselfas 
power. The slalement then reads: the true standard of the arts is within every 
man's capaciries. it is lodged 'in power', in the self or subject, and that subject is 
itself the result or the selrs will to power. The true standard of the arts, in this I 
manner, comes to be seen as residing in Lhe very fact of subjectivit)'· \ 

This may appear to our own comemporaq• sen.,ibility a:. too obvious o r trite lO , 
require expression. For cighLecnth-ccntury theorists. however. tht• recognirion ~) vi 
tha~ 1 he. rause ~ sublimil)' might be in~t·rna l to the su~jf;Ct, no matter h~w that • I. :~ 
subJt'Ct rs construed and compo~ed. pmnt~ to\\~.trd~ and eventually necessrtates a , 
major revision to the pr~ject of aesthetic rheory. 

We can Lackie this problem from another angle. It ha~ been pointed out by 
man,, of Burkt•'s commentators thai he seems to hold two mutuall opposing 
\'it·w' nn r he suhlim(', 1 he om· a scien r ific empiricism which is only conn·rned 
with obsen•<~ble data, rhc otht•r a p~ychological idea lism. 10 If we place thi 
di, crcpancy in rhe curn·nt cont<·xt rht· 'o:llll<' problems about rhe power of the 

10 F'ra nces Fcrgu,(m. in h1·r artidt· 'Tiw Sublime of Edmund Bur~··· has commented upon rhb 

ro good dTect. 
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subjeCl arise. The problem faced by all empirical descriptivt:· systems concerns 
the imerference of the sysr~·m with the o bjects of analy1ois: the S)'Stcm tends to 
produce what it takes to be its empirical evidence. In the case of a pheno men
ology oft he sublime this problem is extremely acute, since one not only needs a 
descriptive model of the \vorld but also of internal ~tates of mind. One way of 
dealing with this problem i~ to construct a di course of analysis and system of 
description that works in two distinct ways: a doubled analytic which takes 
accoum of both inner and outer without necessarily connect in~ the two. Such a 
descriptive system must be imt:·rnally discrepant. since if it were co-incident 
internal sensations and their analyses could be translatt'(l into external causes 
and their descriptions, and the tendency to read the outer world as mind. or vice 
versa, a position that is clearly reductive in the extreme. \''ould presem itself. 

Turning back to Burke and to the question over the locati ng force of 'in every 
man 's power' we can note th e> suspe nsion of two contrasting kinds of analysis and 
description. The first can be glossed as the capacity within all human beings to 
come to a true judgement of artistic production: this having been reasoned from 
the observation that taste is internalized within subjectivity. The first stage of 
analysis is, therefore. to look within oneself. The second stage, however, 
requires that one analyse the external force, 'power·', in order to be sure about 
the 'truth' of one's judgements and good sense of one's taste. Both of these 
stages may come together. not in their yoking of the two objects of analysis, 
internalized taste and external po we r , but in the acwal operation of power 
through and in this discursive analytic. The discour. c of analysis therefore 
becomes enpowered: should this happen it may itself become a n object for 
analysis. It is at this stage in the process that Burke halts, and refuses to present a 
commentary upon the descriptive di course. At the end of the Enquiry he claims 
that his purpose had not been to 'enter into the cr iticism of the sublime and 
beautiful in any art'l l 761 , pre ferring instead to 'lay down such principles as may 
tend to ascertain, to distinguish, and to form a sort of standard for them' 1176 J. 
This refusal is necessary if the discourse of analysis is not itself to become a tech
nology: that is to say, if it is not to produce the sublime by its 'ascertaining' and 
'distinguishing' work. T o rewrn o nce again to the section on power, we should 
note that the sublime is 'some modification of power', and the imprecision 
indicated by 'some' is of t:onsiderable importance. B)' leaving the quantity or 
quality of modification indi~tinct Burke e ffectivcl allows 'power', this linguistic 
counter. or trope within th<· discursive analytic, any number of values and 10 

stand in for a number of concepts or other words. Burke states that wherever we 
find the sublime we f1nd power , which is not to say that power is the transparent 
rause of sublime expe rience: such causes are, we should recall, always described 
in t.erms of ·some modification of power'. 11 The subject of analysis here is the 

11 
Rather interest ingly Johnson'' l>ittionory g i''<."S as 1he prim:1ry meaning of'modilication' the 

gi,•ing of the voice. i.e . ligur:lliou in1o I he: •pokc:n.Johnson cites Ho ldt•r'• Hltmmts ofSpuch: ·The 
th1c:f of all signs is human voice:. and the several modifications thereof, vi t . the letters of the 
.tlphabet. fnrmed b) 1he <evrral motions ol the mouth'. 
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transformation of 'power' into a figurative power. a powerful trope which 
produces o~jccts in the world which are subsequently ta ken to embody power. 
This transformation of the wo rd 'power' into a t rope in the taxonomy of 
sublimity is performed solei) by the analytical dLcourse: one feels the sublime 
without noticing 'power', but one cannot describe the causes of sublime 
ensatio n without eventual recourse to power as figure. This is what I take Burke 

to mean when he claims that ' I know of nothing sublime which is not some modi
fication of power.' I intend here to underline the fact that the discursive counter 
·power' behaves exactly as a trope. since it figures, or rhetorically orders the dis
course of analysis. 

The working of the tr0pe of power in Burke's E11quiry is extremely complex: 
we could not isolate it, as we might a mo re traditional trope such as 
personificatio n (often taken as one of the dominant figures in the discourse on 
the sublime). nor could we describe it in terms of another rhetorical figure - in 
that sense power is not isotropic. However . following the argument above 
concerning the double strategy of Burke's analysis, we are able to note some of 
its most important e ffects.1 in the first instance we noted that the discourse o n the 
sublime produces an excess. an emission that it cannot. by definition almost. 
control and containJ We noted that Burke gave this emission the name of power, 
in part as a deAection from the name of the subject. Now we are in a position to 

give it another name, the trope of power, as we have identified the secondary 
impulse of the discourse of analysis, that is its tendency to produce its own 
obj ects for analysis, and in this case the product is the figure of power. 

We can see this happening when Burke states that 'power derives all its 
~ublimity from the terror with which it is generally accompanied' (65) for the 
elision fro m abstract concept to personified trope - power derives its sublimity
produces an emission or discursive exec s. Burke's argument is very slippery 
here. since we know that in the first instance the sublime experience is one of 
power: however, lw te lls us here the reverse is nm the case, preferring to stress 
that po wer itse lf is sublime on account of its connect ion to terro r. Consequently I 
the power of sublimity is not a simple re nect ion of the power in the world, but a \ 
discursive techne, it articulates the technology of the sublime. It is there in the 
sublime. in the experience of sublimity: it is not itself sublime, does not produce 
~ublim i t)' in itself. by itself, ~_£Qnnection wits accompaniment, terro r. 

How it functions as techne can be seen in Burke's re marks on the most 
dficaciou~ way of rai~ing sublime senJ>ation , word~. He grams that words 
themselves have no power, or rather th<'y do not affect 'by any original power' 
11731. but they do articulate the power in discour~e: hence words are a part Clf 
the technology oft he su2J.im.e. W9rds do not affect us on account olthe pm.,-er 
tht')' cuntain t)r produce. but because they perform as discursi ve carriers of 
power within the disC'ourse of analysis. Burke tf'IIS us that there are three major 
ways in which 1 hi~ happens: 1 he first is the social transmission o f feelings throygh 
~}mpachy. a transfusion of one pen.on·~ pa~~ion into anothe•·'s through thl' 
medium or language :>ince 'there an· 110 tokeu, which can express all the· 
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circumstances of most passions so fully as words' 11731. The second concerns 1 he 
capacity language has w represent things that may, in reality, not be possible: the 
situation described ma)' be improbable, but the words themselves cannot be 
denied their realit)'· In other words. the power language has in respect to 
representation i~ articu lated in the d iscourse of the :.ublime as power: we 
recognize that power to represent. and hence experience a certain sublimity. 

The third way in which language participates in the technology of the sublime 
concerns the power we are given, as language users, to combine words: to create 
new words or expressions. This use of language leads us w recognize our power . 
our ability to crc'ate rea lit)' through language. 

At this point it would be well to recognize that this reading is exposing the 
excess from which Burke retreats: to countenance such a powerful discursive 
technology is to severely challenge the codes of conduct and forms of legislation 
which determined, in every sen e, the subject. It is to give the individual a power. 
a voice, that wa~. at the time, politically unwamed if not impossible, and w 
ascribe to person and personality a power o f self-determination that was, at the 
time, seen as socially disruptive. \Nithout society, and the rules of decorum 
uphe ld and inscribed within its institutional practices, the subject would become 
licentious. conupt and depraved. 

It is in this lightt hat Burke's retreat from what he recognizes as the potential 
within his analysis for the excess of a self-authenticating subjectivity should be 
seen. T his potential is evident in a passage such as the following, where we can 
also detect a certain hesitation at the revelation of the powerlessness of the 
subject: 

The passi<lll cau~ed by the great and sublime in nature. when those cauws operate most 
powerfully, is Astonishmem; and a tonishment is that ~tate of the soul, in which all its 
motions are su>pended. with some degree of horror. In this case the mind is so entirely 
filled with its object, that it cannot entertain any other. nor by const.'qucncc rca~on on that 
object "'hich employ~ it. Hence arises the great power of the ~ublime, that far from being 
produced by them. it anticipates our reasonings, and hurries us on b)• an irrc~istible force. 
1571 

Here the mind is both absorbed and overwhelmed by the subject of the sublime 
so that it is in danger of losing its own independence, its own sense of self. We 
have noted in the previous chapter how Coleridge takes precisely the same 
starting poim in order to argue for the supreme power of the subject: for him 
the sublime enables the full recognition of self-awareness, self-consciousness 
which amounts 10 nothing less than a desire for self-annihilat ion. This 
'romantic' egotistical reading is present in Burke's ana lysis, a lbeit in the form of 
a resistance to the enpowered subject. For, the absolme ide ntification of the 
mind wi!h object - so that it cannot reason on the object which employs it - is 
clearly unworkable in tc::rms of the residue of subjectivity remai ning in the: rest of 
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the passage: 'us· in 'hurries U!\ ()ll' suggests the persistence of some part of the 
individual. 

This hesitation takes on a different aspect if we understand the sublime 
experience to be one of the self recognizing itself as subject. From thi~ 

perspective the 'object' of contemplation in the above pas~ge should be read as 
the sense of, or the sen:.e which di~coverl>, subjectivity. Read in this way the 
passage describes the mind becoming o verwhelmed by a sense of its own power, 
its consciousness or ~ubjectivit y. Such a 'strong' reading of the text's resistance is 
amplified by the following passage: 

ow whatever either on good or upon bad grounds tends to raise a man in his own 
opinion. produc~ a sort of swelling and triumph that is extremely grateful to the human 
mind: and th is swelling is never more perceived. nor operates wi th more force, than when 
without danger we are conversant with terrible objects, the mind always claiming to itself 
some part of the digni ty and importance of the things which it contemplates. Hence 
proceeds what Longinus has observed of 1 hat 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 fe h in himself upon such occasions. [50- I J 

Here Burke is describing. in ways which invite a reading in sexual terms, the 
expansion of consciousness whereby the mind comes to an overwhelming 
experience of its own power. This would be fine were it not for the factthatthe 
power which is fi gured within the sublime experience is not always appropriated 
to the perceiving mind. Hence the problem arises of distinguishing between the 
sense of self and the loss of subjectivity. In contemplating God, for example, the 
followi ng happens: 

'ow, though in a just idea of the Deity. perhaps none of hi~ attr ibutes are predominant. 
yet to our imagination. his po"•er i~ by fa r the most striking. Some reflection, some 
comparing is necessary to satisfy us of his ~o•isdom, his justice, and his goodness: to be struck 
with his power, it is only necessary that we ~hould open our eyes. But whilst we 
contemplate so vast an object, under the ~trm, as it w~re, of almighty power, and invested 
upon every side "'ith omnipre~ence. we ~hrink into the minutene.\s of our O\\'TI nature, and 
are, in a manner, annihilated befor~ him.l68) 

This diffusion and dispersal of the subject is under examination throughout the 
f:nquiry: at times it can be seen in 1he above terms, in which the fragmemation 
follows an initial instantiation of the subject: the su~ject must first be p1·esem 
befnre attempting to grasp 1 he ungraspable, must first be constituted before it is 
annihilated. At others, however, it is seen as the necessary result of human 
society, as the product of the experience of intense passio n: the experience of 
!>ublim ity entails the recognition of a common subjectivity. of society. 

Once again it i~ the double structure of Burke's analytical system which 
intere~t~ us, its habiwal bifurcation and concomiLant hesitation over the 
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provenance of the subject. These two particular poles, the ~dr and society. are 
discus. ed in the· sixth :.ection of the treatise: 

Most of the idea~ which an· capable of making a powerful impression on the mirrd. whether 
)imply of l'ain or !'Ieasure. or oftht• modification~ of those. ma)' be rc•duced \Cf) nearly to 
th~ t10.0 head,., stlfprutrt•atum and st>CUIJ: to the ends of one or tht•other of 10.hich all our 
l>a)Sion~ .trt' calculated Ill answer. 1381 

In the seventh :.ection Burke define:. 'M>Ciety' in two wa) s: ' I. The society of the 
sexes, ,,•hich an1owcrs the purpo:.es of propagation, and nex t, that more gtnual 
society, which we have with men and with OLher animal . . .' 1401 ~o that the 
distinction ab<)\e, bet,,een '!>elf-preservation' and ·society' is between pre erv
ation and generation. Clearly. in one sense, 'self-preservation' when taken in 
relation to the species includes and is founded upon generation. To make a 
distinction between them is once again to fall into a doubled structure of 
analysis, and to see the individual as both unique and a part of society. as · elf
preserved' through the ministrations of subjectivity, and generated through 
'interpersonal' l>Ociety. The self cannot literally remake itself - it requires others 
for propagation - because this society demands a different notion of subjectivity 
from that required by self-preservation. The sublime inhabits both these 
domains, and it is power, albeit power modified, which determines the 
possibilities for the subject, even as it legislates and controls its activities. 

It seems to mt• that it would be wrong to conclude from all this that Burke is 
attempting to write a theory of the subject in the guise of a theory of aesthetics. 
Rather, I would claim that the discursive analytic, Burke's doubled structure of 
description. produces the emission we have seen labelled power.~f we attempt to 
describe the working of that anal) tic discourse on the sublime we find that it has 
a tendency from within itself to produce an excess which we might label 
variously the sublime, consciou ness or the subject~ In this way Burke's theory 
about sublimity and its causes tends towards the production of an en powered dis
course, one which P.roduccs its own objects for analysis, and constantly threatens 
to transform from a discourse on to a discourse of the ublime. 

We may conclude that Burke's Enquiry opens up the fissure within the 
discourse on the ~ublime through which a discourse of the sublime may leak and 
be perceived. It assigns the name of po\,•er to the leakage, but, as we have seen, 
power has an unfixed value and location, functioning as a trope which articulates 
the technologies of the sublime. The internal resistances of Burke's text, 
however, restrict the full play of this trope, thereby defeating a dc~cription of 
the sublime expl·rien<:e uniquely in term~ of an en powered 11ubject. Put briefly, 
Burke, for a number of reasom, among which we must include political aim~ and 
ends, stops short of a discourse of the sublime, and in so doing he reinstates 1 he 
ultimate power of an adjacent discourse, theology. which locate it:. own self
authenticating power firmly within the boundaries of godhead. In Gerard's 
r.'ssay Otl Taste thl.·se hesitations and resistances in the face or the di!>C()Ur~e ol the 
'ublime take another form, to which \\'C now turn. 
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AN f:SSA Y ON T AS I F 

The di~cussion on Burke concluded with ~orne comment on the resistances 
within Burke'!> theory w a ret·ognition of the enpowered subject , or to a 
willingne-;s to as-.ert and assent to the power of his own anal)•tic discour e. I am 
calling thel>e various things re~isted 't he discourse of the sublime' which, as we 
~hall see toward~ the end of thi~ chapter, produces a self-authenticating sub
ject. M) purpose he re is to de\cribe how that discourse i recognized a a 
possibility within the theorie~ of Burke and Gerard. and how b<>th'theories resi t 

and refme it. 
The differenC('S between Bu r~e and Gerard can be sketched very quickly and 

profitably by citing Baillie on the sublime. a precursor text for both '''Titers. We 
may note in the lollowing extrJct the ea~ with which a potentially excessive or 
unruly quality of sensate experie nce b brought within the confines of the law 
through the simple, but neverthelel>l> effective, means of complete or total 
translation from outer to inner. and then back: 'The Sublime, when it exists 
simple and unmixed, by filling the mitld with one vast and uniform Idea , affects it 
with a solemn Sedateness: by thi~ means the Soul itself becomes, as it were, one 
simple grand Smsation. ··~ The soul comes into its own: it is not only identified 
through the sensate experience. it abo. effectively, becomes that experience. 
Such coming into one'!! own is a common trope used in the description of 
consciousness. subjectivity or identity. The differences between Burke and 
Baillie, however, are very great: where Baillie is untroubled by this intertrans
lation between internal qualities, the soul. and external causes of sensate 
experience- a translation of the self into absolute reflection- Burke stops and 
question the implication of such a totalizing of the subject which is everywhere 
and nowhere at once. Baillie, unsurprisingly. has ultimate recourse to theology 
in order to give added weight to the argument, but this tum to godhead is 
markedly different from Burke's reali1ation that godhead is the original and 
originating topic for hb enquiry. 'J'hu~ \"here Burke comes to a reali7.:nion of the 
~object, as a product oft he discourse on the sublime. Baillie takes the more com
mon approach of denying the difference between the topic for analysis and the 
analysis itself. lienee Burke's awarencs!> of the possibility of the self-determined 
subject and Baillie's ab~olute negation of it. 

It is u!>eful, at least for our purpo!!cS, that Gerard seems to have borrowed the 
above passage from Baillie, and expanded a little on this intertranslation of 

experience and subjectivity: 

We al10.·a)') comemplate object> and id!'a "ith a dhl><"ition ,jmilar to their nature. When a I 
large object is pret-cmed. the mind cxparrd> ibelf w the extent of that object. and is f1llcd 
"'ith one gr.md st·nsation. whkh wtally po~~t·~ing it. compo~es it into a solemn sedatencs,, 

1' Bailli<', An EJSO) On tlrt Subl1mt. p !13. 



74 The Discourse of the Sublime 

and strikes it with deep silt-m wonder and admiration: it finds such a difficulty in spreading 
itself to the dimen~ions o f its object. as enlivens and invigorates it~ frame: and having over
come the oppositit)n which this occasions. it •omet imes imagines it1>elf present in every pan 
of the scene, which it nmtcmplatcs: and, from th e: sense of this immensity. feels a noble 

pride. and entertains a lofty conception uf its O\\'n capacity." 

For Gerard things are not quite so c<~sy: where Baillie rests comfortable w~th the 
'simple grand sensation ' Gerard stresses the 'difficulty' encountered m t_he 
experience. For Baillie inner and outer are hospitable and commensu~te "''.th 
each other, no work need be done in order w effect their intertranslauon: for 
Gerard it is precisely the· work which produces the sense sublime, ~he sense of 
mastery and of self. Gerard, however. is far from certain about the lmes of forc_e 
which seem to cohere in this 'one grand :.ensation', and m()st unsure of h1s 
ground when it comes to the location of the resulting power. This hesitation ~s 
well illustrated by the repetition of'it' in the ab()ve passage, for the amecedem ts 
not always unambiguous. A casual reading rests contem that throughout the 
mind is being referred to, but in the section dealing with possession 'it' hovers 
uneasily bet,vecn the mind and the 'one grand sensation'. If we take ~ha~ 
sensation as the subject of the verb 'composes·, we find that the ·grand sensauon 
has taken on some force of its own, capable of striking the mind and so fonh. In 
this instance the oscillation around 'it' can be taken to have been produced by 
the discursive analytic: it is the marker of a secondary discourse present to the 
analysis, in part thrown up by that analysis and in part its hidden object. which 
surreptitiously works away at the smooth, calm surface ~n o_rder ~o trouble ~nd 
question its authority. We have already e ncountered thts d1scurs•ve subverSIOn 
in Burke's analysis of power, here the problem Gerard addresses is more clearly 
one of the location of the motivating force behind self-consciousness. 

l would like to interrupt the discussion or the above citation in order to dwell 
on the more straightforward, but perhaps more disturbing, question concerning 
the subject of this description. For in very simplistic terms, what do we take to be 
the su~ject of Gerard's analysis, what does Gerard have in mind when he refers 
to the vague 'large object '? I do not m<.'an to be in any way CO)' here. but to recog
nize the extreme evasiveness of this description, for although such overly 
generalized descriptions of the causes of sublimity are not uni~ue to _Gerard's 
Essay - it could be ~aid th<tL the idiom itself presents such dlfnculues - the 
expression here is unusually indislinct. This, I suggest. may not only tell us 
something about the registers of dbcourse which sit inharmoniously upon each 
other, discussed in detail below, but also about the omnipresent difficulties 

associated with descriptions of the sense of self. 
In order to give a historiciLing contextual frame to the following reading of 

Gerard's Essay 1 would like LO suggest that the awareness of this discursive 

"Gerard. All J!ssay 0 ,1 Taste (Edinburgh, 1759) p. 14. All further refc.-rc:nccs will be given in the 

text. 
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tectonics was at least commented upon by contemporaries thro ugh reference to 

Blair's Lectures 011 Rhetoric and Belles Lett res. Our reading of Burke's comments 
on power concluded by noting that the discursive analytic not only produced 
power, but also the possibility of' an en powered discourse. This notion of power 
presents problems of considerable imponance in relation to the status of the 
objects taken for analysis. We have also seen how Burke attempts to reconcile 
this problem within his controlling legislative framework. and how the final 
sections of the Enquiry• on language point the way to\,•ard a more complex 
unde-rstanding of the interrelations between the discourse on and the discourse 
of the sublime. Blair, then, gives us a contemporary account of this further 
possibility: 

I am inclined to think. that mighty force or power. whether accompanied with terror or 
not, whether employed in protecting, or in alarming us, has a bcuer title, than anything 
that has yet been mentioned. to be the fundamental quality of the Sublime; as. after the 
review which " 'e have taken, there does not occur to me any Sublime Object, imo the idea 
of which, power, strength, and force, either enter not directly, or are not. at least, 
intimately associated with the idea, by leading our thoughts to some astonishing power. as 
concerned in the production of lhe objcct.14 

Blair is refe rring directly to Burke's renowned analysis of the sublime in terms of 
terror, while at the same time reinforcing and extending Burke's statements 
about the ()riginating force of 'power' in sublime experience - 'I know of 
nothing which is not some modification of power'. However, the sophistication 
underlying Blair's use of the Burkean return to o rigin is generated by his 
insistence on an analysis of the predominantly rhetorical and linguistic effects of 
the sublime which are under discussion throughout the Ltctures. This rhetorical 
study almost inevitably produces a self-awareness and self-reAection on the part 
of the discursive analytic so that the possibility of the analysis itself producing the 
objecl of analysis is not so much hinted at as openly courted and addressed. 
Thus, in the citation above the 'astonishing power' concerned in the 'production 
of the object' is fully self-referent ial, pointing to both the power of discourse to 
describe and analyse, and w the ex ternal power we take to be necessary for the \ 
formation of any 'sublime object'. We might note that something like this tends 
w happen in the linal, crucial, pan of Burke's Enquiry 'Of word:.'. 

A strong reading of Blair's comments brings into focus the fri ction bet ween ,( 
the discour:.c on power, on the origin of the :.ublime. and the discourse of power, 
the analytic of the sublime. To experience that friction is to reali1.e that 
sublimity is not only intimately connected w power, nor, indeed, that the power 
experienced is a similar power to that which is contained by the object. but also 
that all internal po\\'er, within the mind or within discourse can produce the 

•• Blair. Luturn &n Rhttoric. I. j)p 55-6. 
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object. In thi~ manner the experience of power may not only b<· a reliection of 
some outer forte, it may create that force . This production can only be 
'excessive' ~inct· it repn:~ent s the ·going beyond', frc)ln ramiliarit y into as10ni~h
mem. of the di~cursiH• analytic enabling the process or anal):.is to prudute 
funher and further sublime object:., greater and gre;ner :1\Umi~hmcnt . more 
and more terrifying pow(·r. It is not the sublime a~ such which present~ the 
danger of inf1nitc exec:.:.. but the di:.course which examin<''· dcscrib<·s and 
anai)SCS it~ came<, and df<·ct:.. That Blair :.hould position hi!> own enquir)' firmly 
within rhetoric. and uggc't that the di:.cursive analytic can bt.• be!>! underl>tood 
and controlled at the leH:I of the figurati,·e should ha,·e as deep a re. onance 
within our own contemporary sublime, as it may enlighten tht• following 
discus ion ol Gerard's f:ssa)'. 

In the ublinw experience described b) Blair it is not the objl'Ctthat i:. the pri
mary focus of attention - we are not examining a part of the world- nor are we 
paying particularly close att<·ntion to our imernal states of mind, or ev<·n the 
representation of either of these things - objects in the world or states of mind. 
What we arc witnessing above all el e i!> the transferral of power. from the world, 
via our perct·ption of it, to the discursive analytic. On accoum of thi:., the 
primary effect l)f Blair's discourse is the insistent declaration of its own power. 
This amounts lO assigning the name of power w language in Blair's account, so 
that all imern:tl states can be translated back imo external effects in order to be 
retranslated into internal )ensation. He asserts: 'Language is become a vehicle 
by which the most delicate and refined emotions of o ne mind can be transmitted, 
or, if we may so speak. transfused into another · I I , 98j. Language has become 
both a means of tran~port, it movel> agents from one place to another. and a 
means to tran:.pon: it takes one out of oneself into the world. tram.miuing one':. 
personality. one·~ pcn.on to another person, and transfuses the world into one's 
elf. Blair's rhetoric of analyl>is,just as his rhetorical anal tic. is less troubled by 

\ this intertramlation than either Burke o r Gerard' descriptive model~. The 
rea~ons for thil> are connected to the dispersal of a theorr oftht· subject which is. 
in pan at least, the product of the aesthetic theor) of the 1 750~. Blair'!> Lectures 
were published in 1783, but as the first edition states they had bt.•cn given in the 
University of F.dinburgh for twent)·four years, during which time. we might 
surmise, varioul> accommodations of the en powered subject had taken place. 

It is certainly clear, however, that Gerard fears such an exce~sive power within 
discourse: it i:. precisely the licentiousness of language he wish ell to curb and to 
bring to law. Hence hi~ project in the Essay on Taste to e:.tabJi,h an arbitt'r for 
experience which is internal to all men, capable of demonstration, and r<·:ii,tant 
w deterioration or appmpriation. It is, therefore, in the wid<>r social context of 
experience that the arbiter is both manifest and mo~t in need of demonstration: 
one man's beauty not only :.hould but must be another's. Such an extenl>ion of an 
imernal principle of judgement into the more diffuse context of the social ha!> 
dft·ct~ within 'ocicty whid1 can be ~l·en as both the product of an aeMht'tics 
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based on a natural arbiter, and rt't]Uircd by that arbiter for its own demonstra
tion. Tht.• very opening of 1 he Essay begin~: 

A ~ne .'aste i.s neither "hollr lhe gift or taaturt. nor wholl) the effect 0 ( art. 11 
den'es II\ ongm from ceria in po"t'r' n:tturalw the mind: but th~ power> cannot attain 
~heir full perfection, unle,~ the) be· •• ,,•~tc.-d b) proper culture. Ta,te con.si.sts chief!) in the 
emprove~nt·nt of tho~· principle,,"' hirh arc commnnl) called thepower.r ofimagi1Jatio

11
, and 

are con,.edcrc.~ b) modern philo,opht·r, a' itattr11al or rtflnc stnsts, ,.upplying u' wi1h finer 
and more dl'lecate perceplion,, I han .Jn) "hilllcan lx• properh referred to our external 
organs.(l-2( 

· ~aste lies :.omcwhere between uattH'e and art. between the internal principles 
gwen to man and their external improvemc·nt practi:.ed in the crucible of 
~~}'· Once taste has been a~wru:d. and it~ merriding powers ofarhii'raiiOn 
a sented to, the cohesivenes.-. of the ~ociet} within which it stands as the marker 
for a commonal~ty of external experience and internal sensation- a signortli'e 
man of taste - 1s as:.urcd. However. to claim that taste is universal is not to 
expl.ain ~he origin and causes of sublimity, just as to recognize the power of the 
subhme 1s not to analy:.e or understand iL. 

.. The _Essay a.uacks this. issue by producing a series of C)ualifications of the 
mternal ~e~sc, taste, wh1ch move ... from Novelty, to Virtue, taking in along the 

way Sublm111y, Beauty. Imitation , llarmony, and Oddity and Ridicule. This 
catalo~ue of q~aliti~s is nothing more than the familiar taxonomy of external 
causes mternahzed v1a the 'morall>ense· ofShaftc:.bury and Hutcheson. It is only 
when Gerard confronts the associative power of the imagination and its relations 
to the language of description that the standard taxonomic method runs into 
di~culty, for. as Gerard writes: 'The po"er of imparting sublimit)' to objects 
wh1c~ naturallr have it not, by giving them a relat ion to others, is an advantage 
pecuhar to the arts, which imitatt' by language; for the rest can attain the 
!>Ubl~me.' onlr b) copring uch objects a:. arc themsehes possessed of that 
quality. 128J. Her~ Gerard is taking account of the power of language to / 
tran~f~rm.Objects 111 the world which would not ususall) be held to produce 
~u~ltm1ty 11110. causes and containers of the ... ublime: language, and the arts 
aruculated. by It, ha\'C tht• power to change the inherent qualities of tho e objects 
th~} d~1be ~nd appropriate. The: power ol 'imparting' a qualit) which is 
~nmanly 1denufied th rough an internal sen~e ha\•ing been externalized - the 
Internal seme experienced as t·xternal quality - is one of the feature of 
language. It could bt.· ~aid to bt• the intt.>rnal 'cnsc of language itself, its will to 
J)Owcr. Givl·nth~s it is of,ume imp<lrtance that the power w 'impart ublimity' is 
't'e.n tO. be held 111 chc:ck. This i~ achieved by a return w the: origin, through a 
lt-g1slaung move back to nature. Gerard wriw~: 

lienee lh" m.1in excellt•nct• uf pot·lital ur doqucn1 dt.>M:ription~: the characterislical 
Jl<:rf~tion ~~ ~·hich ari~·' lrwn tht· nuthur\ judicinusl) !ldectin~e the most esst•ntial and 
' 1nl..mg qu::ehuc·s of hi, 'uhjt•c I, and <ombininK thc>m 111111 ,uch a pi<tun~ as quick I)' revives 

; 
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in the reader. and ~trnngl) unpn· .. ~es on hi~ mind a li't'h idea nt tht• miRinal. The 
fundamental beaun nf metaphur and allegory lies in their in,tnuallnl( tht• analnglt'' ut 

thing : th:n of >imili!Udt· and cumpari>ion in their more t''tplinth p111J>O~IIll( thC'e 

analogies. B) this the) communk.llt' fineness to a sentiment. Mo>t ultlw hi(Urt'> and trope' 

of eloquence derhe their grace frnm their being ;;o emplt>H·d. ·'' w < m r~:,pond "tth the 
natural expression> nr obJt'U' of tho't.' passions and semiment,, "htch .auu..tte the orawr. 

or which he would in,pirc> mill hl\ audicnce.(50-l l 

At first sight this movt' in which nature is summonc:d up a~ the authenticating 
principlt· i, all too familiar: it leaves 'the natural' out,idl' the di:.cur'i''t' anal}t ic, 
unexamined a~ a conc<·pt. tlw a priori basi of human experience:. For. what C'.tn 
be said to be human that i' not natural? Gerard i~ bringing the licentiou' 
language of figuration wlaw, curbing what we might call the 'natural exec:.~· of 
fcgurative use b) appealing to a familiar naturalist argument: ct·rtain expressiom 
arc linked. b) and in nature. of nect.-ssit) to certain passion:..•~ The1>e expre~siom 
were held to havt· arh<·n in the preculwral. presocial l>tate of man : they are 
'natural sounds' linked to tht.· ·natural passion and semimcnt:.' and arc, as such, 
beyond analysis. beyond dc:.cript ion. The drive to figuratiw usc: i:., in thb way, 
one or the charaC'tt•riMic~ o l a distinctly human cxpcric:ncc. 16 In the above 
analysis or the per feu usc or figuration it is the judicious sdcct ion or parts and 
thc:ir reordering into a new and striking whole which marks the difference 
bc:twcen one man':. metaphor and another's catachresi~ . This selection and 
recombination is a very typical description or rhetorical form: so typit.-al that it 
become,, or itself, a trope. a figuration. 

Following Gerard'' line or theory we arrh·e at a de cription of the sublime 
which depend upon a naturalist account of figuration and a figurative account 
of nature. for the o~jectlt in the world which produce: 'ublimity do o onl) 
through the figural language in which the}' are de~>cribed . nmt•thing or a 
di:.crepancy arises here ~>i ncc 'objects which naturally' do not contain the· sublimt· 

l! This "as an extreme!) wmmun argument. summed up in th<' follu"mg: 'A Con>iderabl .. 
part of human ~pct'Ch •~ addr~S<od -old) or principalh IU the pa"ion' and alft'Cilnns. Each of 
theM" hath i1s peculaar mod<" nf c~<prt'\Sion. in all languages. the ~me inl.and.tho' \Omelime> dtf· 
fenng in the degree and boldne~' and \t'hemence. accnrdmg Ill 1he different >trength or 
II\ eli ness of the anward emotion. Th~ differelll modt-s are indet-od m;arked by Rhetoricaan,, and 
ranged imo diffc;rent da-.t·' •>fTropu and Figures: bulthe) dtri\(·theirorigm neuher from a~ll· 
fice nor refinement. The) nrc inthcmM"h·cs, the real. natural • . md ttutuory re)uh nf rtol pa~>UIII 
and emotion. tho·. like ntht'r >ign .. of truth. they may be pervcrtt•d to tlw purpo•t'' of dect·it.' 
Ttwma) Leland. A disstrt/1/iott 011 the priuciplu of human tloquttut (Lnndnn. 1764). V· 77. 

w This kind nf •P•·t·ulation b u>~tally u .. snci:ued " 'ith ·origin nf l;tnl(ll:t((l'' theorist~. a numlwr nf 
whnm take thi' mndt·l ;" lwyflml qut·.cion. See James II. Sramm. lttqt4irru i1110 rht Origi11 of 
Ltangtwgt: thtfatt of a quutimr ( t'l'' York. 1976) for a detailed atwutll oltlw 1 i't' :~nd f.tll.in :m(:r· 
,.,,an the qu1·,tinn. R111""';tu's "nrl. tm language Clrigin b :1lso get mam· here.:"'' o .. rnda 'dt~-
1 u"aun of it . Sec Jnttllll'' Dt·rrida, Of Cra mmatology. rr.m~. G.C. Sp"·•l.. (R~himon·. 1976). t>P 
t6!i 26ij, 
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are g iven ~ublimity thmugh tht· naturalu,e of figurative :.pcech. the :.ound!> and ' 
words or the pa,,ion~ . rhe legislating mnw invoke~ ' nature' in order to give to 
natural objt'C.:b il qualit they do not ·natural!\ · ha,e. That this is not perceived 
as a crucial stumbling block in the argument. as profoundly unnatural. bears 
wi tness 1<> tht' high level of awarene" of the rhelOricitr determining the 
discou r:.e. Ct-rard b indicating that "hill· the :.ublime is prefigurative our 
experient.e or it i, alwaylt \ ia languagt•, rt'pre~entation. and is therefore 
disfigurativt·. We: do not need w retramlaw the highly figured language of the 
sublime back into a natural or literallanguagt' ~incc it is the ·natural expre~~ion' 
of the pas_ ion~. 

We do, howt·,cr. need 10 be vigilant in order to keep this figurative language 
within its pmper b<lllnd' \O that tht· figurative expressions of the passions are 
maimaincd in a nne-on-one relation to the pa!>Sions themseh•es. This is. of 
cour ·e. to re)urrect a 'natural' the<>r) or rhetoriC'.tl use in wh ich the figural term 
is grou nded in the liter-al experience. This re:.triction of a one-to-one correspon
dence of trope 10 sign I will call primary figura tion, and ir it'"tlie task common to 
many eighteenth-century rhetoriciam to keep figu-;..a l uses within the primary, 
and to restrict furthe1· figures being troped from figures, the secondary 
figuration which amplifies and multiplies figures ad infinitiJm. 1

" In Gerard's 
theory restriction of th b. kind is necessary in order to police the discursive 
analytic and to enable a return to some conceptualization of the or igin of 
sublime experience. 

The cle-.trest "a) in which such a re,triction work is Gerard's translation of 
the arbiter of c a~tc into a moral ~ense: 

The moral '><'ll't.' i' nnt onh ttsdf a ta,te of a uperior order . bt which in characters and 

conduct "t' di,tingubh ~t"een the right and the wrong. the excellent and the fault}: but 

it also 'Prt-ad, it~ mflut·nce O\Cr all the mmt con,iderable works of art and gcniw. ... It 
claims a joitJI atdhorrty 1' it h the other principl1·~ of Ta~te: it requires an auachmem to 

morality in the epo' :mclthl· dr.ama. and it protwunet·~ th1· quid.est flights of wit. without 
ir. phrensy and dbtr.acti•m.(741 

For Gerard thert• can be no 'elf-determining (ae~thet ic) arbiter of taste since that 
would both recogni1t· and encourage 1 he· madness of djS<:ursi\'e power: 1 here 
would be no ,,·a> ()r coming to agreemt·nt about the aesthetic '"lue or n·rtain 
o~jen:., or about 1 he 1 ran,latabilit} of iH''t ht•t ic vaht<'l> into moral precepts: 1 here 
''nuld be no 'anu ion lor imernali1ing :lt',tht·t ic value b)' equating qualities of 
object\ 10 im<>rnal M'll~t:'l>. The discour,<· on the· sublime. in a move that is 
becoming ramiliar in our di,cus~ion of t·arl} cighteenth-cenwry works on 

1
' 'fh . I ' " I · I c qu•·>tumo prtmuq 111 t'c ~tlton 111 natural and agu rallanffuages i> dealt with by alm<l>t 

ali eighwcnth·tt·ntut} rhcturit t.lll\. ' I he mo't itHt·r .. ,tiHg an:ouHIS can be found in Blair. Ltllurts 
on Rhetoric: Gem )(1' ( •. unpbdl. The Pltilosoplt] of llhrrom (Edinburgh. 1776): John L.t" "'n· 
/_,rtu•ts coruunwg (llai!Jry (Dubllll, t758): .md foihn \\'.;rei . :\ ~pttm of Oratory (London. 1759). 

I 
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aesthetics, is hdd in check by a prior and unexamined di:.cour:.c: of t.'t hie:., 
thereby defusing it~ potemial power LO the sublime, and itl> mutation into a 
Olscourse of the sublime.•• 
I t iS not !'turprising, then, that Gerard finally mo\'eS the di~cussion into t·ntirely 

moral term~ thruugh his insbtent legislation of discursive power. He stat<·~: 

... the cuJti,acion of ta\le gives ne" furce to the sentiment' of a he moral faculty. ;and b 
this mean~ renderl> it more poM~rful to repress the ' 'iciou' pa:.:.ion~. and 'UPJ>Ort the 
\irtuous. 

h is JiL.e"ise tn be obsened that. though taste and the moral-.en..e are di<;tanCt J)CI\\er . 
}Ct man) auaon' and alft'<'tiorh are fi t to gratify both. What·~ 'inuous and oblag<HOr) as 
often also beautirul and sublime ... A man, whose taste is unculti,'ated, ha~ no mmh·c: in 
these cases, but what arises from the moral principle. l2061 

The social. political and cu hural values being aniculated here could hardly be 
said to be populist, nor should we expect Lhem to be so. Here the ·real value' of 
the aesthetic b exposed for what it always is and ha been, a an index to social 
standing and a means tO maimain cultural and political authority. It i:. in the 
light of this 1 hat the procedures of theory, its legitimating moves and appeab to 

/ external authority, should interest us. f or, it is noteworthy that an aesthetic:. of 
response had, by 1759, produced a theoretical account of the sublime which not 
only threat en('d to go beyond the ethico-aesthetic bounds common to early 
eightecmh-century ae~Lhetic theory, but by all accounts. if we follow Ger~trd, 
recognized the implications of that threat and countered it by returning tO it 
rootS in the ethical. If a good man is predsely identical to a man of good taMe, 
and if a good ta~tc necessarily leads to ethically sanctioned action, produces a 
good man, then the possibility of fracturing the social. culwral and political 
values of the status quo, the dominant form of authority referred to above, is 

avoided. 
I do not bt>Jie'e that questions about Gerard's own motives or intentions. 

political or cultural opinions will significantly help us in our under tanding of 
why this disturbance takes place. For. it seems to me that it i a t the le"el of dis
course, within the substrata that articulate its tectonics that the disturbance has 
effects. It i~ not Gerard, all by himself, who encounters a problem in the 
legitimation ofae~thetic theory, but the discourse on the :.ublime which, we may 
infer, had become ~ubject to conMant bombardment from a set of neighbouring 
discourses, among them the discour:.e of debt, but the mo~t important of which 
was the a~ault from the subject itself. for Gerard's reinforcement of his theory 

18 This move i~ extremely common iu almost all forms c>f legislative discourse. My purpo~>t' in 
this chapter, M't'll from thi~ angle, is to demonstrate the tension '"ithin the discourst: on 1 he ;uh
limc produced by tht· ~traitjacket of the law it imposes. I r the discount• oft he sublime i' l(j \Up
plant that on it \Onwthing of ih legi>latiH· po,.•er must be gi"c:n up. since its object of legi,l:111on 
becom~ il}Clf. ' I hr-c: comments are direct I) related to the question of theory. and will be taken 
up in the condu"on. 
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of aesthetics via 'taste', an internal sense common to all men, is nothing but a 
counter to the assault of difference which arises when the subject becomes an 
autonomoul> site of authentication, and produces a number of autonomies of 
subjectivity. It i~ the theoretical closure designed to contain the objection that 
my taste is mine, with no regard whatever to anyone else's, and to expo e the 
frailty of the belief in the uh imate statement of subjective response, distilled in 
Lhe expres ion ' I know what I like (and I like what 1 know)'.'9 

This foreclosing strategy in fact produce a mythic point of origin which must 
remain irrecoverable: we cannot return to our precultural, pretasteful aesthetic 
sense since taste conditions and controls. filters and colours all our ae thetic 
experiences. As we ha,·e alread)• noted, for Gerard aesthetic experience is 
already figured by taste, just a~ 'natural languages' are, in fact, in the first 
instance figured by figuration. While we may refine and adapt our taste through 
trial and error, which occurl> most importantly by and through social exchange, 

we do not form it in such activity. Taste comes along with experience it elf, and ) 
hence in order to enquire into that taste Gerard must construct a theoretical 
structure whi.c~ enables the. analyst to invert figure and ground in order to read 
the figure as tf 1t were the htc:ral language of the passions. This should bring to 
our attention the similiaritics between Gerard's discursive analytic and Burke's, 
in which we have already noted the figurative use of power, Lhe operation of the 
trope of power. The work of Gerard's analysis i LO resist that final move by 
inverting the figural/non-figural hierarchy. Taste, defigured, is that through 
which we perceive the world: in order to perceive it we must perform a further 
tropological turn of inversioin so that we can sec the filter, not the object, the 
mechanism and not the effect. This reversal of discursive orders is precisely 
idemical to, and coincident with, the move in which the discourse of ethics is 
reinserted within the discour eon the sublime. And, furthermore, it is precisely 
Lhis mO\'e, or turn, which authenticates the moral ense as the standard of 
judgement. 

As the moral sense claim a joint authority' with the principles of taste the 
possibility of enquiring into the priori ty of one over the other is destroyed: 
aesthetic pleasure i entirely cxhaul>ted by and contained within e thical conduct: 
there is no excess. The most interesting result of this lies in Gerard 's attempts to 

19 This problem beroml.'l> le<o> problemRtic in the face of the autonomous subject. but the 
threat it poses to Gerard. along with has contemporary mad<entury aestheticians can be 
understood b)· reference to f'ranci' Jeffrey's later comments. made in his review of Ali~n·s 
Essays 011 the Nature and PrintipltJ of Taste: ' If things be not beautiful in themselves, but only as 
they serve to;uggest imcrcsting c:unccptinns w the mind, then every thing which does in ~)int of 
fact suggcst;uch a conct·ption w any individual, is lmwtifulto that individual .... 

'AIIta>te~. then. arc equall)' just and true. in ~o far a.s concerns the individual whose taste is in 
question: and wh:u d man feel> cli,tinnl) to be beautiful, i~ btautiful to him, whatever other 
people mal think or it.' Fr'.!IIC'i,jt·rfrt·). Contnbutions to thL Edinburgh Rww, 4 \'Ois (l..ondC)n, 
1844). I, pp. 75- 6 . 

) 



82 The Discourse of the Sublime 

take account uf the imagination. For the relations bet ween cau~e and e (f(•ct. 
external object and internal e nsc remain table a long a' the mind i1> in control. 
Once it il> thrt'alt'ned by madnes~. which as we hall ~ce b. one ol the b)'- product~ 
of the imagination, the em ire S)•Mem begins to fall apart. 

Gerard begins by focu:..ing on the mistakes or errors caused b)• the imagina
tion, and o n 1 he malfunction of the figurative chemt• which normally tr:tmlatc~ 
outer qua lit ) inw inner effect. Tht·se malfunctions and t•rrors begin to produce 
qualities for outer objecu. which are. in fact . no more than the effech of it ~ o''" 
figural operation\, or discursive anal\ lois. He " 'rites: 

IMACI ATIO ' 'ometim .. s oper.ttt'' w strongl). ~ not onl) to a~ICi:ttl', or eH•n 
combine, but al'o to wnfound together idea> or sensations th:u arc related. and Ill mi,tal..e 
one for tht• other . This is the cause of our often ascribing the pleasure or the pain. which 
results merely from our owu operation>, to the objects about which the) happen 10 be 
employed: and of our confounding together objects, or ideas. which are contt•mphued 
"'ith t he same or a like disposi tio n. It b likewise the source of many figure;. 111 "hich one 
thing is U)Cd for another , as metaphor, denomination, abusion . and the like.l170- l l 

The power of the imagination is a combinative, or 'confounding' one; a:. :..uch it 
may lead to fa lse combinations and confusion. This combinatory powt'r is 
directly relatc·d to the operations of figural language. which, we may recall, at·c 
according to Gerard primarily operations of selection and combination. The 
imagination, however, may become excessi,•e and produce a language of analogy 
which errs in relation to the objects it is derived from. The fact that false analogy 
is one possiblt· re~ult from the 'confounding' of the imagination will have 
ramificatio ns within the entire network of rhetorica l orde rings: indeed the entry 
of a personal. private and individualized agent in the production of figural 
language is orw of the most dbturbing facets of the rise of the subject. Here 
Gerard i~ attempting to drive a demarcating wedge between the u eful effect~ 
produced by the imagination. and false misleading one : 

I MAGI A 11 0 "firM of all emplmed m prt$eming .uch idea;..~ are not auendt>d \\ith 
rtlfltmbranct, o r a perct>ption of 1heir ha' ing been formerl) in the mind. Tim dde<.t of 
rc:membranu·. ,1\11 prevt:lll> our referring them to their original >Cnsatiom, <h, ,nhe' th<'ir 
natural cnnnectinn. But "•hen mtmOf)' has lost their real bond' of union, fa~uy. by it\ 
a.,ociating powt·r. confers upon rht•m nt'" ties. that thcv rna) not lie perkctl) loml', 
range• r hem in an t•ndle!oS variety of form~. \!any of theo;e being rt•pre.ematiom of nuthing 
that exiSt> 111 nature, whatever is fictitious or chimerical i' :•cknowledged IQ be.· rhe 
off,pring o lthi' facuh). and i> term .. d ima~tinary.l 1 671 

The imagin:uion comes into operation when there i~ a 'defect' oftht• tnl·morr. 
and that def1.·Ct is troubling sine(• it signals the fai lure of a return 10 the origin: 
the sensation nwnot bt' traced back to the object in tht' outer world which 
\timu latl·d it. Tlw one thi n~ w bt: guarded agaimt, onn· fancr begin' 10 'upply 
what is mi,,ing. b tht' mi~taking of imaginary reprcsl·ntatiom. for real, of the 
<' ffect' or thl· imal{ination for the t·ffects of an imcrnal sense. ta\tC. Th i, is 
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complicated by the fact that the imagination, when it functions in relation to the 
real, not o nly produces the means by which we experience the world, it also 
enable that ime rnal sense abow all others - the rt·gulatory taste - to operate: 

All these operariclll\ uf imagina11un, which u:tturall) prcX'e<'d from its simplest exertions. 
and are the principles. from which rlw \<'lltimem• of ta\tt: arise. These scntimems are not 
fantastical, imaginary, or umub,ta mial: but are universally produced by the energies of 
the fancy, "'hich are indeed or tht• utmost consequence, and have the most t'l<tensive 
in6uence on the operations of rhe mmd. By being compoundt.od with o ne another. or with 
other origmal qualities of human nature. the' generate mo>t of our compound powers. 
(171- 21 

Gerard's au empts to work out the relations between active and passive 
functiom of the mind haw rc\omtnces within a very large numbt'r of 
contemporary texts, spanning 1 he entire century. The particular variant here, 
that of the relation between fanC) and imagination is. of course, habitually 
associated with Coleridge's speculations on the topic. e,·en though fift y or so 
years before hl' put pen to papcr the debate was in full force.to Gerard. in 
commo n with many moral thcor i:..ts. wishes to prevent the extension of the 
imagination into the realm of th l• imaginary. This is sanctioned by the fact that 
one may 'imagine' things which arc not necessarily 'imaginary'. Unfortunately 
the imagination also works in a counte r fashion in which the element of wish
fulfillment or desire may come to predominate: the imaginary overwhelms the 
imaginal ion. T his aspect of rhe mind fa scinated theorists of the later eighteenth 
century (and is a 1 rope of our conception of the romanr ic period) mainly because 
they could afford to let it: the subject was self-authenticating in such a manner, 
and to such an extent that destabiliting descriptions o f a darker inner self, the 
dark side of the imagination, hardly troubled a theory of the subject at all. That 
this dark side. variously understood as the unconscious, subconscious or 
preconscious eventually de tabilite' the subject's own awareness of irself need 
not concern us. Fo r Gerard the primal) purpose is to \ a lo riLe the imaginatio n, 
to allow it it power, without destabiliting the relatio ns bet\\een the real and rhe 
imaginary. This purpo e has clear ethical drives, and draws on a host of tht:orie 
which are associated with the mort' general question~ of moral philosophy. 
Gerrard was hardly unawa re of the~t' grand que~tions21 so it is perhap:. 
incumbent upon us to exami ne the full implication~ of this resistance to an 
enpowercd imagination. 

20 
Thc m u,l <'Xl<' ll~" " treatment ut 1hls wpiC' is in Mart in Kallich, Th~ llssodatiotl ofldtns tmd 

C:ntica/ Thtory ;, 18th Cmt~try Rngltmd (The Haf<ul", 1970). 
21 H c wa,, .tf lt•r Jll, Prufc,,c,r u f Mur.ll Philfl-.41phy and Logic and a member ufthc Aberdeen 

Philosophical Souct\ . Derail, ab<1u1 hi, 111\llhemem in the'<· uNilullons can be found in Jame' 
\lcCthh, Th;Srottuh f'hrlosoph) (.'le" Ynrl., 1890). pp. 467- 73. 
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This can be most succinctly achieved by focusing narrowly on a footnote 
explaining the difference between primary and secondary perceptual experi
ence. In order to situate it I will continue with a commentary on Gerard's 
analysis of the imagination's relationship to the fancy. From the firM Gerard is 
determined to demonstrate that the fancy is not 'wild and lawless': which is to 
claim that the fancy does not require legislation or policing since its products are 
harmoniously c.:ombined with the working of the imagination. They work 
together and arc the basi~ for taste . yet this quality which sanctions the 
behaviour of a man of taste C<tnnot be located very easily. Furthermore, while its 
funCLion is clear. it.s actual operation remains mysterious. 

The external senses, he is clear about, are 'original qualitie:. of human 
natun:'(J 66 J which cannot be resolved into simpler or more basic elements. 
Taste, however, 'in most of it forms , at least, is a derivative and secondary 
power'll66j, which can be traced to 'simpler principles' which are found on 
examination 'to be no other than certain exenions of imagination '116 71. The 
vocabulary should alerL us to the difficulties encountered here: we find that 'in 
most of its forms', 'simpler principles', and ·certain exertions' are phr.:tses 
standing in for the precision required. Taste, it would appear, can be broken 
down into its constituent parts, its enabling functions and originary forces, but 
when it comes to specifying these smaller 'primary' elements we find the 
generalities cited above, the 'certain exertions of the imagination'. 

We might understand this hedging in terms of the central problem common to 
all aesthetic theories: that of divorcing or decontaminating the descriptive 
model from the objects it de cribes so that it does not merely produce its objects 
for analysis. This is tantamount to restricting the imaginative, or more generally 
discursive power of the theory itself. Gerard auempts to effect this divorce by 
making taste a form of sensation which is activated by the working and exertion 
of the imagination. Taste is. in this manner, the product of the confrontation be
tween the imagination and the real,just as the rules of ethics are the product of 
the confrontation between man and society: but to make this analogy is not to 
defuse the potential that taste has for becoming excessive. nor is it to pre\'entthe 
imagination from running away with itself, becoming 'wild and lawless' and 
transmuting into the imaginary. Hence the further auempt to ground taste in 
the physical, a:. a part of the 'natural', given human body. and to claim that taste 
is within all men, an internal sense. This, as \\'C ha\'C remarked above. is also a 
means of combining the ethical and aesthetic so that the moral sense is 
connected to the internal sense of taste. As I have suggested, however, that link 
is not sufficient in order to restrict I he imagination and it:. effects on taste from 
excessive licemious activity. Gerard auempts to work this problem out in the 
chapter on Taste and I magi nation, and it is here the lengthy footnote explaining 
that t<~ste is a sense: occur!>. 

More preci~ely, it appears at the point in the tt>xt where Gerard explaim the 
diffc:n·!lcc between a prim:uy peret·ption and a secondary: a point. of some 
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interest, since tht.• productive use oft he trope primary/sccondary seems to be a 
repetitive, if not distinguishing, feature in 1 he move from a discourse on 
something to a discour e of something. Gerard continually auempts to forestall 
figurative excess, the progression from a primary figurative system to a 
secondary. Here, when the question of the relaLion between primary and 
secondary is itself the subject of the discussion, the text produces its own surplus 
in the form of an extended footnote.~ as if the stable relation between primary 
and secondary b1·eaks down at precisely the point where 1 he theory addresses it
self to the question of stability.2' 

In turning to the actual interruption I will upply the precise texLUal context in 
order to follow its imerruptive force. Gerard, as has been remarked, is 
explaining or defining 'taste'. He writes that taste 'supplies u~ with simple 
perceptions, entirely different from all that we receive by external sense or by 
reflection', it 'exhibits a set of perceptions, which, though consequem on these 
I the perceptions of external sensei, are really different: which result from, but 
are not included in, the primary and direct perception of objects'l l60-1 ]. The 
problem, therefore, is to have it both ways: taste is both a sense and not a sense; it 
relies upon 'normal' perception through the external senses, yet it is markedly 
different from that perceptive faculty. Without a direct experience of the world, 
taste would be nothing, yet taste is not a pr imarr percepwal mechanism. The 
most obvious way of combining these different facets of taste would be to 

tt I do not wish to claim that the ' 'cry fact of the footnote is imponam; I am not making an 
argument about 1 he relations between text and nun-teXI. text and para-text, interior and 
exterior, body of the text and margin. These kinds of speculation can be found discussed in C . 
Cenette,/ntroduction ll l'architat~ (Par is, 1979), and, among other places in Derrida 's work, in L4 
vn-it~ en peinture (Paris, 1978). These speculations concern the most general properties of textual 
operatiom; they can be made. although not to the same extent, about almost any text. My focus 
here is on the specific interruption in Ccmrd's argument, for it is of considernbk importance 
that the treatise adds, in footnote form. what is nothing It'S$ than the foundjng principle of the 
entire theory. 

25 This may well be a commun feature nf texts we regard as 'theoretical'. This subject is 
addressed inch. 10 with respect to eighteenth-century theory, and our perceptions of it a.s such. 
As far a~ contemporary theory i~ concerned 1he question is a ,·exed one. and i~ discussed in ;.o 

man)• current books as to make geneml comments impossible. Howe,•er. as far as the present 
work ib concerned I have found 1 he discussion nf this topic, though perhaps it mught seem as less 
obviously present than in other texts, mo>t productively pursued in the work of Paul de Man, 
especially two essays. ' Hegel on the Sublime', in Krupnick, ed., Ditplaummt(lndiana, 1983), and 
'Sign and ))'fllbol in llegel's Ae.thetics', Criticollnquiry, 8:4 (Summer, 1982). and Stanle)• Cavell. 
especially PursuitJ ofl/(lppi•uss (Cambridge. Mass., 1981) and The Claim of Reason (Oxford, 1979). 

either <>f these tW<) writers directly add res> in these works the quest ion of theory, at least as it i~ 
most commonly under•tood from the perspecti•e ofliteral') studie~. but I have found both to S3)' 

interesting and useful things about the construction and maintenance of a theoretical 
commem:.q· which h both ~t'lf-a"•are, cogni1an1 of it~ own status ao theory, and contextually. 
historicall y respon>ivt·. 
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temporalize experience and it~> de!>cription in order to underMand ta~te a~ a 
secondary operation o f the mind. working on the base materials supplit•d by 
primary ext ernal sense pc t·ception. But this temporali1.ing would make taste 
dependent upon the primar) :.ensc data. something which Gerard ha' a lrcad)' 
dismi sed in hi, anal)•sis of ta!>te as the filter through which a ll perceptio n take 
place, and a\ the joint authority' with the moral st·nse (itself a kind of senJ>e). In 
contrast to thi ~ he maintain!> that taste i~ not a tcmporali1.ed proce~s at all but , 
u!>ing our term,, a discour c. a form of rcpresemation. a mean\ b · "hich the in
ncr and outer \\Orld~ arc organi1ed into coherence: in term:. closer co the 
analpes of Gerard and Burke ic is a figuration. a trope. 

Th i!> faci litacc:. a description of taste a:. the filtet· through which we perceive 
while resisting objectification: it ne\'er becomes something, an object co the 
di:.course of anal)~i~. lc i:. the discoun~ thrown up br the exper ience of the 
sublime, and erupts within the discour:.e on the sublime. As such it could be 
ec1uated to the di:.cour:.e of the sublime: neithet· external o~jt•ct, no r object of 
analrsis: neither pre-existing the discourse of analysis nor exactly produced by il. 
It i , as ic were, a J>cCuliarly discursive pheno menon, and hence the note required 
to explain il. Writing about the perceptions that arise from the ·secondary 
power ' o f taste Gerard states: 

They arc ho'''t>vt'r C'<fually uncompounded in their feeling. a~ incapable of being conceivt>d 
prior to experience, as immt>diatcly. necessarily, and rt>gularly exhibited in certain 
circurmtance • a' any other ~cnsat ion whatsoever.[ 1611 

It i~ at chis point. where the pe rceptions of taste are described as both primary 
and secondary. compounded a nd uncompounded, that the note appear!>, and I 
shall quote it at ~ome length: 

Indeed as our extt'rnal senses arc ultimate and original principles. it may perhaps be taken 
for granted that this circumstance is essential to the idea of a sense, and that no powt' r of 
the mind can be proper!) ex pres~ b) this name. which is deri,·ed and compounded, and 
capable of being resoh ed into ~implcr principles. According to this h) pothcsis. the po\\ers 
of taste would not be senses. T o enquire whether they arc or are not, may perhaps be 
deemed a dispute about word~. as the determination '~ill depend upon the definition of a 
sense. It is howcH·r of some real moment. that the po\\ers of the mind be reduct.'<J into 
cla!>ses, according 10 their real differences and analogies: and therefore, that no definition 
be received, which would disturb the regulardbtribution of them. And that the power) of 
taste may with the greate>l prc>)>riety be reckoned seQ,-~Cs. though they be derived facult ies, 
will, it is hoped. appear from the following observations. We arc d irected by the 
phamomma of our faculties, in reducing tht>m 10 classes. The ob,,iou' phaenomena of a 
senst are the~e. It b a power. which supplic• us with •uch simple perceptions, as cannot be 
('()nveycd by any other channel to 1 hose who are destitute o lthat sense. It i~ a power which 
rec·cives its pern·pt ion immtdiattdy. a~ soon as its object is exhibited. previous to any rea .em 

conct•rning the qualities of tht· obj~t. or tht• cau~cs of th<' perception,, It i' a power " 'hich 
exert' it~elf mdtptruitnt of volitrorr. !>0 that. while \\'e remain in proper drcum,tanct''• \\'C 

cannm, by any an oft he will. prevent our recci ,·ing cerrain >ensat iom, nor alter rht•m at 
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plea5Ure, nor can \\'e, hy an) mean\, procure the~ wns.ations, a5 long as we arc not · h 

• • ,. , , 111 I e 
proper sn uatron •or rt•cervrng them by their peculiar organ. Theb<' are the circumsta ce 

h . h h . n s w rc c aracterw; a sen~t·.( l 6 1 -21 

T~e example of sight i' then gl\ e n, which 'conveys simple perception:.. which a 
bhnd rna n cannot po~. ibl)' perceive·. l lowever, he continues: 

A man who opens hi, eyl'~ at noon immediatcl)• perceives light: no efforts of the will can 
pre,·ent his percehing it,\\ hile his t')e• arl' open: and no volition could make him perceh·c 
it at ~idnigh t . Th~ character~ e'rdcntl) belong to all che external sen5e. and 10 
reflexron o r consciou~ness, b) which \\C percei•c what passe, in our minds. The) like\\•ise 
belong to t he powc.rs of ta•tc: harmony. for example, i' a simple perception, which no man 
who has not~ musr~a l ear can r~ceivc, and which every one who has an ear immediately 
and necessarrly recer\CS on heanng a good tune. The powers of ta•te are therefore to be 
reckoned senses. Whether the)' arc uhimace po" ers, is a subsequent question.( 1621 

This ~uestion is next addressed by discu sing the pleasure we receive from 
beauuful forms, and concluding: 

~auti~ul forms h.avc un.iformity, variety, and proportion: but the pleasure the) give us an 
rmmedr~t~ ~cnsatro~: ~nor t~ our a.nalysing chem, or discovering by reason that they have 
the~e qualll~eS. · · · f hts SCnU~ent IS COmpo und in its pri11cip/u, but perfectly simple in its 
fulr~g- lfthts should seem co rmply a comradiction.lct il be remembered that two liquors 
of dtfferent flavours may. by their mixture, produce a third flavour, which shall excite in 
the palate~ sensation as ~imple, as that which it receives from any of the ingredients.[ 163] 

The d.i~culty addressed here is very clear: how can taste be said to be a sense 
when ll ts a taste of or for something; when ic is in itself derived from, based on 
the objects upon which it confers or abstracts qualities? The final pan of the not~ 
attempt to place the argument in relatio n to the reasoning faculties: 

Suppose th is conclusion jusc. tasre '"ould tHo a derived power: but still it would be a disci net 
sense. as its per~ptions ~~e peculiar, and ~pecifically differem in their feeling both from 
~ours and tang~ble qua hue,, J ust so each principle of taste is with reason accounted a par
u~ular sense, because ib perception,, ho\\c\·er produced. are peculiar to it, and specificall) 
dr~~rem from all others. F.ach convey~ pc.·rception~. which. in rc•pect of their feeling. are 
orrgrnal. though the po" ers. by which the) are conve)ed. are derived. It is scarce necessar) 
to obsen·e •.hat our ascribing the semimcm~ of taste to mental processes is cotall) different 
from asserung that the) are dcducuon' of rcason.(1641 

:rhe force of the analogy is to claim that the relations between original and der
tved ~re no1 necessarily hierarchited into primary/ secondary. An original 
'e~uauon, for example, ma) be actenuated through a derived power of the mind; 
11 

IS present I<> the mind, in its full originary fore(', through the operation of a 
M'Condary derivativ(• rt•asoning facult)'· Gerard concludes the note: 

Rc·asoni.ng lll:t). howc\t'r, bt- c•rnplu)c·d in c·xhibiting an object II> th t' mind, and )el the 
)krcepuon t~at II has, wlwn the· object "c>nc:c: c•xhrbitcd. ma)' proper!) belong to a wnse. 
I hu, rca;onnw ma• bt> nc·c c ' 'rr• 1 • t · " , ' • • u ·"H'rtarn I It' crrcun1>tance,, and determine the• 
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motive, o f an liCtiou: but it i~ the moral sense that perceive~ it tn be (•ither virtuou~ or 

vicious, after rea~m ha~ discovered its molive and its circum>tancc,.l 16 <11 

I hope that the above hal. given some sense of 1 he ltmgt h and wrtuous 
argument o f thi~ note from which I ha,•e abstracted the above citatiom: it 
occupie' nearl three pages of small type. and interrupts the main body of the 
text with con,idt·rable force . It does not Lake a great deal ofrcAection, lt hink,to 
notice the difhcultie both posed by and raised within the note: if. as the 
conclusion inform us. the reasoning faculty may be nece:...:tl) in order to 
ascertain moti\'e~ or circumstance . but useleS!. for arriving at a correct 
judgement. for ascertaining the moral wonh of an action. an action performed 
by the moral sen1oe, then the entire Essay on Taslt become · omcthing of a waste 
of time and effort. Iritis merely the moral sense, which we han• already been in
formed is equivalent to taste, and alread)· know to be given, n priori, to each 
individual, that determines what is good, true, and aestheticall)' pleasing (for 
what is aesthetically valuable is necessarily ethically valuable), then what need do 
we have or reasoning o n the subject? 

1 In this way the note docs, at least superficially, enact the text's undoing: it i~. ir 

one so wis.hcs.to cal. I it , a classic ~econstru~tivEove. Yet.l a.m un ~appy wi~h this. 
/ charactcrl'l.auon o f the note, sull more With ch a descnpuo n o f· my rcad111g of 

it, ror this intervention is not on ly 'deconst uctive' in this superficial senst•. Its 
purpo~es and arguments can be understood in another way, and one which 
enhance:. the present large-scale argument and enables us to read Gerard's text 
as not o nly, not merely, undoing itself as it progresses (which may be stated. if 
not argued. about almost every complex text} but as making more than one 
argument , almost in spite of itself, at the same time. It is this 'more', the exce s 
produced by the discourse itself which interests me, and would seem to be le san 
'undoing' than a doing to (dangerous) exLremes.' 4 

We can note this textual excess by retracing some of the arguments and 
expression~ contained in the note. At the largest level it should not surprise or 
unduly trouble u that the note concludes with a reference to an external 
authority.the unexamined moral sense, which is said to authenticate all aesthetic 
judgement. This move is made bolh in the body of the Essay and in its margins: it 
is, as has been remarked above. part of the text's own elf-awarene s that 
produces the desire lO understand and examine such an authenticating ge~ture. 
More productive for Ull ill the statemem, at the very beginning. that the question 

24 
The re~ult' of thi, discursive practice may be the same, i.e . such doing 10 extreme may 

t•venlu:•lly dntroy 1 he foundation of the text, and hence 'negatt· its own pc>s~lbility'. or whalc,•cr. 
Undning and 'owr-dolng' amount to much the same 1hing here, btllthis is nfiiiO claim thai tht•y 
always do. The duiug 10 excc•s which will characterize 1 he second part of thc bol)k i nvc~Liga1es 
lht• way, in which 1 he hi•wricul comex1 of the excess rest ric~ i1. and therefore 1hc w:ty• In which 
'ovt•r-doinK' i• lt·ghlateo ror by ii:Sho~ndoiilg"'does nm >t't'm 111 funt·linn in lhi• 
Iauer " 'll)' a1 all. - -
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of Laste's being a :.t'll!oe is a 'disputC:' about words', which. however, should not be 
allowed to disrupt tht' di~ tribut ion of 1 he: power:. of the mind: naming the pans 
in a different way should not de:.troy the rt'lations between them. Because of 
this. the argumem procct·ch by \\3)' of deMabili7ing a semantic argument in 
order to stress the priorit) CJf an <''>~entialiM, 'empirical' argument based on the 
e\•idence of the powers of the mind, which\\(' might note, are not susceptible to 
observation themsel\'eS. Tht' difficultiC:' of maintaining this argument arc 
illustrated by the sentence in which Gerard claims that the determination of 
whether Laste is a sen:.e or not 'will depend upon the definition of a sense'. The 
ambiguitie of this phra'i<' are, perhaps. extremely ob,•ious, nevenheless r shall, 
at the risk of 0\erstatt'mcnt, l>pt'll them out. The primary meaning is clear 
enough: an inrernal ~en <.·must firM be defined before deciding upon whether or 
not Laste can be said to be one. Howc,er, the internal sense itself'defines' things, 
it may obser ve or perceive taMe to be: a l>en~e. It follows from this that there exists 
a possibility of each individual's senl>C determin ing which fu rther operations of 
the mind are to be included as 'senses': in th is way the role or the subject is im
mediately brought into the discussion. 

In addition, the 'definition of a scn~c· aiM> co mains within it a statement about 
meaning itself, taking s<·nsc w refer to mean ing. Whethe r or not tasre is an in
ternal sense comes down 10 a tJU <'St ion about the meaning (definition) of 
meaning (sense). This may appear to be merely playing with words umil we 
follow through the implications ror the rest of 1 he note. For, as Gerard goes on 
to explain, one ofthe main characteri~tics of an internal sense is that it works im
mediately and wit hout the interference of reason: it works. most imporLantly 
'independent of" volition'. This is to say. the ubject doe not intervene in his or 
her sensory experience: rhe world imprints itt-elf on the mind. As the example 
given sets out to demonstrate, one sees by the fact of being able to see: choice 
does not enter into it. 

="'ow this example i also. of cou,..;c, a self-rcAexi,·e definition: it states that see
ing i seeing. There i~ no inlt'ntionalit) imolved, no freedom of choice or 
control. If we take thi~ a<> a comment upon the definition of a sense (meaning) it 
'ugge ts that a sense of a word funuion~ independently o f its users: that 
language functions with little regard to intentionality. Meanings are given 
according to the capaciti<'b nf language w crt'atf• meanings: Lhis is an admission 
Or discovery of the text':. own \\ill 10 power. it:. ability lO S3)' things in spite or, 
without lhe consem , and in t·xcc~o' of tht' author·~ intentions. Thus, if taste, that 
which this nmc set:. o ut w ddint·, i11 a :.cnl>e it must also work without the 
:.ubject's consent or inr<·m: tastt· ' twce:.,arily' hears a harmony in a good lllne; 
taste recognizes 'immediate ly' a bt·au tiful form: it i~ 'compound' in principles 
but 'simple' in operation. for whid1 wt· may understand cognitive in principle 
and emotive in npt·ration . 

We begin to :.ee, I think, wh) thi, nott• appt•a r:. at this poim in the text, and 
''h) it encounrt·r:. ~>uch difllcultit•, in tlw prm't' durC:' of its argument. For whar is 
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being asserted is that the subject is both the e nd, and powerful, result of a theo ry 
of aesthetics and, at the same time, that which it must deny; its power to the self 
is negated. Le t us remember the precise point in the text where the note is in
serted: 

It I taste] supplies us with simple perceptions, intirely different from all that we 
receive by external sense or by reflection. These make us acquainted with the 
forms and inherent qualities of things external, and with the nature o f o ur own 
powers and operations: bu t taste exhibits a set of perceptions, which, though 
consequent on these, are really different: which result from, but are not 
included in, the primary and direct perception of objects. They are however 
equally uncompounded in their feeling, as incapable o f being conceived prior to 

experience, as immediately, necessarily, and regularly exhibited in certain 
circumstances, as any other sensation whatsoever.[ 160- 1] 

T he taste makes us aware of our 'own powers and operations', it makes the 
subject sensate, meaningful, a sense itself. Ho wever, taste produces something in 
excess of this self-aware subjectivity, a set of perceptions resulting from but not a 
part of direct pe rceptio n. What, we may ask, could these perceptions be of, if not 
the outer world or the subject itself? The answer which I take as present to the 
discursive analytic, and hence the reason for the note at this point, is that taste 
produces a sense of itself, without reference to the subject or the world; it is as 
regular and immediate a sensation as any other, as involuntary a sensation as 
sight o r hearing, and it is this which demands comment, and requires legislation . 

r What this really amounts to is a coming to terms with the en powered product of 
the theory itself. Having asserted that taste is the foundation for aesthetic 
experience, that it is common to all men, the analysis necessarily and against its 
will produces a discursive counter which is beyond the analysis itself, which 
cannot be objectified by the discursive analytic. That is why the note attempts to 

describe a self-authenticating discourse, almost in spite of itself, even as it 
attempts to clarify the primary/secondary distinction and to place some thing 
beyond reason, out of the grasp of explanation. As we have seen, the final court 
of appeal is to the moral sense, a weak and unconvincing closure to the problem. 

I am suggesting that the recognition of the contradiction inherent in the 
argument, that taste is both a compound power and irreducible at the same time 
is produced by the analysis, and that this contradictio n not only brings into play 
the subject position, both in the relations between mind and world and in the 
workings of a discourse of analysis which resists analysis of subjectivity (one of 
the founding lapses of eighteemh-century aesthetics), but a lso the power of the 
discursive analytic: it all depends on what one man may be prepared to accept as 
sense, as the limits of and possibilities for meaning. We may extend Gerard's 
analysis, and claim that the solution to the problem is to see taste as a discursive 
form, not as a quality or facet of the mind: it exists in between the external 
sense's perception of the world and the mind's rationalization about these 
sensations. As such it seems to be beyond our power to control it, being a part of 
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experience that is 'independent of volition '. and at the same time a legislative 
force: it is the arbiter of j udgemem. Relating this to our larger concern about 
the discourse of the sublime, we can note that the attempt to legislate aesthetic 
judgement, the discourse on what is sublime, produces a new discursive form 
which conditions and controls its host: taste is not only the arbiter in aesthetic 
judgement , it also produces the objects to be judged; it is a discourse which, so to 
speak, creates sublimity. From here the conjunction between an enpowered 
subject and an enpowered discourse is a small step, since the primary feature of 
the discourse of the sublime is its reinforcement of the sense of self. As Ge rard 
explains: 

When an o bject is presented to any of our senses, the mind conforms itself to its 
nature and appearance, feels an emotion , and is put in a frame suitable and anal
ogous: of which we have a perception by consciousness or reflection. Thus 
difficulty produces a consciousness of a grateful exertion of energy: facility oT"iii'J 
evenimd-regular Aow or spirits: excellence, perfection, or suollmity. begets an I 
en largeme nt of mind and conscious pride: deficience or imperfec tion, a 
depression of soul , and painful humili ty.l l64-5] 

We return here to the opening citation of this section from Baillie; the mind ex- 1 

pands to fill the object and becomes 'one simple grand sensation'. The problem 
for Gerard is to explain what happens when the mind contemplates itself. 
Although he does not allow the full implications of a discourse of the sublime to 
be worked out- he restricts the possible limitless power of taste by attaching it to 

the mo ral sense- his analysis does come,•in spite of itself, to a recognition of that 
power. As with Burke, whose direct attack on tQe trope of power serves the same 
ends, the subject position is not fully manifest and harmoniously integrated 
within the discursive analytic. 1 

We have been discussing these two texts in te rms of their discursive 
functions - how they operate as discursive analytics- and have followed their 
twists and turns in the service of a coherent and consiste nt theory about the ex
perience of the sublime. As I have argued, both finall y resist a self-authenti
cating system of explanation and in their different ways turn towards a pl'ior 
exterior authority. I take this as a resistance to their own theoretical power, and 
as the result of a hesitation in the face of the su l:~ject ; for both theor ies ultimately 
refuse the individual's power to determine his or her own aesthetic criteria, to 
construct a taste for his or herself. T hus, while the discourse of the sublime 
arises as a possibility in both texts, it remains a textual interruption or discursive 
disturbance. It is certainly tempting to construct an historical argument about 
this, and to claim that Burke and Gerard were both writing at a time when it was 
not qui te possible to take account of an enpowered subject, and hence were 
unable to embrace fully the discourse of the sublime, whereas Coleridge, for 
example, was. However , this chronological model of history, and its necessary 
unidirectional temporal sequence conceals certain more problematic historical 
ordel'ings. For example, the interrelations between ethics, theology and 
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acsthetin are primarily discursive before they are historit:al,l>y whit:h I mean to 

refer to the tran,f<lrmation~ of discrete discourses and their variou~ bhihing 
interrelation~. Ml 1 hat ethical discourse in 1720 ma) not only be historica lly 
distinct lmm t·thi" in 1986. or even 1750, but the variou~ ~otrata which 
comributc to ill> ov<•rall 'tructure may be configured in radicall} different wa)~
Thus ethic' in 1720 mar be clo er to what we call aesthetic~ in 1750 than to 
moral philomph). Again, another !>CI of argument could be mounted here, 
concerned "'ith the deca) of interest in (or need or de~ire for) <Ill ethics of ta,te 
during the 1750,, "hich would describe from a diffenmt per<>pc:•cthe the 
incommen~urabilit) of Kames's work "'ith that of Burl..e and Gerard. An e'en 
more 'ingle-minded argument might stress that these three treati~tt'\ are not 
about, not conct-rned "ith, the same things. This leads us to que\tion the use \\t' 
have made of the category ' the discourse of the ublime· since it has been located 
uniqucl)'. Ml far, in discourses on or about sublimit)'· The way~ in which an 
enpowered ~tubjcct emerges in the two treatises under discu!>sion ma)• have more 
to do with their differences, as d i. courses. their different targets, needs. cnd~t, 

and the di fl'crent UbCS to which they were put than with their similarities. their 
participation within a common discursive fo rm. This is to register the fact that 
the fra me of' our own enquiry has d istorted the two tex ts under examination. 

I have stressed th roughout that the current perspective is exclusively 
determined by an analysis of the status of these discourses as theory. In the light 
of this it should come as no surprise, then, that the last section of this chapter on 
Kame:. argues, almost by default, that since it is confidem and consiMent in its 
theoretical work it is also less concerned about the production to an excess. 
which we have been reading as the production of the enpowercd subject. 
Con:.equently Ill} method produces the following deM:ription which" ill suggest 
that where Burke and Gerard fail to embrace fully the re uhl> of their own 
theoretical enterprise), Kames both welcomes and encourage~ tho e movel> into 
~lf-authentic-.ttion. 

FLF\IF!I.- rs OF CRITICIS~I 

Kame 's Elements of criticism certainly makes claims for being the most exhaustive 
l>Y'tematic approach made during the eighteenth century to the general 
problemat ic of the sublime. Yet, in most respectl> it is not the ~me kind of trea
tise as the previous two: more comprehensive in its range than either Burke or 
Gerard. but abo more restricted in its working method which focu:.es narrowly 
on tex tual mater ial! •. be they written or architectural, paint ed or landscaped . It is 
thb auentiou to the text , in its most general forms, that gives one 1 he impre~sion 

one i~ read ing 'Cr i t ici~>m' ra ther than aesthetics. To make such a distinr ticm il>, of 
cou~~oe, a contemporary appropriation, yet it is an inMr uctive one, fm the 
f:lements ofCritici.ma move the topic of aesthetics from the general to the !tpecific, 
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from the natural to the textual. It is this move which I take as the crucial Step, for 
it signals and necessitates a further self-awareness of its own textuality. T hus the 
d isturbance of the text we discu~sed in Gerard's footnote becomes in Kames less 
a disturbance than a general feature of the subject of and for the enquiry. Kame 
represents for us, then. the discour e of the sublime, as a theoretical discourse 
par exce llence, coming into it own. 

I shall argue both that the self-authenticating subject is the result of thi 
discourse of the sublime. the central preoccupation of the first section of this 
book, and that the nature of the theoretical enterprise- the coming into theoT) 
referred to above - i markedly changed in Kames' work. This elevation of the 
analytic discourse to a self-sufficient theOT)' about itself and for itself concludes 
the work of aesthetics during the period under examination, and generates a 
number of effects in a wider range of d iscourses and topics in the period 
following, the discussion of which forms I he basis of the second part of this book. 
O nce the discourse of the 1oublime is understood by contemporary eighteenth
century wr iters as theory. as a tech nology which legitimates and contextualizes 
itself, the fears we have noted in Gerard and Burke about controlling the excess 
are no longe r grounded: theory is excess. 

It would ta ke many pages to give an adequate account of the e ntire scope of 
Kames's treatise, a task that I will eschew. preferring to focus on one particular 
habit of analysis wh ich occurs very freq ue ntly. T his trope or figure of thought 
can be called splitting or mirroring, and in Kames's Elements enables the major 
turn fro m the d iscourse on the sublime to the d iscourse of the sublime.'~ The 
trope of sp litting or mirroring is commonly used in wor ks of exhaustive 
taxonomy: when an object does not seem to fit with those others constituting the 
general class a sub-set is formed. If this ub- e t eemsto oppose the first category 
then the sub-set is characterited as a binary oppo it e. Kames's turns of splitting 
or mirroring function. however, as 1 he tools used to test and interrogate the vital 
cruces upon which the self-sufficienc of the li)Stem is built. This interrogation 
includes the function of mirroring and pliuing, and this contributes to the 
construction of a self-aware, self-legitimating thOOT)'· This is a large step from 
the two earlier wor ks, even if both of them contained elements of this autotelic 
systematicit), and will be described in ~ome detail. 

Very early in the Elements Kamel> drawl> up a hierarchy of the passions and 
emotions, a dil>tinction oftt-n remarked upon for its resemblance to Coleridge's 
description or the difference between the primary and secondary imagination. 
For our purposel> it~ proximity to the trope identified at wor k in Gerard's system 
is more germane. Kamel> write~: 

The emotion~ pr<>du<·cd a~ ttbovt· may prupc·rly be termed secondary, being occasioued 
either by autecedent emotions or urttc·cl·dc·nt pa~sions. which in this respect may be termed 

u For a good uccnunt of thc b~'ic prittc:rplc, put furward in the Elements see Hippie'• chapter 
on Kames. 
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primary. And lO compleu: the present theory. I must now remark a difference betwixt a pri
mary emotion and a primary passion in the production of secondary emotions. A 
secondary emotion cannot but be more faim than the primary: and therefore, if the chief 
or principal object have not the power to raise a passion. the accessory object will have still 
less power. But if a passion be rai!>ed by the principal object, the secondary emotion may 
readily swell into a passion for the accessory, provided the accessory be a proper object for 
desire. And thus it happens that one passion is often productive of anothcr.'e 

Immediately we can notice the d r ive for exhaustiveness or completion, a desire 

that the discursive analyt ic be all-inclusive. We should also note that this 

bifurcation into primary and secondary is in effect an endless generator of 

further passions. This leads to the description of a self-generating system in 

which a primary passion is convened into a secondary emotion which is taken as 

a primary passion for something else, and so on. We may recall that a similar 
chain of infinite production was described by Burke who placed its outer limit, 

godhead, as the boundary which the discursive analytic could only ever 

approach. Here the analytic discourse seems to have no trouble containing this 

endless production, and therefore has no need to fi nd outside of itself a 

legitimating and controlli ng power. In th is way excess is troped or figured into a 

function of the system. 

Splitting can be found a lmost anywhe re one looks in t he Elements: it functions 

in the distinct ion between ideal and real presence, between figures of thought 

and figures of speech. passionate personification and descriptive personification 

and so on.27 This is not to claim that these binary distinctions are original to 

Kames- far from it - but to note the persistence of the trope. It is in relation to 
representation that this figurative predilection has most interest. since mirror

ing is at the heart of representation itself. T his becomes extremely resonant 

when allied to the representaLion of the sublime, for even if the doubled 

perspective of inner sense and outer quality has been dismissed as a problem in

herent to a discourse on the sublime, as it has in Kames's Elemmts, the 

problematic relationships of a representation to its origin, and of both to the 

perceptive and evaluative faculties of man remain. 

Thus. when Kames considers the objects in the world which produce sublime 

sensation he reflects that: 

Grand and c:levated u~jects considered with relation to the emotions produced by them. 
are termed grar~d and sublime. Grandeur and sublimity have a double signification. They 
generally signif)• the <1uality or circumstance in the objects by "•hich the emotions are 
produced: sometimes the emotions themselves. ( I . 2661 

26 Henry Home. Lorcl Kame:. . Eltmtnls of criticism, Anglistica und Americana. No 53. 3 vols. 
intn>. by Robert Voiclc (Hildesheim, 1970), I, pp. 81 -2. 

27 Cf. Kames, 1::/tmtnU, I. p. 266; II , pp. 64, 70. 137. 
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Kames is less interested in the 'description of sense' than Gerard: for h im it does 

not mauer if a word has more than one signification, an object more than one in
ternal effect, and an interna l sense more than one object of reflection. For the 

sublime in Kames is first and foremost a discursive form. it is reflected in the rhe

tori<.:al structure of repre.entation, mediated by a language and its user. not a 

4uality of external objects, or even the product of our perception of those 
objects. Because of this Kames argues that the theorist of the sublime has great 

need of a rhetorical analysis, and should heed the figurations of the sublime 
before its effects or causes: 

A gradual progress from small to great, is not less remarkable in figurative than in real 
grandeur or elevation. Every one muM have observed the delightful effect of a number of 
thoughts o r sendments. artfully disposed like an ascending series, and making impressions 
stronger and stronger. Such disposi tion of members in a period, is distinguished by a 
proper name, being termed a climax.[ I. 2801 

Here the sublime is a discursive power as well as a natural o r psychological one. 

Words can have a doubled signification . describing both the sensations internal 

to the human frame, and the abstract qualities which inhere in external objects. 

In th is way words be have as if they were objects, since in the g radual lead up to 

the climax the words, or thoughts and semiments occasioned by words, take on 
almost physical existence: they 'impress'. 

This 'impression' is enhanced by the persistence or repeated occurrences of 
the words 'expressing' sublimity: 

A man is capable of being raised so much above his ordinary pitch by an emotion of gran
deur. that it is ext remely difficult by a single thought or expression to produce that 
emotion in perfection. The rise must be gradual and the result of reiterated impression. 
The effect of a single expression can be but momentary; and if one feels suddenly 
somewhat like a swelling or exahuion of mind, the emotion vanisbeth as soon as feh . 
Single expressions, I know, are often justly cited as examples of the sublime. But then their 
effect is nmhing compared with a grand subject displayed in its capital parts.[ II. 2951 

The description here of the 'swelling' 'exaltation of the mind' clearly articulates 

a figurative network which conjoins the sense of self with a certain description of 

cxuality- it is related. in this respect, to the discussion of Sheridan in the 

second chapter. Furthermore, 'reiterated impression' strengthens the proximity 

of the passage to a figurat ion of subjectivity, for the distinguishing characteristic 

of self or person is precise ly the sense of persistence of consciousness from one 

moment to the next , of an ambient sense of personality or identity.28 The sense 
of self is frail enough. however, w be extinguished by an overwhelming one-off 

28 T h" f as, o course. pau Hume. whose famous statemcm abour the persistence of the subject 
r~lc:ga tes the problem 10 one of grammar. Sec Hume, A Trto.list on Human Nature. ed. L.A. Selby 
Bagge, 2nd c:dn, rev. A.l-l . Nidditch (Oxford. 1978). p. 262. 
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sensalion in the face of an immense image, thought, or objecL Here the absence 
of continuation destroys the sense of self which is elevated to such an extent that 
when the impulse is removed the mind collapses, and is forced thereby to 

recognize it~ inferior power. Explaining this in relation LO the cliched example, 
Kames states: 

'Cod ~aid. Let there be light, and there was light' ... it is scarce po.~sible in fe...,•er words to 
convey so clear a n image of the infinite po'"er of the Deity. But then it belongs to the 
present subject ro remark, that the emotion of sublimity raised by this image is but 
momentary: and that the mind, unable to support itself in an cle,~dtion so much above 
nature, immediately ~inkl. down into humility and veneration for :1 being so far exalted 
above us grovelling mortals.p, 30 II 

The example and its rami factions are familiar: the biblical ciunion is present in a 
very large number of works on aesthetics throughout the century, among them 
Burke's Enqtliry. Kames in fact a rrests his own analysis of the citation in order to 
comme nt upon two prior com mentaries by Boileau a nd Huet, seLLing out to 
j udge between the m over their characterization of the passage's attaining the 
sublime. He arrives at a happy compromise 'that both of them have reached the 
truth , but neither of them the whole truth ' by explaining: 

Every one of taste must be sensible. that the primary effect of this passage is an emotion of 
grandeur. This so fa r justifies Boileau. But then every one o f taSte must be equally sensible, 
that the emotion is mC!rely a Hash. which va.nisheth instantl)'• a nd gives way to the deepest 
humility and veneration. This indirect effect of sublimity ,justifies Huet on the other hand, 
who being a man of true piety. and perhaps of inferior imagination, felt the humbling 
passions more sensibly than his antagonist.[ I, 302] 

The problem here is 1 he duration of the sensation: it is too quick to bring the 
perceiving mind to an awareness of itself, thereby belittling the mind as it 
contemplates the object. T his is not the true sublime. 

The primary sensation of the sublime is elevation , or aggrandizement: 
consequently, when the mind is unable to raise itself to the dimensions of the ob
ject contemplated it experiences a ·fall' from the height it aspires to. which at 
one poi nt is compared to the image of'an utter dissolution of the earth and its in
habitants'! I, 300J. Whereas this dissolution of the subject was welcomed in the 
discourse on the sublime, notably in Burke's Enquiry, here it is taken as the 
negation of true sublimity. T his identification of the mind with the object it 
perceives has a physical counterpart: · 

The cm()tion~ raised by g reat and by elevated objects, are clearly clistinguishablt·. not only 
in the internal feeling, bur even in their external expressions. A great object di lates the 
breast. and makes the spectator endeavour lO enlarge his bulk. T his is remarkable in 
pcrsons, "'ho, neglecting delicacy in behaviour, give way to nature without reserve. In 
describing a grt•ar object , they naturally expand themselves by dra,ving in air with alit heir 
fnrcc. An dcvated object produces a di fferent expres~ion. II makes the )pcctator stretch 
upward~ and Maud a-tiptoe.( I, 2651 
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As we have noted, when 1 he mind contemplates an object as vast as godhead, it 
cannot find within itself the structure necessary for an expansion to such infinite 
boundaries. This failure, and its associated sensation of pain. is discussed by 
Kames in a long and intriguing footnote which auempts lO explain the 
connection between them. The subSLance of this note is of considerable 
importance si nce it provides us with a bizarre combination of statements and 
ideas which amount to assertions of the coherence and completeness of the 
theory. 

Kames is discussing ' Resemblance and Comrast', one more 'double', and 
comes to address the effect that unusual resemblance has on the mind which he 
calls ·surprise'. adding that 'surprise is not the only cause to the effect described', 
and explains:· Another cause concurs, which operates perhaps not less powerful
!)· than surprise. T his cause i a principle in human nature that lies still in 
obscuri ty, not having been evolved by any writer, though its effects are 
extensive' p, 364!. T his 'discovery' takes on considerable importance given that 
it is entirely unique to Kames's analysis. The passage continues: 'As it is not dis
tinguished by a proper name, the reader must be satisfied with the foiiO\ving de
scription. No man who studies himself or others but must be sensible of a 
tendenf:y o r propensity in the mind to complete every work that is begun, and to 
carry things to their full perfection ' !I , 3641. T his notion of completeness, the fin
ishing of 'work begun' underpins the entire discursive analytic. The reason why 
contemplating the deity is unsatisfacto ry is because the thought cannot be 
completed. l t is less the thought that is at sta ke here, than the sense of internal 
consiste ncy, of the coming to an end, the completion of the contemplating mind. 
In so fa r as this no tion of completion of the self can be analogically related to the 
discursive analytic itself, to its sense of the self and self- completion, we can no te 
that it is the full closure of the theory, its competence to 'carry things to their full 
perfection' that ratifie or grounds the self-authenticating subject. We are no 
longer in the domain of a di course on the sublime, a description and analysis of 
what causes sublime sensation, but in that of the discourse of the sublime. 

T aking another viewpoint, we can note that Kames is dissatisfied with a theory 
which cannot take account of everything. not because he wishes LO construct a 
system that is impregnable, or beyond criticism, but because its pre-textual topic 
of enquiry, into the roots and causes of subjectivity, demands closure. If this is 
not achieved the subject or consciousness is ultimately not persistent but 
fragmenta ry and dbpersed. Because of this Ka mes's need to conclude leads to a 
conception of sublimity which outstrips or goes beyond the sense which gives us 
a sense of the sublime. Thi~ considerably extends Gerard's associationist 
psychology and its grounding in the moral sc·nse, so that ending itself, which is to 
~ay the construct ion and experience of theoretical discourse- the sense it has of 
irs needs and requirements- takes precedence over the inte rnal senses. In this 
way the subject is truly a product of the discourse of analysis. Thus: 

Wt- feel a scnsibl<· pleasurt· whl·n the wurk i~ brought to perft'ction: and our pain is not les> 
~ensiblt- when we arc disappointed. I knee our uneasines,, " •hen an interesting 'tory is 
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broke off in the middle. when a piece or music ends without a close, or when a building or 
garden is left imperfect. IJ, 365) 

The mind naturally seeks out the e nds or boundaries of everything it 
contemplates or perceives: excess must be folded back within any cognitive 
activity so that closure is auained. This is not the same as avoiding or expelling 
discursive excess, it is not the same move as we found in Burke or Gerard. For 
the two earlier texts resist their excessive productions, and categorize them as 
possible disruptive elements which may threaten to destroy the entire sySLem. It 
is because of this potential that they are named as external and ultimate 
legi lating principles: the easiest way to deal with the excess is to place it outside, 
beyond the horizon of the texl. In Kames's Elements, however, the theory 
requires that one encounter the excess, and in the auemptto contain it, remove 
it from the boundary to the centre, that is anatopically effect the closure of the 
system. We might see this as a familiarization of a possible disruptive excess, and 
its motives, therefore, may be seen as very similar to those of Burke and Gerard. 
But the effects at the level of the self- sufficiency of the theory are markedly dif
ferent. All excess, Kames goes on to explain, can be brought within the theory. 

Accordingly, the example of an infinite series is taken as the test case for the 
adequacy of the system. Explaining this Kames first describes the need to collect 
an entire set of books or prints in order to achieve closure, LO complete the set, 
and then adds the following footnote: 

The examples above gh•en are of subjects that can be brought to an end or conclusion. But 
the same uneasine is perceptible with respect to subjects that admit not any conclusion: 
witness a series that has no end, commonly called 011 infinite series. The mind running along 
such a series, begins soon to feel an uneasiness, which becomes more and more sensible in 
continuing its progress. (I, 365 n) 

The note continues by adding an analogy so that the infinite e ries can be 
understood in experiential terms; this is gi"en in full below. The main text 
continues with the fo llowing set of bi7.arre cornrnems:29 

The final cause of rhis principle is an addi tional proof of its existence. Human works are of 
no significancy till they be completed. Reason is not always a sufficient counterbalance to 
indolence: and some principle over and above is necessary, to excite our indusrry, and 10 

prevent our stopping short in the middle of the course. (I. 366) 

The general drift is clear: art or any man-made works have no meaning until 
they are finished. But the logic of reasoning in this passage is much more 
tortuous than such a synopsis might suggest. In order t<J appreciate the 

29 The nore takes up nearly all of the page, having begun on the previous cmc. If one c·eads rhc 
note from stan to finish the 'main' text on page 366 is distanced a very long way from its immedi· 
atdy preceding text. It signals, therefore, a similar disruption to the text as the note in Gerard's 
Essay discus~t!d earlier. 
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strangeness of this logic we need the full context . which is given by the rest of the 

footnote: 

An unbounded prospect d01h not long continue agreeable. We soon feel a slight 
uneasiness, which increases with the time we bestow upon the object. In order to find the 
cause of this uneasiness, we first take under consideration an avenue without a terminating 
object. Can a prospect without any termination be compared to an infinite series? There is 
one striking difference, that with respect tO the eye no prospect can be unbounded. The 
quickest eye commands but a certain length of space: and there it is bounded, however ob
scurely. But the mind perceives things as they exist: and the line is carried on in idea with
out end. In that respect an unbounded prospect is similar to an infinite series. In fact, the 
uneasiness of an unbounded prospect differs very linle in its feeling from that of an infinite 
series: and therefore we may reasonably conclude that both proceed from the same cause. 

We next consider a prospect unbounded every way, as for example, a great plain, or the 
ocean, viewed from an eminence. We feel we have an uneasiness occasioned by the want of 
an end or termination, precisely as in the other cases. A prospect unbounded every way is 
indeed so far singular, as at first to be more pleasant than a prospect that is unbounded in 
one direction only, and afterward to be more painful. But these circumstances are easily 
explained without breaking in upon the general theory. The pleasure we feel at first is a 
strong emotion of grandeur, ar ising from the immense extension of the object. And to in
crease the pain we feel afterward for the want of termination, there concurs a pain of a dif
ferent kind, occasioned by stretching the eye to comprehend so great a prospect: a pain 
that gradually increases with the repeated efforts we make to grasp the whole. (I, 366-7) 

Then the last paragraph of the note concludes: 

It is the same principle, if I miSLake not, which operates imperceptibly with respect to 
quantity and number. Another's property indented into my field gives me uneasiness; and 
I am eager to make the purchase, not for profit, but in order to square my field. Xerxes 
and his army in their passage to Greece \\•ere sumptuously entertained by Pythius the 
Lydian. Xerxes gelling a particular account of his riches, recompensed him with 7000 
Darics, which he wanted to complete the sum of four millions. (1, 367) 

I have given this note in its e ntirety so that the interruption of the last paragraph 
becomes fully apparent. The argument preceding it can also be usefully 
examined. We may recall that Kames is making the point that the mind cannot 
be satisfied with an infinite chain: excessive production cannot give pleasure 
since it continually stretches the perceiving mind, further and further without 
end. These commems are made, it should be noted, against the main body of the 
text in which 'some principle over and above', precisely an excess in our terms, is 
said to be absolutely necessary in order w reach the end. The visual analogue 
supplied is the unbounded prospect in which the viewer first feels pleasure, a 
sensat ion which is very quickly replaced by pain as the view has no fin ite 
dista nce.30 The eye, on account of this, is forced to continue looking, it is held , 

so We might be reminded of rhe Coleridge·~ comments about th., interior space of a gothic 
church and the conditiom ul dbtance constitutive of the viewing mind. Seep. 44 above. 
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dwelling in sight, anempting to fill the natural scene and equate the distance of 
the view with the distance of the viewer.31 As it cannot perform this identifi
cation the eye, or sight, docs not return to the subject who views: vision is not 
proper, not propered to the self. This is o ne reason why pain increases with each 
anempt to comprehend the whole. It is at this point that Ka mes introduces two 
further analogies which seem , at least at first glance, to be completely 
unwarranted: the first about ownership of land, and the second concerning 
Xerxes. 

If we take t he property analogy first. this has very liule connection to the pre
ceding argumem abou t either the infinite series or the unbounded prospect. It is 
about the completion of a geome tric figure. the square. which has been 
interrupted by the 'indematio n' o f someone else's property. The desire on the 
part of Kames, to 'square hii> field' , is, on the surface at least, merely an 
expression for aesthetic harmony and for closure, completion. 

The analogy is very weak and tenuous iflhis is its only contribution to the dis
cussion. Howe ver, if we pay particularly close attention to the sequence of the ar
gument noting the sudden jump from a discussion on viewing a prospect to 

'squaring a field', certa in connections may be posited. The first is the 
relationship between a view o f a prospect and the viewer, since the structure of 
viewing produces a si tuation in which the beholder may be take n to 'own' the 
landscape before h im. This network of property relations was not only present 
to the viewing oflandscapes 'in the real', in which one displayed one's wealth and 
taste to an assembled company, but also in the picturing of that landscape in all 
the forms of representation available (that is, not merely confined to landscape 
paintings). Furthermore, the place of viewing, its si tuation within the discourses 
definitive of subjectivity. was h ighly charged in respect ro the precise imitation 
of the original site from which the view had bee n constructed or painted . This is 
discussed in detail in chapLer 8. Consequently we may read the statement about 
'another's property' being ' indented into my field ' as a comment upon the 
indentation of someone else's person or personality into o ne's own: the view is 
disturbed by the presence of another's property, it becomes improper. This 
description has behind it, all the while, the drive for a self-originating and self
sustaining subj ectivity, one which is entirely owned by the self. The 'purchase' of 
the indemation is not a monetary transaction but a psychological healing: a 
removal of the uneasiness another's property gives rise to when it is improperl}' 
present to one's fi eld of vision. 

The second example about Xerxes is also about the aesthetics of ownership 
and property. This time, however, the desired end result is even more excessive. 
For it would appear at first glance that the figure of four million is aesthetically 
more 'whole', more complete than other possible figures , such as 3 993 000, or 
five million, six million or whatever. Again this appears rather· weak as an 

31 Thi., term will become dear iu th<• di.cussion of peNpectivc: see ch. 8. 
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argument: it merely states that Xerxes made the sum t)f P)·thius's mo netary 
wealth a ·round number' and extrapolates fro m this fact that there must be a 
controlling aesthetics of quantity and number. In this example, however. 
Pythius does not strive to achieve the closure of the sum of four million: it is 
Xerxes who donates the missing 7000 Darics, who recogni2es the need. and who 
o beys the law of the aesthetics of number. 

If we return to the fu ll body of the note, in which the distance of a prospect is 
discussed in relation w closure we can also note a strange inconsiste ncy. For 
Kames asserts initially that 'with respect to the eye no prospect can be 
unbounded', which is w po int LO the physical limitations o f the faculty of sighr : 
the focal length of the eye determines the limits of vision, the closure of a 
prospect. T hu:., the eye, given these physical limitations, must be informed of 
the ·great prospect' through anOLher sense. This, in fact, is outlined earlier in 
the note when Kames states that the mind ·perceives things as they exist', and, 
therefore, it 'knows' the full extent of the unbounded prospect e \·en if the eye 
cannot see it. 

This discrepancy articulates the distinctions between the exte rnal and interna l 
senses: it makes the poimthatthe mind 'knows' things which continually exceed 
the evidence given to it by the senses; that reason outstrips sensation. T his 
theorization of mental ratiocination directly counters Gerard's insistence on the 
necessary link between imagination and sense, the complete identification oflhe 
mind with the object perceived - 'when an object is presented to any of our 
senses, the mind conforms itself to its nature and appearance'- and Burke's 
notio n of the annihilation of the ratiocinative powers in the face o f unbounded 
prospects- ' But while we contemplate so vast an object, unde r the arm, as it 
were, o f almighty power. and invested upon every side with omnipresence, \0\'C 

sh rink imo the minuteness of our own nature . and are, in a manner, annihilated 
before him.' Both Burke and Gerard stop sho rt of the inclusion of the excess, 
however described, within the ir theories. Kames sees it as the necessary step in 
o rder to construct a coherent system. and as the impulse be hind the fabrication 
and experience of subjectivity. 

The discrepancy between internal and external senses. the foundation of a ll 
these debates on aesthetic experience and j udgement. comes to be seen in 
Kames' s work as the evidence for subjecti\'ity: because th is discrepancy seems to 
occur there must be something left over or in between the inner and outer: be
cause there is a ~urplus produced by the interaction of internal and external 
'cnses. Lhe theory, in o rde r to contain the su rplus and complete itself as theor y, 
must be given it~ own power, its own sense. This is precisely the end re~ult of 
Kames'!\ interrt>gation of the doubling or splitting refe rred to at the opening of 
thi~ scction. I n the appendix to the Elements various terms which have been u~ed 
throughout an; dcfmed. The second explana tion is the following: 

The facult} l>y ,,·hlch I di.,co,•cran internal objt·cr. i~ H·rmt·d an internal sense: the· faculty 
h1 which I di~co' l'r an external object. i' tcrm .. d an t•x•~·rnal sCihC. This distinction among 
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the senses is made "'ith reference to their object mcrdy: for the senses. external and 
internal, are equally powers or facuhie~ of the mind. fill. 375( 

This would appear to close the gap between inner and outer. making both senses 
identical in composition and location, merely dilfet·ing in relation to their 
objects. In the same way a discourse on the sublime resides in the same location 
as a di course oft he sublime, it merely functions in respect to slightly differem 
objects. and a slightly different concept of the ~ubjecL. For what allows this 
doubling or spliuing to become one again . what tut·ns the double into a mirror 
reAection is the discovery or awareness of self-consciousness. of' self-authenticat
ing su~jectivity. 

As much is made apparent in the third definition given in the appendix: ' But 
as self is an object, and the only one that cannot be termed either external or 
internal, the faculty by which I am conscious of myself, must be distinguished 
from both the internal and external senses' 1111 , 3 7 5-6]. There is, then, a not her 
sense, distinct from the internal and external senses: a sense of elf, a sense 
sublime of the sublime. It should be clear, by now, how the discourse on the sub
lime comes LOan awareness of this subjectivity, and how it turns from a discourse 
on external causes of sublimity to a discourse which produces the excess, 
variously described as the sublime, consciousness, or subjectivity. As argued 
above, this excess is produced in both Burke and Gerard 's theories, but it is re
cognized as too destabilizing for the coherence of the discursive analytic. It is 
only with Kames that the excess becomes fully familiari~ed and turned back 
within the theory. which has come to an awareness of itself as theory, and has 
learnt the principle of inclusion, of defeating the excessive production of the 
theory by merely returning it to itself. 

The detail of the discussion in this chapter may have obscured the central 
point I wish to draw from iL. I do not mean to state that theories of aesthetics 
published during the period 1756- 63 turn away from an analysis of the sublime 
in terms of external o~jects to one based in the interior workings of the mind, 
nor do I mean to claim that theori<:s on the sublime turn to psychological 
explanations based on a cartography of the mind. or more generally of the 
subject. Rather, I hope to have shown how the discourse on the sublime 
produces an excess or a surplus: it does this discursively and that excess can be 
labelled, for present purposes, the self-authenticating subjecL. This does not 
mean that theories of aesthetics did not also do the former, that they did not also 
turn to the subject as their subject. The following chapter will turn to another set 
<>f di~courses, another set of debates, precisely concurrent with these theories of 
sublimity, which articulate the questions of property, propriety, personality and 
investigate the construction of subjectivity from a different perspective, but 
which funCLion as theory and familiarize the excess in remarkably similar ways, 
and for remarkably similar ends. 

4 
The Discourse of Debt 

The argument of the two previous chapters has moved from a brief overview of 
eighteenth-century aesthetics in terms of the topic taken by them for analysis to 
a very detailed reading of three moments in three exemplary texts. It has been 
suggested throughout these chapters that my own analy is proceeds from a 'hard 
concept', that of the distinction between a discourse on and a discourse of 
something, in order to investigate the ways in which theories of the sublime 
function as theories, and that the use of this method enables us to note 
similarities between apparently distinct texts in terms of their operation as 
discursive analytics. The preceding chapter utilized a chronological boundary 
for its descriptive and analytic Framework and this led the discussion towards a 
characterization of the differences between Burke, Gerard and Kames in terms 
of an evolutionary or developmemal narrative. This can now be investigated via 
a wider consideration of the discursive network within which this micro-history 
of the sublime is to be placed. 

Clearly the niost obvious way to contextualize the argument so far would be to 
turn our attention towards a traditional history of the years 1756- 63. This 
would have the advantage of presenting a norm against which Kames's break 
from the discourse on the sublime could be placed. To give an example which 
would be very much at home in a more traditional historical argument, the 
period under examination witnesses in a variety or ways a change from a social 
and political comext in which those values and discourses associated with and 
upheld by civic humanism predominated to a context in which the ideologies of 
individualism and it:. auendant discourses of political economy began to 
supplant them. This change may or may not be undersLOod as a radical alteration 
in relationships pertaining between reprt•sentation and the human subject and it 
i~ this feature of the change which will increasingly become our own concern. 
The discourse of the sublime, then, could be situated next to the revision of a 
Shafwsburian civic humani:.m, in which the ethics of the aristocracy were taken 
to be the benevolent motor of socie'ty. into a politics of the bourgeois, 
cxamplified by Mandeville and the Scouish school of political economy. in which 

I 
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the values of commerce were: figured into a new ordering of the social. cultural 
and political. ThcS(' value!> of 1 rade and exchange brought great tension to bear 
upon the hierarchical str;nification of sodet ·. which 1 hey certainly did not 
destroy or replace in any strict ensc, and began to effect alterations within the 
orders of discourse. This kind of description is cc:nainly sensiti,·e to the range of 
discourses within the entire network and auends to the differing alignmellls 
between particular discrete discourses. 

One way of comextuali;-ing 1 he debates of the ;~esthet icians, 1 he n. would be to 
adopt these or similar des<'riptions of h1rge t:hanges in 1 he discursive network, 
and lO note the interrelations between theories of the :.ublirne and other 
neighbouring di courses of the period through analyses of vocabulary and 
rhetorical forms. The word 'luxury'. for example, could be examined in the 
older ethical humanism and the newer political commercialism, and from here 
traced into the works on ael>thetics. This would note connections at the surface 
level of the discourses under discussion, and might auend to the use of the 
metaphor of the 'body politic', for example, or begin noting connections 
between discourse at a different level or from a different perspective. It would 
generate an enriched description of the transformation of civic humanism. 
taken as a discrete discourse, imo bourgeois individualism {to use two terms 
which equally require justification). Its topic would be this transformation, and 
becau e of this it would quite properly neglect to ask whether civic humanism is 
constituted as a discourse. or whether the connections it locates are in fact 
features of the discursive relationships between discrete discourses. Again, 
although we would learn something about the semantic fi eld present to the 
period by attending to specific vocabulary or figurative overlaps, we would still 
be in the dark as to how a discourse of ethics found in civic humanism re lates to a 
discourse of aesthetics found in bourgeo is indi"idualism. 

As should be obvious from the tenor of my remarks I am not going to present 
this kind of historical comextualization. Rather this chapter will build upon the 
analyses of Burke. Gerard and Kames by operating a reading of the discursive 
network as if it constituted a discrete discour e - the discourse 1756-63. 
Consequently the set of debates discussed in this chapter have been isolated in 
precisely the same way as those on the sublime: their selection has been 
determined by a very simple identification of their 'object', the topic taken for 
enquiry. Thus, following the method of the second chapter we can begin by 
asking what is the discourse 1756- 63 on? How can the heterogenous discourses 
which flow in and out of this fictional discrete discourse be harnessed LO one 
topic? While such a reduction of the entire discur ive network is obviously 
distorting it i~ difficult to sec how we cou ld analyse the full network unless we 
make it the object of our own discursive analytic. In so doing we are able to con
t.extualizc one kind of discourse, here the discour:.e of the !tublime. discursively: 
that is, in relation to its susraining discourses a nd it own discursive formation. 

These commems will almost cenainly seem overly absrract and unnecessarily 
methodological. They fiJrm a part of rhe counter-narra ti ve- of this book and 
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repre~ent my auempts to work as rigorously as possible the sense of scepticism 
outlined in the introduction. I am aucmpting here to reason from the analyses 
given in chapter 2 of the forms and functions of eighteemh-cemury theories of 
aesthetics: to make the analysis of the sublime experience given in Frances 
Reynolds's treatise and my reading of it productive of my own argumem and its 
forms and procedures of enquiry. We are, then, working the trope of eversion in 
order to understand how the three works on the sublime published between 
1756 and 1763 are situated within the entire range of discourses present to that 
period, to what I term the discursive network . 

In response to the question phrased above, what is that discursive network 
about, I shall poim to the prosecution of the Seven Years War as the 
distinguishing feature of the network, as that which defines and contours the en
tire range of discourse in the period. Once we take this as our focus it takes very 
little time indeed LO note that the most prevalent topic of this discourse was the 
alarming increase in the national debt occasioned by the war. The debates on the 
debt determine the discourse examined in this chapter , which I will term the dis
course of debt. The discour e of the sublime will, therefore, be placed ne)(t to 
the discourse of debt not within it; in this way causal relations between the two 
will not become visible. 

Working this model of contextualiz.ation does not come without its attendant 
problems. While it is clear that in a rather loose and imprecise way the massive 
increase in borrowing which took place between 1756 and 1763, the period of 
the Seven Years War. must have had some effect on almost every realm of 
activity - from the direct influence the borrowing had on the economy. and 
hence on the price offood, to the more dispersed 'discursive' effects the war and 
its attendant debt financing had on polite social intercourse• - the overlap 
between the discourses of debt and on the sublime are far from self-evident. 

One of the clearest rea ons for this incompatibility stems from the fact that 
the vocabularies used by these two areas of specualtion are, by and large, 
completely independent: even a very quick glance at the two areas of debate 
informs one of the very low incidence of vocabulary overlap. Hence, the most 
obvious and easily made connections at the surface level of discourse are 
immediately disabled. Furthermore, although various types of figural language 
a re used in both discourses, the incidence of identical figures is small: and so 

1 Rccc>rds of daily converse· art: difficuh 10 fond . The Diary of Thomas Turner, however. cover~ 
alrno~t cxactl>• the period of tht· -.ar. From this invaluable source it L~ possible 10 gauge the effect 
uf the war on his communit) . He remarks. for example. on the declaration of rhe war fi,·e day~ 
after rhe event: 'Thurs. 20 May ... Ceo. Richardson called and breakfasted with us. who 
informed me that war was declared agaiust France a-Monday last . 'Diary of Thomas Turner 
(Oxford. 1984). p. 40. In fact war had bc<·n declared on Saturda) 15 May. For an exhaustive 
ac<:ount e>f the peroodical dcbarc see Robert Donald SJX"C"tOr, English l.iterary PeriodicalJ and tht 
Climatt of opinio11 duri11g tht Set•m Ytars IVar (The Hague. 1966): and M. l'ctcrs. Pill and 
Popularity: Tht Patriot Mitoistu and London Opi11ion during tltt Seven Ytnrs War (Oxford. 1980) fnr 
an accou Ill of the dt·b:otcs in the capiwl during the -.·ar. 

I 
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again, the most obvious form of rhetorical comparison is inhibited. Clearly. 
then, in order to bring the e two areas of inquiry into some kind of proximity a 
different son of analytical framework is required: we shall. therefore, pursue 
and extend the analytical models of the previous two chapters in the following 
narrative of the Seven Years War. 

T HE SF.VF.N YF.ARS WAR 

It will not be necessary to outline in any detail the course of the war with france, 
since my focus throughout the discussion will be on the issue of credit and the 
increase of the National Debt required in order to finance the war. h will be 
enough to remark that the war was waged essentially over trade and money: 
England and France were fighting less over specific land, over the national stock 
of territory, than over the right to exploit various territories for reasons of 
trade. Thus, the war was in its very founding gesture a struggle for the right to 
exploitation, manufacture, expansion of capital: profiL.2 

While it is clear enough that this war was the direct result of the competition 
brought about by two expanding commercial and trading nations. a secondary 
financial friction can also be seen as one of the points of competition between 
France and England. The territory that was being fought for was more than just 
new markets and the supply of abundant raw materials, it also concerned the 

market in money or capital. 
The How of capital funds around Europe was then, as it is now, a politically 

sensitive issue since the standing of the nation is in some curious way often seen 
to be reflected in the 'price' of its currency. At the time of the Seven Years War 
England had a reputation for giving a high rate of return on capital invested: a 
state of affairs that had come about through the various crises which had caused 
the government to raise loans during the first four decades of the century. The 
war with France was to exacerbate this tendency since the funds required by the 
nation were substantially increased by a war fought at such distance. In order to 
raise the large sums of liquid capital required it was necessary to make 
investment attractive to foreigners and native capital holders alike. In response 
to this the English government pursued a policy of increasing and sustaining the 
attractiveness of purchasing governmem bonds. Consequently investment in 
pounds yielded the highest rate of return on capital invested in Europe. 

'This is a brief and schem:nic version of the standard view of 1 he conflict. There were many 

short-term reasons for the outbreak of war. and perhaps as many long·term. Richard Middleton. 
for example, states: 'The origins of the Seven Years War between Britain and France are to be 
sought in the previous 150 years of these two proud nations', The Btll.r of Victory (Cambridge. 
1985), p. I . I am unconcc·rned with any full explanation of the origins of the " 'ar. which can be 
ft)und in D.B. Hom, Crtat Britain ortd Europe in tht Eigltttenth Cmtury (Oxford, 1967): H. 
Peckham. The CoumiaiiVars, 1689- 1762 (Chicago, 1964) among other~. 
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A corollary of this was that France became less and less attractive as a place to 
invest money because of the differem attitudes the French government took 
towards the manage ment of its national deb~. Where England paid stable 
interest rates and chose to finance the debt by way of a sinking fund to pay that 
interest, France chose to raise loans in order to pay off the capital debt, and fur
thermore decided to alter its interest rates from time to time by institutional 
decree. s This decrease of the interest rates by decree occurred no less than five 
times between 17 15 and 1770. Thus, a rather strange mechanism began to work 
in which England maintained its attractiveness to foreign investors by waging 
war wi.th France - _the reason for \ he debt in the first place- both in the literal 
sense, tn the commttment of arms and troops. and in a more indirect sense, in the 
management of interest rates. This complex offensive was fully recognized at 
the time: one commentator in 1750, for example, pointed out the approaching 
crisis and the necessity of competing with France over the management and 
payment of their respeCLive national debts: 

France is at present as much incumbered with Debts as we are, and the Nation which first 

eases itself of its Burthen will be enabled LO give the Law to the other, and to the rest of 

Europe. Sorry I am to say, that, by the Regulation of the French Revenue, such a 

Proportion is set apart for the Payment of their Debts, that, in the space of fifteen years. 

they will ha,•e discharged thirty Millions Sterling. Unless we can therefore in some 

Measure keep Pace with them in the Reduction of our Debt, we shall be necessitated to 

accept the Law from them: and be no longer able to oppose their Attempts for universal 
Monarchy.4 

A war with France. then, had the happy effect of increasing France's funded 
debt, and of slowing down its rate of repayment. However, having entered into 
war it was evident that by concluding it this second monetary offensive against 
France would become less telling since investors would be tempted to withdraw 
their funds from England in search of higher returns on their capital. This was 
likely to occur in the light of the fact that peace-time interest rates were 
habitually lower than those during a period of national aggression. In this way 
the war situation was dangerously close to an infinite chain of cause and effect, in 
which the termination of the war could possibily lead to the most damaging 

' Changes in interest payable on the debt were also made in England, but under slightly 

di fferent circumstances. In I 727 the 5 % rate of interest payable 10 the Bank of England for its 
funding of exchequer bills in 1709 and 1717 was reduced tO 4% by mutual consent between the 
bank and the lrt·a~ury. In 1750 Pelham had to work extremely hard to convince the monied com· 
panics and directur:s o f the Bank of England of the rweessity of lowering the interest rate from 
4% to 3 1/ 2%, and I hen ;~ftcr seven years to 3%. Once again, although this reduction in interest 
was made law by the Reduction Act of 1750, it was only done so after protracted and complicated 
discussions involving the creditors. For a detailed discus.~ion of these events see P.G.M. Dickson, 
Tht Financial ltevolutio11 m Engla11d (London, 1967), pp. 233- <11 . 

• The Ntussit] oJLAwt ring lntertsl and Continuing TaJus (London. 1750). pp. 9-10. 
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defeat for England, even if it in point of fact won the territorial war it was, at 
least on the surface, waging. It i~ this possibility, of the infinite unchecked 
increase of debt and its concomitant production of interest, that I shall 
concentrate on in the following analysis. Although the monetary forms of 
increase can be said to be 'actual' in the sense of their effects within the 
economy. it is at the level of the discursive where the effects are of mo t interest 
in relation to the discourse of the sublime, since the ways in which this 
potentially infinite excess is legislated have clear connections to the discussion in 
the previous chapter. However, we will need to look at the monetary history of 
the period first, before tackling the ways in which the 'real' of economics became 
figured within the discourse of debt. 

In 1755 before the outbreak of the Seven Years War the National Debt in 
England stood at £72 289 000. In 1763 at the end of the war the debt had risen 
to £1 39 516 800. It is clear that the war was unprecedentedly expensive, and 
matched during the century only by a similar proportional increase during the 
first eight years of the war with America, in which the debt soared from 
£129 146 322 in 1775 to £262 318 198 in 1783. This enormous increase of the 
public borrowing during our period was financed, by and large. by revenues 
from taxes which were £35 227 5 14 in 1756 and £107 787 282 in 1763. During 
the period 1755- 60 the balance of payments fell from a surplus of £4 700 000 to 
a surplus of £3 950 000, which leads to the conclusion that the debt was 
increasingly financed by the investment of capita l.~ 

If we further consider that during the period 1756-63, the increase in public 
spending nearly tripled, from £6 900 477 in 1756 to £17 885 328 in 1763, a 
percentage increa e that far outweighs the corresponding expenditure during 
the American war,6 we can note the extraordinary increase in financial activi ty 
during the period of the war. 

It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that during this period man)' tracts were 
written proffering advice on var ious methods of raising the imerest payments on 
this debt. and counselling all manner of improvement to the financial arrange
ments of the country. During this period also, the financial institutions required 
by and coincide nt with capitalist economies solidified their status and secured 
their grip on the servicing of the monetary transactions of the government.' It is 

~ These figures are taken from J.J . Crellier. The history of the National Debt from 1688to the begin· 

ning of 1800 (London. 1810). appendices 1- V. 
6 Crellier gives the following figures for public expenditure: 1777. 14 117 992: 1784. 2 1 210 

399. appendix II. It should also be pointed out that the War of the Spanish Succ::es•ion stimulated 
a ma•sivc: increase: in borrowing, but at levels which did not quite threaten the b<)lld between the: 
total circulating specie and the debt. 

7 t t used to be unquestioned that these institutions were one of the motors of the 'industrial re· 
volution', a description which has been much debated in the years following W.W. Rostow's 
conceptualillllion of 'takt: off. 
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also, and most importantly, the per iod during which the Bank of England rose to 
singular preeminence as the institution holding the right to discount treasury 
bills, and hence to control the market in money through its servicing of the 
national debt. 

Needless to say, I am rather less interested in the precise details of this 
economic history, than curious as to the effect that this unprecedented financial 
activity had on the em ire networ k of discourses contemporaneous with it. If, as 1 
have been arguing in relation to the sublime, the discourse of the sublime is 
marked by the emergence of a discursive excess, the production of an 
inflationary element within the bounds of the legislated territory, then it should 
be possible to forge links between this di cursive excess and the representation 
and legislation of the 'real' excess of credit that flooded the national financial 
markets during the war . More than this, however, it should be possible to 
describe and analyse the increased Aow of paper credit in terms of the discurs~ 
production of excess, thereby drawing a connection between the two legislative 
d iscourses, of debt and of the sublime. 

One line of enquiry. then, concerns the relations between capital and writing 
in the most general terms, or between capital and discursive excess in our terms. 
The Bank of England, as the institutional force behind the writing of money 
during this period, is inextricably caught within the network of these relations. 
Indeed, it would hardJy seem fortuitous that the Bank stabilizes its institutional 
power and functions during the debt crisis, still less haphazard that the increase 
in paper money not only accompanies the increase in its institutional power,8 but 
also the increase in its discursive power: the Bank became inexorably linked to, if 
not the sign of, the bank of the nation. This discursive effect, by which a joint 
stock company came to uphold and service the finances of the nation is a crucial 
correlative of the discourse of debt, as shall become clear below, since the elision 
between a private company and a public bank signals an irreversible change in 
the order of figuration; this not only makes possible the representation of money 
as wealth and power but a lso figures the subject as a spacing between propr iety 
and property through its yoking and subjection of the individual to the sign of 
economic transfer, money. These comments will be expanded upon as we 
progress; the shift 1 a m pointing to can be given in shorthand as the transference 
of the private into the public, and a corresponding erasure of the possibility ofits 
reversal. T his change in the order of figu ration does not come about without 
considerable effort - the discursive and ideological work we shall trace in the 
various tracts discussed below. However before we get there a short a nd biased 
history of the Bank of England is required. 

T he Bank received its charter in 1696, and was given various extensions of its 
power to act as the central banking institution throughout the first four decades 

8 
See below for a ~ketch of the bank's hi~tor)' and its emergence a5 Lhe sole a gem for the man· 

agemem of tre-asury loans. 
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of the eighteenth century. During the first decade it began to circulate 
exchequer bills, an arrangement that was formalized in 1708 by an act of 
parliament giving the Bank permission to circulate £1 500 000 in return for 4112 
per cent interest. In 1715 the Bank began its official management of the 
National Debt, which was also confirmed by an Act of Parliament. ln 1722 the 
Bank took over £4 000 000 ofthe stock ofthe South Sea Company, and so began 
its long and uninterrupted stint as the sole guardian of the national finances; this 
monopoly was renewed and underlined by an act of 1742 in which the 'privileges 
or power given by former Acts of Parliament to the ... governor and Company 
of exclusive banking' were set out. The Bank of England remained the only joint 
stock banking company until 1826.9 

This sketch can be supplemented by a brief consideration of the emergence of 
paper money during the same period. Bills of exchange had been introduced 
during the seventeenth century as a means of paying debts between merchants. 
By the end of the century the law courts recognized bills as a valid form of pay
ment between people other than merchants. Around this time also the 
assignability of bills of exchange became common, and was duly incorporated 
into the common law from the law merchant.'0 During the period 1650-80 
there was a large increase in the issue of bills, and during these decades one of 
the most important aspects of the early paper money came about - the infinite 
transferability of the bill. Scarlett, writing in 1682, comments during the course 
of nearly two hundred pages on bills of exchange: 'When the endorsment is 
made payable to order, he to whom it is endorsed as payable may again endorse 
it, and so may as often be endorsed as there is room on the bill for endorsements' 
[55]. The importance of this should be more than evident: writing and money, 
the transferability of debt signified in the signature and authenticated by it 
places enormous power in the authority of the pen and the act of writing or in
scribing: it states, at its margin, that one may write money. This in fact is precisely 
what tellers at the Bank of England did do in the early decades of the century. 

By the early part of the eighteenth century more than one bank had begun cir
culating engraved promissory notes - Smith's in Nottingham is the one well
documented instance. By an act of 1704 all promissory notes became negotiable, 
and so the circulation of paper money became firmly established. Such written 
money, however, had limited daily use, since the denominations were too large 
to constitute a real competition with coin. It was not until 1759, for example, 
that the Bank of England began issuing £10 notes. During the period under 

9 The detailed history of the bank can be found in R.D. Richards, The First Fifty Years of the 
Banlt of England (The Hague, 1934); The Banlt of England and the South Sea Company (London, 
1932): and The Early History of Banlting in England (London, 1929); and J. Francis, History of the 
Banlt of England (London, 1847). For a collection of contemporary documents see William 
Arthur Shaw, Select Tracts and Documents illustrative of English Monetary History 1626-17)0 

(London, 1896, rptd 1935). 
10 Sec J. Scar leu. The Stile of Exchanges (London, 1682) for a more detailed account. 
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examination, 1757-63 , various pamphlets appeared expressing distress at the 
amoum of paper money in circulation, while others remarked on the absurdity 
of the discrepancy between the price of bullion and the face value of the coinage 
of th·e realm: it was pointed out more than once that if one melted down gold or 
silver coins and then sold the metal back t.o the Mint one could make a handsome 
profit. It was also remarked that English coins could be bought more cheaply 
abroad than in England, a fact that caused a number of people to reason that the 
realm was in fact in danger of being 'owned' by foreigners. 11 

As has already been noted, it is also through this period that the considerable 
increase in the debt of the nation comes under most scrutiny. The most \ 
perplexing aspect of the rise in public borrowing concerned the widening 
margin between the total specie circulating in the economy and the total debt; 
this raised serious concern over the eventual ability to pay the debt off. 
However, between the early 1750s and the mid-1760s a number of remarkable 
changes occur in the discussion of the debt and its management so that by the 
end of the Seven Years War opinion had evolved, or perhaps been pushed into 
an acceptance of a permanent discrepancy between the total circulating specie 
and the debt. 12 This signals both an awareness and an acceptance of the 
discourse of infinite debt, a long with a clear belief in the ability to master and 
control it. 15 These forms of control and the methods used to understand the un
ruly increase of debt - the infinite expansion of debt produced by the ever 

11 The issue I am avoiding here is that of the relative meriLS of coin versus paper. The 

'clipping' of coins was a quite common practice and presented serious problems of detection and 
policing. h would appear that this criminal activity, along with the forging of bank notes became 
widely practised in the latter half of the century. For a good discussion of the legal issues raised 
by the coiners see John Styles, 'Our traitorous money makers: the Yorkshire coiners and the law, 
1760-83 ', in An Ungovernable People, ed. John Bre.,.·er and John Styles (London, 1980). 

12 My comments here are provisional because of the different perspectives which were taken 
on the issue of the debt: 1hcn, as now, one's position in regard to an economics of debt 
management was determined to a large extent by one's participation in the generation of 
interest on capital loaned. In this respect the following discussion will be almost silent on the 
question of 'interested parties' and their dominant class base. When I sta te that the question of 
the debt and its expanding margin in relation to the total circulating specie bec-<~me familiarized 1 
mean to point to the accommodations made within the discourses on the debt. This does not 
mean that all people, from variou.~ interestS within the social, were similarly mollified or 
convinced by the discursive argument. These arc clearly questions motivated by a politics of the 
economic, and as such are placed at too distant a level of the d.iscursive network for consideration 
here. 

1 ~ In relation to this notion of infinite debt it is of considerable importance that Walpole had 

managed the economy and the servicing of the debt by encouraging the Treasury to raise loans 
through ordinary long·term stock- i.e. loans which could be paid off in the future, but which 
need not neces.5arily be and which bore no expiry date. Furthermore. the legal recourse of the 
creditor was non-existent, so that a stockholder could not force the Treasury to repay the loan. It 
was this method of raising money which wa.s used by Walpole's successors, and proved to be so 
succes.sful for financing government. For a discussion of this see Dickson, The Financial 
Revolwion, pp. 244- 5. 
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greater desire for capital appreciar ion through interest - are significantly tied 1 o 
a particular figurative site, that of the body and its circulatory system. This use 
of the body and its blood as figure or trope enables a crucial set of changes to 
take place in the relationships between rhe private individual and the state. or 
person and nation , which will be sketched below. The change in ·opinion ', then. 
over the maintenance and management of the debt is much more than the result 
of public debate: it is one of the effects of an irreversible transfer from the 
private body w the public corporation. a transfer that i~ also effected around 
the figural use of the body and the in-corporation of the national bank. 

T HF. ECONOMY OF T HE BODY 

The body, as a site of metaphoric substiLUtions and as a sign of organic unity, has 
a history that predates by a very long way the eightee nth cenLUry. The body poli
tic, for example. had served from the sixteenth century on as one of the enabling 
figures for a description and legitimation of the state. T herefore while the 
connections that I am about to point out, between the body and money, are not 
new they are certainly directed towards new ends. Furthermore. the figural 
connection, o r fi guration of the body and any other non-corporeal term. 
becomes enormously powerful in the order of discourse, and as it does so rhe site 
of the body as trope takes on an overwhelming importance. As I hope to show 
this importance stems from a reversal of the direction of figuration, so that the 
use of the body as figure functions as a defigurative device in order to return w 
the body its lost literality. In thi$ way metaphoric expressions, such as 'body of 
the people' for example, are de figured in order to return to an 'older' mea ning 
or aware ness of the body as physicality. The body loses its to temic power as a site 
of metaphoric substitutions, of semantic complexity and impurity, and becomes 
once again a site of literal meaning, or semantic purity. 1 ~ In Part IJ of this book 
the repercussions of such a defiguration, which I would certainly not wish to 
claim as universally or uniformly present to the discourses of the period, are ex

plored in some detail. . . . . 1 ~ 
The connections between money and the body go back to anuqurty: 

however. the following example of the anthropomorphization of money is 
inconceivable before 16 16: 

You often hear of the Circulation of Money: As that ought 10 circulate in a Nation, so 
ought Bullion to circulate in the world: and our Coin. as long as it keeps a Proportion of 
Value with it, You may as well expect to keep Life in the Body. by ~topping up the Arteries, 
and leaving the Veins open. and so filling the Heart with Blood, as to keep the Life in 

•• One way of ~eeing thi• defigur.nion is to examine the usc c>fthe word 'corporation', which 
by and large rt·ferred to a group of people - many bodies - but "•hich also came to refer to a 
single body in it5 ,ense as abdomen, or more generally, bod)'• See the OED emry dated 1753. 

ts See Marc: Shell. Tit~ £cqnomy of Littrnture. (Baltimore. 1978). p. 33 for the rel;llions between 
bones and money. 
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Trade, by leaving those Pans open at "'hich Bullion enters. and stopping up those at which 
it goes out. As the Blood by running preserves Life in the Bod)'• and conveys a proper Jn
crea~e to evrcy Part.though it self~ neither; so Bullion, by running about the Wo rld, pre
serves the Life ofTrade, and bring• Riches whenever it comes, tho' in it self be neilher.'6 

The intricacies of this chia~tic argument should be noted , for it cannot be 
reduced to the simplistic expression ' money makes the world go round'. Here, 
the working of the figure of chiasmus around the body demands that we make a 
series of analogic substitutions, from blood and body to mone>• a nd nation, 
bullion and world. This series is then complicated by the negation of the 
following metaphor: one should not attempt to preserve life by opening the 
veins and stopping the arteries any more than one should attempt to maimain '\._ 
trade by allowing bullion to ente r the (body of the) nation without allowing it 
out. The final chiasmus, in which the notion of propagation is aroused in the 
'proper Increase to every Part', makes the natural link between bullion and 
riches firm , and concludes the citation's ideological work: the recognition that 
the identification of human generation - go forth and multiply - with capitalist 
commercial expansion is both necessary and natural. T his identification is 
effected throughout by a complicated chiastic network of substitutions which 
would remain almost illegible we re it not for the controlling trope of the body 
and its sustaining life force, Lhe blood. 

This sustaining site of figuration is made much clearer in the following 
extract: 

While our Monty, which is the Blood of the Bod7 Politicll, i$ suffer'd to run out, and there is 
no supply, all Projects for restoring Credit and keeping up the Spirits of the People, will prove 
abortive; trade and the Noblest Understandings for employing our Poor, must be at a full 
stop, if Monty be wanting to carry them on ... '.Tis cenain, that 'till we have a greater Plen
ty of Monty, Trade and all other Business must be assisted with PaptrCrtdit. We have found 
by Exper ience, it is dangerous to raise t hat Credit too high. or to sink it at once.17 

This essay from 1720 warns against the use of artificial blood, paper credit, to oil 
the wheels of the economy.'8 lls arguments about the economy are refracted 

16 An Essay on Ma~1ey and Bullion (London. 171 8). p. 14 . 
17 An Inquiry into the cauus and decay of publiclt and private Credit, in Creal Brito in and Ireland 

(London. 1720). p. 2. Also see Edward Leigh, A n Essay upon Credit (London, 171 5), pp. 16- 17: 
' And tho' the foregoing Paragraph may seem strange. ' tis demonstrably T rue, if duly 
Consider'd, That money, or that which Supplies it. is the Blood of the Body Politick. and 
Circulates in Trade. as the Blood thm' all the Veins of the Natural Body, whereby every Man 
dntws a competent Profit to himself.' 

18 Defoe <lUI lines the range of metaphoric plays available: 'CREDIT is a Consequence. not a 

Cause: the Effcc1 of a Substance, nor n Substance; 'tis the Sun Shine. not the Sun: the quickening 
SOMETHI C, Call i1 what you will, that gives Life to Trndt, gives .Being to the Branches. and 
MoiMure to 1ho: Root: 'tis the Oil of the Wheel, the Marruw in thl' Bones. the Blood in the Veins. 
and the Spinu in the Heart of the egtX'e, Trade. Cash. and Commerce in the World.' Jln essay 
upon PublicA Credit, (London, 171 0). p. 9 . 
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through its belief in a pure and plentiful blood supply as a necessity for a healthy 
state; if the blood remains pure and the currency based in material wealth both 
the body politic and trade will stay healthy. We should note, however, that the 
author does recognize the need for some 'paper credit' in order to assist trade, 
the vital force for producing wealth and health, while at the same time 
cautioning against the raising of this credit too high. Such careful cautionary 
remarks become increasingly rare during the war years, as the o ld predictions of 
collapse and ruin made in the years prior to the war and at its opening came to be 
seen as mere scares. Indeed, it is quite common to find during the 1760s jeers at 
such an old-fashioned superstition - a sign of the new commercialism having 
come of age, come into power - and assertions that a healthy national debt is rep
resentative of, if not productive of, a healthy nation: 

In the beginning of the prese nt Century. when England was about twenty Million in Debt: 
many sullen Politicians daily alarmed the Public with prophetic Threats. that, if the said 
Debt were not gradually discharged, England must be undone. England, notwithstanding 
plunged deeper and deeper in Debt, and, yet, rose higher and higher in Wealth, Power. 

and Credit. 19 

Here the connection between a healthy debt and a healthy, wealthy nation is 
made quite explicit. I would maintain that this connection could not have been 
made without the powerful figuration in which the body of the individual came 
to be represented under and in the sign of the body of the nation, nor without 
the individual's participation in that body through the operation of credit: his 
loaning the government money, his blood. These coercive forces determine the 
representation of the individual's participation in the public debt in terms of the 
blood's circulation in the body. This defiguration and refiguration of the body 
permits and produces the individual's identification with the nation, and it is 
through the discourse of debt that this change in rhetorical ordering comes 

about. 
We can see this emergent new rhetorical ordering, in which the relationship 

between the individual and the state comes under severe coercive pressure, in An 
Essay on Public Credit published in 1748 at the point where the author strives to 
forge the link between the debts incurred by the nation and the constitution of 
the country. This connection is extremely important, since it attempts to place 
responsibility for the debt squarely on the shoulders of every individual. More 
than this, however, it also implicitly argues that a free nation, one that upholds 
the unwritten constitution and government by consent, necessarily incurs debt 
in the form of public credit. The terms that we will see over and over again are 
loaded to an extraordinary degree, for public credit, in its primary sense, nearly 
always refers to the money raised by government in order to provide various ser
vices- the most obvious of course being the army and navy - but its secondary 

19 A Proposal for the Restoration of Public Wealth and Crtdil, in a Leiter (Dublin, 1760). p. 12. 
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sense, that of the public consent, or the expression of confidence by the public in 
government, hovers dangerously close to and threatens to make another, and 
perhaps more unsettling point. 

This becomes apparent if public credit in its secondary sense, the consent of 
the people in government, is taken as the primary meaning in the following 
statement, thereby making the links between the national debt and the 
constitution manifest: ' .. . if it were possible honestly to discharge the Whole 
National Debt, which wou'd therefore annihilate the Public Credit, such Losses 
and Inconveniences wou'd rise from the Loss of it, to Trade and Commerce, as 
would greatly diminish the Riches of our Country'20 It is left to us to make the con
nection between government and sustaining the debt, between 'public credit' as "-. 
an expression of confidence in government and 'national debt' as the debt 
government owes the individuals who consitute the nation; should we read these 
comments in this way it is clearly our duty or necessity to maintain the links be
tween the two. Without that expression of goodwill, without casting our vote 
through the maintenance of the debt the constitution would collapse. This is 
indeed s:pelt out by the author: ' ... the Debts of the Public are a Part of the Con
stitution, interwoven with all kinds of Property, and ... they cannot be separated , 
without subverting the constitution.' [5 ]21 

Public credit is both the individual's expression of confidence in the 
constitution and the index to the individual's public standing. These two facets 
of public credit are brought together through the agency of the individual 's 
mortgage of his own standing to the state, for just as each person who 'promises 
to pay' another must be in good standing with his creditor - his public credit 
must be good22 

- so the public debt represents the individual's faith in the 
government. A continuing spiral of speculation and mortgage, however, rapidly 
brings into the discussion the question over property, since ownership of the 
public credit may, in the last resort, lead not only to considerable elevation in 
society but also to its opposite, bankruptcy. Furthermore, public credit in the 
sense of the national debt can be said to be the property of the state, yet as a 
property it is clearly negative. These comments may seem speculative in the 
extreme at this point, but they become less so in the light of the following 
citation from the same essay in which an awareness of the full complexity of the 
term 'cr·edit' is displayed: 

20 An tMay on public credit (London, 1748). p. I 0. 
21 These comments, and those following on public credit are written in the shadow of J.G.A. 

Pocock's collection of essays Virtue, Commerce, and History (Cambridge, 1985). Unfortunately his 
book appeared after this chapter had been substantially written; wherever possible, however, I 
have indicated the commensurability between the views expressed here and those in Professor 
Pocock's collection. 

22 See Pocock on this. Virtue, p. 98. 
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Numbers of those who had great credit with the Public, from their being esteem'd 
Gentlemen of Experience, Wisdom, and judgment, with regard to the Public Credit, thought it 
impracticable to raise three Millwns, by Subscription, in the Year 1746: but the Event 
convinc'd them of their Error. In the Year 1747 five Millions wou'd have been raised with 
greater Ease, had not the Scheme been oppos'd. [221 

A considerable paradox arises, then: the public debt is the debt payable by 
government to the individuals who lend it money, yet it is not the property of 
those individuals, rather, it belongs to the state. Furthermore, as the debt 
increases or even continues at the same level so the proximity of the individual's 
identity with the state increases or continues. In this way the debt comes to be 
the sign of the people's confidence in government, the mark of their consent to 
be governed. It is easy enough to see that considerable pressure is brought to 

bear on the previous conceptualization of money and the body by this, since the 
most obvious way of seeing the debt is as a parasitic force on the economy 
and/or the individual, as an unhealthy bloodsucker on the body politic. 

This is precisely how Lord Elibank treats the relationship: 

The landed and the trading interests, like that of the different members of the same body, 
are inseparable - To say the land is worth so much, and the industry worth so much, is to 
speak improperly- The land would be of no value without the industry of the people, nor 
could they have the means of exerting their industry without the land. Whatever hurts the 
one, must affect the other: but the public debt is like some leeches, which will suck the 
blood from the whole body, whatever member they are applied to, and will never quit hold 
while there is a drop left.2

' 

The anthropomorphism is clear: the economy is an organism like the human 
body, and depends upon all its members for its continuing health, albeit that this 
dependency is broken across the bar of property; the people provide industry, 
the landed gentry property. The public debt, in this case, is not an expression of 
the individual's consent in government and to be governed; it is, rather, an 
illness that affects the nation and the individuals who constitute it, as Elibank 
goes on to say in the same tract: 

The public debt, then, is an absolute alienation, with privilege of redemption, of a 
considerable part of the means of subsistence of every individual in Great Britain; which he 
would have a right to possess and bestow on himse lf and family, was it not for said debt, and 
which he is now obliged to pay to another because of that debt. 14-51 

In order to expose as fully as possible the working of this figure in which the debt 
is seen as the destabilizing virus within the body politic it is necessary to press 
Elibank's statement about speaking 'improperly'. For, as will be discussed at 
some length in chapter 6, to 'speak properly' has manifold reverberations 

2' Patrick Murray. Lord Elibank, An Inquiry into the original and consequenet of the Public Debt 

(Edinburgh. 1753), p. 2. 
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throughout this pe riod , nearly all of which come down to a question of 
property. 21 

Property is clearly linked to the individual: what one owns is termed one's 
property, that is clear enough.25 However, to what extent can one's property be 
said to be representative of one's self? This question is further complicated when 
the issue of public property is raised, most vexingly when that property is a debt. 
T he extent to which the problem occupies Elibank is succinctly demonstrated by 
the first page of his inquiry. He writes: 

... it may be necessary to explain what is meant by money'd property; ... The chief subject 
of what is now meant by morzey'd property, is the national debt; and it is called money'd proper- \ 

ty, only in opposition to the landed, and because of the facility of turning it into money: not 
that any body is silly enough to imagine, that there does exist, or that it is necessary there 
should exist, money enough in the kingdom 10 answer it.26 

Something has troubled the state of credit with alarming 1·apidity, for this 
document, published in 1753, predates the massive increase in the National 
Debt occasioned by the Seven Years War, although it postdates a similar 
percentage increase between 1739 and l 748. Elibank needs to cement the 
notion of 'money'd property' to the national debt in order to make two crucial 
points; the first that 'money'd property' and those who own it are absolutely dis
tinct from 'landed property' and those who are born to it, and the second that 
the land, in the last resort, underwrites money. For if the paper money 
circulating in the economy- the nationa.l debt by another name- were to be 
based on the existence of real money it would be necessary for the land to be 
' turned into money'. Such a troping would be much more than discursive, of 
course: it would represent precisely the mortgaging of the land to money, and 
the erosion of the landed interest in favour of the moneyed. It is because of this 
that money cannot be allowed property rghL~. as it were; the distinction between 
land and money must be absolute if the status quo is to remain. Elibank is 
certainly aware of this, and of the pressure to reconceive of the relations 
between land and history as the speculative society of credit and paper money 
forcefully appropriates the means of the individual's historical representation; 
genealogy made flesh, as it were, in the land, the inher itance ofproperty.It is be
cause of this pressure that Elibank is driven to claim that the relation between 

21 The '-'Ord 'property' has an extremely complicated series of connotations during the 
eighteenth century which can be given in shorthand by noting the connection between propriety 
and pr·openy. and the use of 'tO proper' as tO make one's own. 

2
$ Property becomes during the period. the determining factor in relation to personality and 

government. This is Pocock's view, Virtue, p. 109. with which I am in accord. His analysis of the 
changing ratios between 'virtue' and 'corruption', or between 'landed interests' and 'monied 
interests' (p. I 09) seems extremely germane to my argument here. 

26 Elibank. i\n lnq11iry. p. I. Further extracts from this source are given the p. no. only. 
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credit and coin is a frivolou~. 'silly'. and unnecessary one - even if he may have 
advanced this analysis on economic grounds - thereby discrediling those who 
speculate in paper money which is here to be understood as not being real 
property. Thus, while this argument mollifies the landed interest in their fea rs 
about the bankruptcy of the nation it correspondingly di enfranchise the 
commercial interests from the ownership of property. Property. propriety, 
personality are the signs of privilege. of the landed class: none of these things 
may be bought with money. 

Property, as far as Elibank is concerned, must underwrite monC)'· but not be 
transferable into it. Indeed. property is the last bastion and foundation of the 
Bank of England whose constitution requires a minimum holding of landed 
property for each of its director .27 lt is also that which represents the nation, for 
what is England if it is not the territory its government govern and it King 
rules? It is this Iauer connection which Elibank is concerned about, since the 
changing ratio between 'money'd property' and 'landed property' in favour of 
the former essentially signifies a change in the representational relationships 
between land and government, property and state, which can only be seen as an 
erosion of the power in the hands of the landed property owners. 

T his hardly needs further explication, given that the entry of commercial 
interests into eighteenth-century economy and society has long been underswod 
in these terms. However, this analysis o f the function of the National Debt in the 
possible erosion of that class power and privilege is worth noting. for Elibank is 
also concerned about the different 'interests' within society, most especially in 
regard to whose interests are served by the maintenance of the National Debt. 
The primary divisive effect of the debt is the introduction of a number of 
distinct and competing interests into the social and political fabric of the nation. 
and so the public debt is seen once again as a virus that spreads d ivision 
throughout the 'body of the people': 

T he public debt has produced a difference of interest.s in this country. that we: have late ly 

suffered by. and. if not remedied. can ha\·c: no end. h is the imerest of th~ stockholders, to 

im•olve the nation in war, because the) get b)• it . II is lhe interest of landed men and m~r

chants, to submit to any insuh rather than engage in " 'ar. since they mU31 bear the whole 

burden of it. And however contemptible one mar think the " ·eight of th~ former in 

comparison of that of the Iauer. it was t heir superior influence that imolved the nation in 

the late fri\'olous war wi th Spa m . 1161. 

21 Sec R.D. Richards. The F.arly HIStory of Banlting in England (London, 1929). and for a 
contcrnpnrary ac.:coul\1 An Essay on the Means of Discharging the National Debt (London, 1763). pp. 
26- 7: ' It is absolutely required that th e: Directors of this Bank, though but agents under a 
Commiuce of chc· House of Common~. should be possessed of considerable landed property. 
which is to be unalienable and answemblc for their conduct during their continuance in that 
trust : which must be allowed a beu er ~ecuri ty than the monied qualification of any Director. 
whose whole propcny, be it ~ver Ml considerable in that shape. may be tr:uufc•rrt•d to another 
kingdom m a p<»t·leuer.' The~ comment> underline the fact that a national b;mL. must ~ 
rooted in the wit, a point th3t will 1)(.-cnme more important as we progre~~. 
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The end result of this divisive split in 'interests' is 1 he reo rganization of the own
ership of the land, a point made by Elibank in it~ harde t social terms, in order to 
make the point t hat a clash of ' intere ts' leads to a rel>tructuring of society. This 
point was more often made in nationalist terms, a more surreptitious form of the 
same argument.

18 
T his state~ in its baldest formu lation that the nation, should it 

continue financing a large debt, would pass over into the ownership of those 
foreigners who invested their liquid capital.211 The former argument, however, is 
more telling, and is put by Elibank: 

When the an of funding was fin.t imroduced, the common talk of mankind was, that the 

people, or England, mu I be undone •... All that could be meant b)' the assertion was, that 

the: then possessors and their posterity must be undone, and their inheritances given away 

from Lhem, and become the property of other men ... At present, that is, sixty years after 
the Revolution, one t ~nth of the land of England is not possessed by the posterity o r heirs 

of those who po!>Sessed it at that Lime. And if the txttrlflinatron (as it may j ustly be termed) is 
not un iversal, it is only b<:cause there were a few overgrown estates, such as lhe Devonshire, 

Bedford, Curwn etc which were proof against the waSLe of luxury and taxes. [22) 

History, the unbroken ownership of land, is th reate ned by the public debt: the 
stability of England is undone through the transfer of property. Once again 
Elibank's position in regard to this awareness and acceptance of modern ity- the 
modemity of speculation and excess- i duplicitous. On the one hand he wams 
to dispel fears about the 'undoing' of the nation. while on the other he wants to / 
censure the transfer of the ownership of property - the moral tone of 
'extermination' gives us that index - from the landed to the monied. The final 
comment reinfo rces both moral and political/economic points: it is only on 
account of the enormous land holdings of the Lords Devonshire, Bedford, and 
Curzoo that ' luxury'. the immoral waste o f wealth, a nd 'taxes', the immoral cost 
of public credit, had not claimed even more land. The slippage in this comment 
between 'the people' and 'England' requires further comment, however, since it 
is this protonalionalist gesture which is increa~ingly made by the use of the body 
as a de figured trope. ' 0 

! • ., __ 
"""' Reo.sonsforllu INOrt spudylumtrngiM NtJhonai/Hbt(London. 1737), pp. 22-3 '(The pub-

lic Funds) di\'ide the at ion in to IU!O Ranks of Men. of "''h1ch one are Crediwrs and the o ther Dtb
tors: the CrtdtUirs are the Thru CrttJt CorporatiOns and others, made up of Natives and Foreigners; 
the Debtors are the Land-holdu s, the Merchanu, the Shop.Aupus, and all Ran/t.s and Dtgrus of Men 
throughout the Kin11dnm. · 

29 
See Elibank. p. 17: 'A•noni(St th~· bad effcc.t) of t he public debt. we must not omit the parti· 

t u!~r loss the nation ' ."ITc•r• by the shnre of it belonging 10 foreigners residing abroad.' 
Examples :m : legum: tiiH" typic•al form uf the trorx· is the following stricture against luxury. 

which corrupL~ 1hc phy>ical hocly. and therefore leads to the eventual emasculation of the 'body 
of the nation': 'For luxury, by il> con>tant, and nawral con>equ~nces, leads to a state of 
destruction: i£ not nnly e lml\t ul~les 1 he mind,, and debilit:HI;'> 1he bodies of the people, but 
depri\·es them of their ondu~tr) . \\h ich 1> I he: \lrength of I'H' r) ~late:: for no other people \\ere 
e'er at once luxunou' .111d llldu,triou'.' London Maga:'"'· XXVII (May. 1758), p. 223. 



120 The Discourse of Debt 

We have already noted the ways in which money is related to the body in terms 
of ilS being the 'life-blood ' of the nation: money is the public manifestation of a 
private necessity, blood. T he nation, however, may take within its body an 
infectious di ease. credit. Shou ld it do this the body politic, or the nation 
understood as a corporeal whole, will be fractured and split into differem 
interests as the ownership of property reorganizes social and political power. It 
remains to ask what happens to the individual in th is scheme of th ings. 

Elibank's rc!>ponse to this is unsurprising: if 'money'd propcny' continues to 

increase through the financing of the public debt it will lead to the depravity of 
the individual: 

The public debt has emailed immorality and idleness upon the people: and the civil 

magi~trate, whose ch ief o ffice it ought to be to restrain vice. is forced to connive at it. The 

revenue cannot be supported without encouraging idleness and expence. and licensing 
numberless public houses: moSL of which are to be considered as so many academies for the 

acquiring and propagating the whole science of iniquity: and the landlord is generally an 

adept ready to instruc t the ignorant. (12- 13) 

It is clear that if one allows an increased franchise within the body politic, if one 
courts the never-ending expansion of debt financing and capita l profiteering, if 
one allows the fracturing of the public interest into different interests. thereby 
opening up the possibility of bargaining for the ownership of the public debt so 
that private individuals begin to uphold the public credit, then the fina l result 
must, of necessity, be unlicensed excess, an unruly inAationary discourse in 
which the private becomes the public, and the once harmonious organism of the 
state becomes a teeming cacophony of private interests competing with each 
other for a larger share of the public credit. As Elibank warns: 'The stock 
jobbers have the words public faith and public credit constantly in their mouths: 
and want to establish it as a maxim, T hat they are both eng-c~ged to support their 
monopoly, at the ex pence of the whole body of the people' 12 11. 

Faith and credit, faith in credit is, of course, a necessity in a speculative societ)': 
here, however, the ttoping of the public interest into private profiteering is 
vividly accompanied through the image of the public credit residing in the 
mouth of the tockjobber . It is this private individualized body that speaks with 
the voice of public faith, and which must be defigured so that both it can be 
heard for what it is, the voice of private interest, and that the body of the people 
may be returned to the people.st It is clear then that the point or attack on th is 
issue must be the metaphorical site of the body, which from Elibank's 
perspective comes down to a restructuring of the money/ body metaphor in 

31 It is interesting to note that the most powerful voice of all. that. of the King, opened 

Parli:tmem in 1749 after the War of the Spanish Succession. during which the national debt had 
risen above £68 million, by asking the commons to 'be watchful to improve auy opportunit)' o f 
putting the national dt>bt in a me thod of being reduced, with a strict regard w public faith and 
privat~ property', citf'd in Dickson. The Financial Rroolu.tion, p. 23 1. 
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order to return the body to its primary physical semantic network. His 
comments about the organic nature or money can be seen in this light as one way 
of breaking the bond between money and the body: 

Men not used to think of these subjects, talk of money like a veget.able. as if it were the 

nature of it to gro'~ and increase. o doubt the panicular man " 'ho lends it out at interest, 
feels him self grow richer: and perhaps the person who borrows it, may lay it ou1 so as to 

bring in a return. But it must stop ~mcwhere : and, considered in itself. it does not grow, 

but wears. (171 

Just as the public debt produces a difference in imereslS without end, so, it was 
argued , money must {,>Tow and increase. It is against this organism- here seen as 
a disruptive form - that Elibank phrases his commenlS. Money, he stresses. is 
material, it does not grow, but wears out; it is a fixed quantity which cannot be 
increased ad infinitum, so it follows that its figurative operations require 
adjustment, defusal. Money must be returned lO its literal status, as coin, 
mate rial and diverted from its usc as trope, the generatOr of endless 'paper' 
money. The same defigurative strategy is examplified by Elibank's comments 
about inte rest. The inte rest payable on the public debt is against the public 
interest: it represents the division of public credit , understood as the consent of 
the public to be governed, into a fractured plurality of private interests: private 
interest is not a flourishing organism, rather it is the virus within the public 
body. Where before the body of the individual became exte nded into the 
greater whole, the body politic, now the emphasis is on the defiguration of the 
public interest so that it cannot be identified with the body of the individual, 
private intereslS. furthermore, the opportunities presented tO those private 
interests for idleness cause moral degeneration in the entire body politic which is 
tantamount to the possible destruction of a constitution based on freewill and 
contractual consent. Where money had before been seen as the life-blood of the 
nation, the index to the state's prosperity, it now becomes the agent of di ease 
and decay, and at all co ts must be seen in terms of a fixed depreciating stock, not 
as organism but as distr ibutable quantity that services the mechanism. 

This lapse into idleness was remarked upon with great frequency during the 
period, so that illi opposite viTI ue, industry, comes to bear an enormous weight in 
the argument. In relation to this money must increasingly be seen as a vice, the 
wages of idleness, and industry as the virtue productive of wealth .s2 A wealthy 

' 2 The religious overtones hcrl· point tO a further discursive context in which these debates 
were held. Thomas Turner gives us a good example of the connection between these vices and 
the war, and the correSJ'I<:lllding religiou~ need~ of a corrupt society. His diary ent ry for Friday 17 

F'ebruary 1758 reads: 'Oh, may religion once more rear up her head in this wicked and impious 
nation and triumph over vice and immorality! Then may " 'c once more hope for success from our 
fleets and armies when our comm:ondc•rs shall be inspired with the love of God and his most holy 
religion. Then (and not till then) will all private imerest ;111cl connection of friends give way and 
become subordinate to the love o f their king ant! cuuntry.' DiaryofThoma.t Turnu 17H- 176j 
(Londcm, ! 984).1'· 137. 
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nation is a heaiLhy one, and it achieves this through labour. Joseph Harris 
remar ks: 

. • . labour, skill, and industry, are the true sources of weahh; and 1he means of distribming 
it, in a due proponion. among all1he members of the body politic. It is not any specific 
quantity of money, bu1 1he due distribution of it, thai renders that body healthy and 
vigorous in all its parts. l dlencs~ is the bane of society: the great source of vice and 
confusion: the fore-runner of public distress and calamity. I nduMry produces the contrary 
effects; and is to be promoted by all possible methods:'' 

Should this advice be followt:d the moral depravity oft ht· nation will be avoided: 

A Nation skilful in arts, abounding in products, untainted in i1s morals: where public spirit 
prevails. above local and personal interests: and under a wise and righteous government, 
duly tempered, so as to be secure itself, and all under it secure; a nation, I 53)' • under these 
circumstances, must needs within itself, be rich. flourishing and happy. (32) 

The stakes being played for. the n, are clear; they concern the balance of public 
and private interest. This last citation raises a number of issues which were 
articulated by the war with France that we have yet to examine; these issues can 
be seen in terms diametrically opposed to the figurations of the public and 
private body we have noted so far. For, while Elibank, wri ting before the war, 
may have set out to defigure the body, another set of writers during the war (and 
speaking from a differem place within the social stratification, and therefore on 
behalf of different interests} auempted to effect as solid and cemented a 
connection between the individual and the public body, the body politic, as they 
could in order to produce 'a nation', a body 'above personal interests' served by a 
'righteous governmem' for the good, health, and wealth of all. 

THE BODY OF THE NATION 

During wartime the pressure within discursive networks to produce an identity 
between the individual and state is, of course, extremely powerful. l do not wish 
to claim, however, that such identification occurred for the first time in England 
during the Seven Years War: rather, I want to examine how that identification 
was effe·cted through the body as a metaphoric site, and how the discourse of 
debt, in its figuring of the body, enabled it. 

If we return to our preliminary sketch of the monetary history of the .first four 
decades of the century we may recall that the financial institutions, most 
especially the Bank of England, which functioned on behalf of 1 he state, were es
sentially private companies working on behalf of public intereSts. During this 
period, then, the issue of 'imcrest', in both its senses, is continually under 
discussion. It is, however, during the war that the issue becomes most pressing, 

" Joseph Harris, An Essay upon Money and Coi11s (London. 175 7). p. 31. 
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for ~ery clear monetary reasons, and for more oblique, but more interesting, dis
curstve reasons, and it is this discursive dimension which will occupy us in the 
comments below . 

The crisis in the split of interests that we have seen remar ked upon above was 
foreshadowed in the period leading up to the South Sea Bubble. Although for a 
short time after the collapse of the market profiteering was seen to be less 
attractive, this decrease in speculation is of minor importance when placed next 
to the institutional changes which resulted from the crash. For, in salvaging the 
infrastructure of the market in money and financial services threatened with 
ruin by the crisis a new conceptualization arose of the relationship between the 
state and its nascent capitalist institutions. This amounted to the realization that 
a greater identification between those institutions and the state was possible and 
desirable: the reali1.ation that private profit is weeter if brained in the name of 
public service. 

One of the most insistent forms of this identification occurs again through the 
use of the body as a site of metaphoric production, this time in relation to an in
stitution that i~ precisely incorporated twice during the period, the Bank of 
England. In 1742 its charter, as we have already seen, was renewed giving it the 
power of exclusive ban king on behalf of the government. That charter came up 
for renewal in 1764, directly after the conclusion of the wa1· with France. It is not 
surprising, given the unprecedented rise in lhe national debt discussed above, 
that considerable pressure to justify its banking procedures was brought to bear 
on the bank and its supporters. Nor is it surprising that the charter was renewed, 
that the bank's body was saved, in a sense, and that the modes of discursive pres
sure at work to secure that corporation were directed towards producing the 
identification of the Bank of England with the fate and prosperity of the nation. 
This had in fact occurred in the years leading up to the war, and was to be merely 
re~nforced during the conduct of it. However , the argumem s for making a 
pnvate corporation, owned by thirty-six individuals of considerable propenied 
means, identical to the public imerest are wonh careful attention. 

john Hewitt, for example, writing in 1755 just before the war, states that the 
bank is founded upon the nation: 

I may venture lO say, t hat no Banlt in the world is beuer secured than 1hat of England. 

which ha••ing 1he "'hole at ion for its Foundation and Security, is safer than if the whole 
9.000,000 '£' were in Bullion and Specie.,. 

The chauvinist tenor of these comments is partly a function of the perceived 
threat from France, which, as we have seen was largely taken to run both its 
financial institutions and its government in less enlightened ways. Joseph Harris, 
ror example, mounts the argument that a sound banking system can only rest on 

34 
John Hewiu, A Trtatist upon MonLJ, Coins, and f:xchangt, in regard to both theory and practiu. 

(London. I 755). p. 98. 

-
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a sound. i.e. free and contracwal , political system by disingenuously referring to 
the history of banking in Venice: 

These wise establishmem~ I• he banks! contributed greatl). to .. •ard~ stopping these baneful 
measures of aduherating chc ~tandards of mone). 1h:u had been ~ fr~uently and ~ 
genera II)' practised, in 1hc d:~rk preceding ages. T he geniu' of cradc breathes and requires 
a ct"rcain dt>gree of sec:umy and freedom: and banks, such 3 " "C haH' been speaking of, can 
hardly ever lake place under arbitrary go,·emments.n 

It is in relation to this monolithic ideology of commercialism that discussion of 
the debt and its alarming increase took place. Thi!. ideology generates an 
increa~ingly closer identification of the banking system with the constitutional 
principles of govemment hdd sacred to every Englishman, and with the 
freedom of the private individual to panicipate in the public intere t - that 
which was controlled and administered by a national banking corporation. It is 
significant in this regard that the Bank of England :.uspcnded its payments of 
bills of exchange in 1758. These bills were precisely the repre entative pieces of 
paper signifying the individual's participation in the banking, or more generally 
the financial transactions, of the nation. A merchant quite literally 'wrote' his 
own money in the form of a private note declaring his indebtedness to another 
individual. Such personal or private credit, of course, bothers the national 
banking institution very little: it is only when this piece of paper is then 
exchanged for goods and services by signing it over to another individual that it 
becomes equivalent to legal tender- LO coin. However in the last instance the 
Bank of England must endorse this piece of paper if it is to function as the equi· 
' 'alent of coin - or at least this possibility must exist. Such conversion from paper 
to coin in the last resort is only necessary when more than one institution or 
individual is allowed to issue promissory notes: if the is ue becomes centralized 
in one in titution the paper need never be converted into coin as long a~ the 
users of these means of transaction maintain their confidence in the issuing 
institution. It was because of the sudden lack of confidence in paper money that 
a run on the bank was initiated in 1758, which led to the bank suspending 
payment.'6 

'~ Harris, :\n Essa1 upon Money and Coins, p. 103. 

u j ohn Franci~. m hts 1/utoryoftk Bank of England (London. 1847) comm~nts on an earlier run 
on the bani.. during the 174r, rebdlion. The bank pu~ued a differ~m policy on thai oce11sion: 
"The Chevalier Johnson. who\C evidence was collected immedi:uely aft~r the battle of Culloden. 
..ays. that thc Bank only t"~apcd bankruptcy by a stratagem. Pa)•mcnt was not refused: but the 
Corporation retaim·d iiS bpccie by employing agents to enter with notes, who, to gain time. were 
paid in sixpcnceb; and ;u. thobc whn c<~mc first were emillcd to prinrit y of payment, the :'!gems 
went ou1 at one door wi1h tlw bpecie 1hcy had received, :111d brOu!(hl i1 back by another. so that 
the borUJ.fide holderb of noteb could never get near enough to prcst·nt 1hem. "By 1his anifit:e," 
'ays the Chevalier. MJmt•what lfUainlly. ""the Bank preserved i~ cn·dil. and literally faced its 
crediw~:· · p. 161. 
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The argument~ for centrali1.ing the issuing authority are clear if it is deemed 
necessary to move from coin to paper. But if not, the relationship between the 
paper currency circulating in the economy and the coin that sustains it needs to 
be examined. Thi is precisely the topic for the tract entitled Thoughts on mont)•, 
circulation, and paper rurrency publi hed in 1758. which puts the matter thu : 

Bank Bills, and all Credit, are to Money, what Money is to otht"r Commodities. 
The Value of the Bills consist in tht" power tht>y give of receiving tht" Money they 

express, and pre uppose che Monel' to be dt>po ited. The \•alue of Money consists in the 
power of purchasing Commodi1ies." 

Bills and credit must be based on money, which, it is suggested, is a commodity
·money to other commodities' - deriving its power from its use in the purcha e of 
other commoditie:.. On account of thi , money, according to this author, must be 
fixed as a commodity, as a precise and quantifiable weight of either gold or 
silver : a pound tcrling 'really weighed tweh•e ounces' at one time, he bemoans, 
and then goes on to outline the folly of attempting to make more coins from the 
same amount of silver. The manifest aim of thi ~ discussion is to legislate and con· 
trol the amount of money in the economy, from which follows the insistence on 
the founding link between coin and metal, credit and coin. The problem it 
addresses is the unlicensed and unruly increase in paper money which threatens 
to destroy these links, and its task, therefore, is to bring money to law, to control 
the excess. 

As we have seen in the discussion of aesthetic , the importation of an adjacent 
legislating discourse represents one of the ways in which a discursive excess may 
be controlled. Here it is the bound of correct exuality and proper manners that 
are invoked as the discursive police: 

The trite maxim. That money makes mont>y, is trut" in a Nation as well as in a pri,·ate Man: 
it enables a people to add to their real. permanent and natural wealth: Tht>re must be more 
employment where there is more circulation .... This no body will dispute co be real 
wealth, tho" it may be ~id, thai che money which has the occasion of bringing it abouc. was 
only imaginary. 

It is a condition :~nnexed to every thing here belo ... That the a blUe of it does mischief in 
a greater degret', than the good wt ofit can be ofbt"neli1 . This is the case of money: and as 
it tends to effeminacy and corruption of manners. ic Mill makes way for MACHI A VEL'S 
wheel." 

But a second, and equally important, strategy is to sever the links between paper 
currency and public debt, as Elibank outlines: 

'
7 Patrick Murray, Thoughts on monty, circulatior~, ar1d paptr currmry (Edinburgh, 1758), p. 9. 

'
8 Ibid .. p. 21 . Thi, poim is madc most forcefully by John Brown in his An Estomote of the 

Manners and Pnnnplts oft he Times (London, 1757): · ... vast wealth naturally produces A\..rice. 
Luxury, or Effeminacy .. .', p. 154. 
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They are highly mistaken who would confound the Public. Debts with Paper Currency: one 
might with equal propriety consider Mortgages on private estates as such. 

FRANCE owes an enormous debt. and yet admits of no Paper Currency. and 'tis even a 
question if their Government is capable of it. 

By Paper Currency can only be meant. such Bank or Bankers Bills. as carry along with 
them a certainty that the money they express is actually deposited. and can be received on 
demand. Wherever there is the smallest doubt or difficulty of receiving payment. they will 
not be accepted of as money. This cannot be said of the Public Debts, which are liable to 
fluctuate. and where no man can make a demand of his money: but if he want) to convert 
them into Cash. he must look out for a purchaser. On the contrdry nothing threatens our 
Paper Currency so much, as the increase of the Public Debt. The Dividends drawn by 
Foreigners diminish the quantity of Specie. and there must ever be a proportion between 
that and the Paper it gives currency to. l32-3] 

The problem here is that private debt, that written on a piece of paper. may all 
too easily be equated with the public debt, that incurred by the government to 
the individuals who lend it money. It had not gone unremarked, however. that 
the rapid increase of paper money clearly accompanied the increase in the public 
debt. 

Furthermore, the connections between paper money - private debt - and the 
public debt are more insidious, since it became increasingly obvious that many 
private individuals took the occasion of the war to profiteer. So it was that 
Exchange Alley, the place where the hated stock jobbers and brokers hung out, 
became synonymous with vice and indolence. Nothing but paper currency blew 
in the wind there. and as its circulation increased it became more and more ob
vious that the public debt was really identical to private profit: the stock jobbers 
had been given a licence literally to print money. It is in this light that we should 
note the above insistence on the non-equation of the public debt with paper 
cur rency, for this served to give credit to the banking institutions that funded 
paper currency. In other words it should be seen as an attempt to wrest private 
profit from paper credit, and to equate paper money with public morality 
founded upon public faith in the banking system: all this in the service of the 
identifi<.-ation of private credit with public credit, the individual of good standing 
with a healthy upstanding image of the nation. This is not so much fantasy 
identification as phantasmic. in a sense which will become productive for the last 
chapter of this book. 

It is not surprising, then, that the rapid increase in paper money came to be 
described in similar terms to those employed by Elibank in his representation of 
the virus money at work in the organism of the body politic. Where Elibank was 
at pains to halt the erosion c)f landed property against the monied, writers 
during the war were more concerned with defacement and erosion ~f the nation, 
as a discursive counter, through the circulation of paper credit. Thus a tract of 
1760 claims 

... when paper-credit gets into 1 he hands of men of po"•cr, who think thems<'lvcs as much 
above honesty. as they are above the mechanic pan. this paper-credit becomes a most 
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dangerous instrument or destruction to the whole community. All monopolies are 
dangerous to trade: but a money monopoly will sap the foundation of the beSl formed con
stitution that ever was established.'9 

In order to arrest this decline it was necessary to forge links between the public 
debt- the money required by government to pursue the war- and public credit 
in the sense of confidence and participation in the ideological construct of the 
nation. Should this be effective every individual takes on a measure of 
responsibility for the nation's debt, which becomes a public property, and in so 
doing public debt leads to public profit. As the same pamphlet points out: 'while 
there is such a premium given in England, as has been given during this war, and 
stocks continue low, many changers will venture their necks, by sacrificing the 
public to their privat.e profit' [ 14- 15 ). 

This position was not without its detractors. of course, for a large number of 
people were very happy making private profit. Thus another writer claims in a 
letter from Dublin that precisely the opposite is the case, and the greater the 
debt the greater the national and individual prosperity: 

The seeming PARADOX, but actual TRUTH . that, a prudent Man, or a wise Nation may 

grow rich by running in Debt, was never so clearly demonstrated, so fully verified, or so 
eminently successful, as in the Case of the People of Great-Britain.40 

The same letter goes on to explain that as England became more indebted it 
' rose higher and higher in Wealth, Power, and Credit' [ 12]. However, the vast 
majority of tracts and treatises after 1760 are obsessively concerned with the 
reduction of the debt, or the interest payable on it.41 

It is in the light of these issues that the creation of a national bank became a 
topic of real concern. If such an institution were created it would, almost by its 
institutionalization, connect paper money to the public interest, and would 
legislate for the bank's profiteering on behalf of the nation. In this way public 
debt would produce public profit, and the moral degeneration brought about, 
firstly to the individual who may become bankrupt through dealing in money. 
and secondly to the state which is made up of such individuals. would cease: 

Whoe\•er examines the causes o f the number of bankruptcies which have happened of late 
to our merchants. will find. that mo~t of them have proceeded from trafficking in Change
Alley. where thousands have been transacted. for every hundred on the Royal Exchange. 

'
9 

Paper-credit considered (Dublin?. 1760), p. 13. 
40 

A Prop·osal for the llutoration of Pub/it Wealth a11d Crtdit. in a Leller. (Dublin. 1760). p. II . 
41 

But cf. Owen RuiThcad. Consideratior•s or1 tht present dartgerous Crisis (London, 1763). p. 44 
"Thi$ kingdom seems to be a.~ much in danger from natinnal discord. as from the national debt: 
And we can never hope to lx: relieved from the burthcn of the Iauer. or from any other 
oppres.ion. till we are freed from the grievance of the former." 

' 
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This baneful 1 raff\ck. the offspring of public debt, has been nourished by the distresses of 
the nation: and a) fun her increa.~e of the public debt and stock-jobbing may bt: fatal to our 
credit and commerce. the following measures are proposed, a .) a remedy for such growing 

e"ils.49 

The anthropomorphic tenor of the comment is once again present, determining 
the employment of metaphors of offspring, disease and cure. In this_ instanc~ t~e 
creation of a national bank is put forward as the remedy for the d1sease Wlthm 
the public body. If the nation is sick, bled by the profiteers, who become sick 
themselves as their attempts to grow fat and rich fail, then the transfer of the 
disease from the organism of the state back to the individual suggests a complex 
working of the metaphoric subSLitutions surrounding the body, in which various 
figurations and defigurations coalesce i~ order to ~reate a homolog~ between 
the body of the state - defigured so that•t becomes hterally a body subjeCt to the 
curative powers of medicine - and the bodies of those individual subjects who 

are represented by or within its signature_ 
Thus an analysis of the figural dimensions of this argument reveals that the 

remedy, the creation of a national bank, is nothing less than a defiguration of the 
body in its public sense, and a refiguration of the pr ivate body into the public 
corporation. T h is defiguration/ refi guration results in the revaluatio n of the 
private individual through his participation in the collective representation that 
is the new corporate nation. This troping could be said to be a founding gestu re 
of the capitalist description of the subject in which each individual has access to 
and is represemed in the state through the corporation of his/ her own body. 
Such a revision to the figuration of the body cannot be said to have been a simple 
matter, nor can it be located at a specific point in time_ Rather, weare tracing the 
interlocking movements which characterize and surround this defigurat.ive 
strategy in such a way as to isolate particular instances where the tropmg 
referred to above becomes a possibility- Something of the complexities involved 
in making this analysis more precise can be glimpsed in the discursive shifts at 
work in the tract entitled A Proposal for selling part of the forest lands and chaces, 
and disposing of the produce towards the discharge of that. part of the national debt, due 
to the Banlr of England; and for the establishment of a national banlr which claims, 
along with many other tracts, that the private exploitation of the public has gone 
far enough, and that the only real measure that had been effective in arresting 
this decline was the Bank of England's decision to stop d iscounting bills of 
exchange. Although the Bank is referred to in laudatory terms, the author is also. 
aware of the dangers involved in placing all one's trust in a pr ivate bank_ Hence, 

he notes: 

... the extraordinary Influence this Body I the Bank of England] has acquired. b01h with 
respect to the Funds. and the commercial Credit of the Kindgom: and also. how far the 

•• An /';ssay on tht Mtans of Discharging the Public Debt (London. 1763). P· vii. 
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:>atety, or Wellare ol either, may al any time be endanger'd by it, are Matters of such Con
sequence, as may well deserve the serious Consideration of the Legislature . ., 

The body here is a collective noun, referring w the 'body of men' constituting 
the directors of the Bank of England, but its important \"ork is to suggest that 
the institution,like the body of any other individual, should have no more power 
over the kingdom than anyone else; it should behave precisely as any subject 
might within the confines of the constiwtion of Great Britain. The problem with 
the Bank of England is that it is but one more 'body', one more individual and 
not the true representaive of the people, it is precisely not a National Bank_ Such 
an institution would rewrn the 'body' of the bank to the thirty-six individuals 
who held stock in the company - it would re-energi7_e the literal use of the term 
'body' in its insistence on pointing to the individuals who owned the bank - while 
at the same time it would create, through the institutionalization of the nation, a 
body wh ich was abstracted from any one individual, or group of individuals: it 
would incorporate an institution in such a fashion as to embody the subject in the 
state. T he citation continues: 

Our Constitution leaves every Individual the free Ch<>ice, either of advancing Money to 
the GoveTnment, or refusing ro do so, when the T erms are not agreeable to the Lender. 
Every pa rticular Compulsion in this Point, wou'd, with great Reason, be deem'd an 
Invasion of the Property of the Subject : and yet it wou'd certainly be a national Benefit, LO 

have the Credit of the Government established on such a Foundation, as may notlea"e it in 
the Power of any Body of' Men. to obtrude their own Terms for advancing Money on the 
current Supplies. which can come in but by degrees: and yet, on particular Occasions, may 

be immediately necessary lO the Safety of the State.! I6J 

State and individual are connected through the free~will and consent expressed 
by the subject to be governed - we have noted this earlier- However, the 
argument here becomes more complex through the combination of the two 
terms 'property' and 'subject', for at one level the text is clearly arguing that the 
individual should not be put upon to lend the gover nment money- his property 
is precisely his own to do with as he wishes- whereas at another it is suggesting 
that the subject itse lf woul,d be 'invaded' were it to be so coerced. It is this rela
tion between the subject a~ autonomous agent and the subject as property that 
determines the constitution of the state, and which should be based on 'free-will 
and choice' in so far as one owns one's own subjectivity. In the passage to hand 
we should note that there is more than one figuration for the bod y and the sub
ject: the 'body of men' is perceived to be obstructive LO the well-being of the 
state, while the right to capitalize on one's property is taken to be the mark ofthe 
subject, which is also, as body, perceived as a property. T he need fo r a national 

., J. Perceval. A Proposal fo• sellmg part of the forestlands and chaus, tH1d disposing of the product 

towards tht discharge of that port of tht national debt, dtU to tht Banlt of England; and for the 
tstablishm~t of a national banlt (London, 1763), p. 16. 
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bank, a body whose legitimating property is the nation, i~ answered by an 
institution whose various dealings and functions are perceived to be on behalf of 
both its own polyvalem subjectivity, and of the subjects who make up the nation. 
The national bank, as a body, then, is both a property and a property owner, 
both a corporation and a subject. 

We are following through here a complex set of figurations surrounding the 
site of the body which arc marshalled in order to effect a unification of the sub
ject, or individual, with the nation: this might be called the incorporation of the 
nation. We could abo describe these defigurations and reftgurations in terms of 
the 'discharge' of the debt. another topic for ob essive concern during these 
years. The first, and most obvious use of the term 'discharge' i in relation to a 
moral imperative: one ought to 'discharge' one's duty. Hence. to 'discharge the 
national debt' is in some sense to discharge one's duty or obligation to the 
nation. A second sense, and the one I shall be more intere~ted in, concerns the 
production of a surplus, or excess. 'Discharge' in this sense necessarily emails a 
further controlling or legi lative function in its surrounding discursive milieu: to 
countenance an excessive discharge without the means of restricting and 
policing it would be to court an unruly excess, and the possible breakdown of the 
ordering of discourses. 

These more general comments on the discursive excess can be linked to the 
tracts on the establishment of a national bank by noting that the excess of private 
profit would be controlled, if not eradicated were a national bank the only 'body' 
allowed to deal in money, and the only corporation represented by and for the 
body of the nation. Furthermore, given that the principles of banking dictate 
that money produces further money, that there is an clement of excessive 
production inherent to banking, such a surplus could be legislated and 
comrolled much more easily were the institution conducting this business 
public, and accountable to government, rather than private, and accoumable to 
the corporate codes of conduct decided upon by the body of men who own the 
bank.44 

Hence, the institution of the bank soaks up or cushions the effects of excess: it 
generates credit in the economy within limits which can be laid down by 
government: it allow a degree of excessive productivit)' to money ju t as 
government allows a degree of freedom to the individual. This limitation is 
often argued for in the same breath as extolling the virtues of the British 
constitution and it!> basis in the free-born Englishman: indeed, it was argued that 
the existence of the public debt represented the highest form of this system in 
operation, since a large amount of debt expresses a widespread and weighty 
assent to government: it is synonymous with the expression nf con fidence in 
government. 

44 At the end of the cemury Sir Franci~ Baring outlined some of cheoe ls.ues in his Obstrvations 

on tltt f:stablisltmmt of tltt Banlt of England, and on tltt Papu C~rculatiOII of tht Country (London, 
1797). 
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In I 764 the charter of the Bank of England wa~ rt·newed, thus establishing it 
without competitor as the primary financial institution in the land. Although it 
was not a national bank, in the sense of a government-run office. it clearly 
functioned in name as a national institution. The Seven Years War. and the 
debates conducted through it about the financing of the debt, had firmly 
established the connections between money and tate. the individual and the 
state, and public and private credit so that a public nationalized banking ystem 
had become unnece~~ary. 

The result~ of these debates, which I am referring to as the incorporation of 
the nation, were enabled by this figurative work around the body. It is the 
redescription of the body of the nation which enables us to locate a large-scale 
change in the relationships bet ween individual:. and the state. If that change was 
not solely effected through the debates surrounding the debt they certainly 
contributed to it.4~ 

T HE OISCOURSF. OF OF.BT 

If the body is both defigured and re figured during the Seven Years War in the 
ways I have suggested, then the position of the subject in relation to the body 
must also be examined. Discussion of this takes up Part II of the present book: 
however, it is relevant at this point to include some preparatory remarks about 
that positioning, and to point towards the conclusion of this chapter. J will argue 
in later chapters that the subject become increasingly een as an excess or 
surplus in relation to the body. It is the connections between such an excess and 
the surplus discu sed by tracts on the national debt which will be inve tigated in 
the remainder of this chapter. 

0 It would be foolish to maintain that this extremely significant change was only the product 

of the discoursc!li on che debt . The theoretical and political issues ra~ by this question were 
debated in the wider contC)(t of go.,emmem and constitucion, and predate the Se'-en Years War 
by nearly a hundred year~. For a good discu~ion of the k\'enteenth<enwry debate M't" Corrine 
Coniscock Weston and Janelle Renfrow Creenberd. SubjtctJ Gnd SliWrrigns: The Grand Contrm:tr· 
SJ t1Wr LtgDI Suwrtipty rn Stuart £ngl11nd (Cambridge, I 98 1). and for che wider conte)(t within 
which those debates wt:-re placed J .C .A. Pocock, Tilt Morhrautllian Mommt (Princeton, 1975). 
The eight ecru h<ent ury context seen from the perspective oft he continuing pressure e)(erted by 
the church on these debates rs discu>sed al lenglh in J.C. O. Clark, English S<KUIJ 1688- 1812 
(Cambridge, 1985). h ;hould also be pointed out thattheoe relalionships between government, 
individual and Mate have lx·en rn:rdicionall)• rii>Cm>eri frnm ch<' more restricted per~pcctive of 
high politics, in which the diMribution of Ideologies inforllling Whig and Tory politics take 
centre sLage. Recent work on this topic hab >ought w revb~· cunsiderably the notion that a Whig 
hegemony prevailed during the period under di~u,sion : •ec notably John Brewer. Party ldt()/ogy 
and PDpuiGr Politics ot the Aumion ofGtorgt Ill (C·m1bridgc. 1976):J .C .O. Clark. Tltt Dynomics of 
Change (Cambridge, 1982):J .C .A. Pocock, Vrrtu,, CoMmtru, and llutory (Cambridge. 1985); and 
Linda Colley. In Dtftnu ofOirgarrhy. Tltt T()T) Porty. 1714- 60 (Cambridge. 1982). 
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We may begin with Characteristics of the present political state of Great Britain, 
published in 1763, in which we find the familiar argument rehearsed about the 
beneficial effects of public over private banks, along with comments concerning 
the differences between the French system of debt finance and the British. The 
British system of circulating pape r currency is found, of course. to be superior. 
At the point in the tract where this is stated the author imerrupts his discourse in 
order to explain one of the foundational principles of banking: the production 
of excess within limits: 

If at any period, the coin in any kingdom is eighteen mill ions, this nation may carry on a 
considerable trade, and in time may acquire twelve millions more in si lver and gold 
\\'ithout paper-credit. But if. at the time at which they have only eighte~m millions in coin, 
the nation should fall imo the use of paper-credit, and should circulate a sum of twelve mil
lions in Paper-money. in order to quicken indunry, and to enable the people to carry on a 
more extensive trade: it is evident, they may carry on a greater trade with thirty millions of 
paper and coin, than wi th eighteen millions of coin alone.•' 

The Svengali act o f banking must have always seemed so miraculous: from ten 
coins one produces, as if by magic, paper worth another eight. This printing of 
money, however, cannot go beyond certain bounds: the activities of the bank 
should proceed 'under proper regulations ... established by proper authority' 
[281. The one major obstacle to this, as this author admits, lies in specifying pre
cise quantifiable limits: 

It is not easy to assign limits, or to determine, how far a nation may go in borrowing. 
Neither, indeed, would it be good policy. It is much better to keep far on the safe side, and 
never to stretch the public credit. But cenainly, the limits for such a rich commercial nation 
a.s Britain, extend further than many have imagined. Dr Davenant, in the end of the last 
century. when the public debts were about fourteen millions, \"llS positive, that, if the)• 
were suffered to rise higher, nay, if they were not gradually cleared, England \\'Ould be un
done. Yet we have seen them rise to thrice that sum, while the nation is become richer than 
it was before. 

However. there must certainly be a limit: No nation can contract debts without end. 
Public debts may be too high. One may be authorized to say, the debts of Britain are high 

mough at present: since the legislature appears evidently to be of this opinion, and seems 
anxious to have it reduced. (50--I( 

Here 'public credit' refers not only to the actual amount of debt but also to the 
confidence of the public in the monetary system. The limiter on the possibility of 
infinite expansion is, in this way. internal to that which generates the expansion. 
That we should understand 'never to stretch the public credit • in this sense is 
made evidem in the concluding arguments of this tract: 

When a free governme nt is able to contract great debts by borrowing from its own 
subjects, thi~ i~ a certain sign, that it has gained the confidence of the people. If foreigners 

46 Robcm Wallace, Chorarttristlcs of the pru ent political stale ofCuat Brita in (London. 1758), pp. 
25- 6. 
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are eager to have a share of its fuuds. this shews confidence of the t~eighbouring natiot~s. 

I fit be true that the people of Britain have entrusted the government with more than sixty 
millions, and foreigners with more than t\\•enty. such a government must have a firm credit. 

[53 ( 

Once this secondary semantic possibility is brought tO the fore a further question 
arises concerning the control of public credit in the secondary sense. What 
might happen if the public confidence should become excessive? 

This question is intimately re lated tO issues of government and its sustaining 
system of accountability- to its representability of the people it governs- and 
will not be answered adequately through reference solely to tracts on the debt. 
We do find in these tracts, however. d iscussion of the relationship between 
public confidence in paper money and in the government which initiates the 
debt in ways which are adjacent to the larger questions concerning consent and 
govern me nt. The author of An Essay 0 1l Paper Ciretllalion: and a Scheme prrtposed 
for supplying the Government with Twe11ty Millioru without any loan or New Tax 
begins, for example, by arguing that the public debt must be the common 
property of all individuals. since no one individual has enough private funds tO 
cover it. Because of this, confidence in the legislature must be upheld in order tO 
keep the entire economy from collapsing. Then the following point is made: 

The meaning of the words Public Credit being generally misunderstood, made the people 
be more easi ly misled into the false opinion. that the security of the credit of the State de
pended upon the good will and ready assistance of the monied men. Nothing is more 
common than to hear, in places of public resort. expressions to the following purpose. Pub

lic Credit flourishes, Public Crtdit is low, Public Crtdit is in danger; and if the generality of 
people should be asked the meaning of those phrdses, they would immediately reply, that 
they refer to the state o f the funds: for when they arc low priced. Public Credit i.~ low, and 
when they a re high priced, it Aourishe Y 

An interesting turn is carried out here. from the insistence on 'public credit' as 
referring to the individual's confidence in the government or the bank -
precisely the work of the anthropomorphism used in Lhe description of the 
'public credit' - to the insti tution's fai th in its responsibility to the indi,•iduals it 
governs. This turning, \,•hich we might properly call a troping, is extremely 
interesting since it relies upon a prior identification of the individual with the 
Slate in o rder for the state, take n as a collective individual or corporation, to 
return its responsibility to those private individuals who are represented by 
government. Thus, where writers had argued throughout the war for a general 
responsibility to be taken by each individual for the debt, now, at the close of the 
wa r the nation is the individual. and as ~uc:h it should take care to carry out its 
responsibility as an individual : 

47 
An Essay on Pap.r Cirrulallon: tmd a Srhtmt prflpostd for .rupplying tht Covtnl mtnl u•ith Tw«nty 

Millions WlthouJ ony loan or NMJJ Tax (London, 1764), pp. 9- l 0. 
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The real foundation of Public Credit re~t~ upon the good faith (If the Parliament,joincd to 
the probability of their being able to fulfil their contracts. Public Credit, therefore 
.. . must ever remain firm and unshakeu, while the majority of the Legislature continue 
honest. and do not borrow beyond what the value of the fund pledged for repayment can 
bear. It is then evident that Public Credit may Aouri;h independent of the monied men, 
nay even in their despite: II 0 I 

The model individual in the state is the state itself: as long as the governmem 
remains honest and continues to operate according to the dictates of good 
housekeeping, its responsibilities on behalf of and in respect to the private 
interests within the state are perceived to be discharged. Hence. its raising of 
money through loans is to be taken as an index to its correct discharge of these 
responsibilities. This, we might remark. is as present to o ur own contemporane
ity as it is to the civic humanist tradition we are describing in its attempts to rake 
account of the new commercialism, and to rearticulate its positionalities in 
respect to a changing discursive net\"Ork becoming increasingly aligned with 
capitalist ideologies of 1 he subject and state. 

This repositioning involves, by necessity, a revaluation of the moral economy 
as the individual is figured both within the corporation of the state and as a sub
ject under its governmenl. Consequently the moral economy of individualism is 
atte nuated by the figurations produced unde r a capitalist description of the state 
as subject. The trick and problem is to place the individual under the sign of the 
subject - we are witnessing the beginnings of such a process here - in order to 
maintain the fiction of a benevolent collective capitalism which is, nevertheless, 
able and willing to punish , both morally and legally, its most successful and 
indjvidualistic, not to say selfish, capitalist entrepreneurs: the monied interests. 
Because of this the state must represent the best possibility and opportunities not 
o nly for the subject but a lso for the representation of subjectivity: the state must 
function as the model citizen in both its economic and ethical interests in order 
to convince the private individual of, and maintain his conviction in, the 
collective C"t.~pital emerprise that is the incorporation of the nation. 

Consequently, the repositioning of the moral economy takes into account 
both the fac t that bankruptcies occur in the individualistic pursuit of profit, and 
that society becomes corrupt through the degeneration of morals brought about 
by selfish profiteering. In this way it mortgages the health and well-being of the 
indi,•idual to the greater ideal of perpetuity: the state comes to be seen as the 
means for effecting the continuation of the species, taking o n the role of 
genealogy and becoming the image of the histOrical.48 lt fo llows from this that 
great pressure must be placed on the conjunction be tween the individual and the 

48 Much could be s;~id here about the role of history in this figurative account oft he nation: it is 
far from coincidental that many 'histories' of England were produced during the period under 
discw.,ion. 
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state. bet\\•een public tnterest and private gain, in o rder lO create the discourse 
wi thin which its revalued ethics of collective individualism can be read as an 
ethics. not as the more brutal vicissitudes of economic pragmatism. Once the war 
has been concluded, then, the need tO constr uct a sustaining culture for this 
ethics of state individualism is great, since 

The mischievous practices of the monied men, however, are far from ending with the "'ar. 
Even in time of peace. they assume nOt only the coinage. but the sole direction of the 
circulation of all our paper money, which is a power too great to be left in the hands of 
privat·e men, who are every day extending it more and more, t(lthc great prejudice of the 
State. 139-40 I 

This production of the body of the state should be seen in terms o f the 
legislation and control of a discursive excess, for it is clea1· that a lithe tracts dis
cussed in this chapter are concerned not only with the exces.s in monetary terms, 
but also with their own discursive power . Thus, while these tracts work out 
various positions in regard to the management of debt we can also visualize that 
debt as, in some sense, a product of the discourse about it. The greater the 
aware ness of the productivity of the circulation of paper money the greater the 
incenrtive to participate in the capitalist exchange of inte rests; the debt, then, can 
be seen as itself the result of those discourses on exchange and comrol, as itself 
the discursive excess, or name given to that surplus thrown up by description and 
analysis. It is because of this that the need for a contro lling legislative external 
discourse is paramount. This explains in good measure why we have noted such 
an insistent pressure around the site of the body: the pressure to make the 
individual identify with the state. For if that takes place public credit is 
personalized, thereby forci ng the individua l lO continuc to uphold his faith in 
government in o rder tO maintain his own solvency. The result of thi 
idemi fication, as we have seen, is to remove the licence to print money from the 
individual bod y to the collective , thereby controlling the excess through the 
defiguration and refiguration of the body outlined above. 

P<trt of this pressure focused on the creation of a body. or corporation, which 
could regulate the financial markets of the nation, and on the creation, 
therefore, o f a national bank. In this way the excess, or profit accruing fro m the 
trade in money, would be contained within the national institution: public debt 
would lead to public profit. Now we may begin to see these manoeuvres less as a 
part of the reality of econo mics, than as a problem of and for representatio n. Ac
cordingly. one way of approaching these debates is to see them as working out a 
wa} o f represeming public debt within the bounds of control. as a proper figure, 
as opposed w a licentious, uncontrolled and improper trope: as a regulated 
quantity within the economy, not as an excessive one. In this sense the debates 
about the national bank are concerned l'undamentall)' with the creation of a 
~pace of representation in which the debt could be represemed a:. debt. no t as 
excess. Thi l>, it should be pointed out , is precise!)' the same o rder of problem 
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enc-ountered in aesthetic theory in which the space of representation for the 
subject is refigured in order to represent subjectivity under the sign of the 
subject and not as an excluded excess. That excess is just as much a product of 
the discour e of analysis and description as a real quantity within the world; it is 
just as much an unwanted leakagt' from the legislative discour~e on debt control 
as the unwanted sign of private profiteering. We arc now in a position to see how 
it is within the register of representation that the problem arises: how can a 
discursive excess be represented and comained; how can that discourse of 
representation contain itself, and refrain from producing its own excess? 

One might rt·mark that these problems an: equally pn::ssing for any and all dis
course of analysis aJld description. for what is being examined is 1 he extem lO 

which a legislative discourse is sell-regulating. proper to itself. In relation to the 
discourse of debt these questions have a certain critical pay-off in the real of eco
nomics, since the abilit)' to control the excess produced b)' the discursive analytic 
has effects which arc felt in more than discursive ways. It is this extra 
performative aspect of the discourse of debt, its penetration within the real of 
monetary transaction~. which causes a certain amount of self-anxiety about its 
efficacy, and hence the high incidence of comments such as the following: 

Our national debt, or the sums borrowed by our government, is a meer imaginary 
treasure, every body knows. now no where existing, unles~ in some liule, foo lish scraps 
of paper only: ror all the money in the kingdom would go but a very short wa)' to 
discharge it.49 

The ···ear is not penetrated by the 'imaginary' paper sum of the debt. nor is it 
required that the imaginary sum ever be transferred into the realm of the real, 
for should such a thing happen the nation would be revealed w be bankrupt. 
The note\vorthy aspect of this strategy is the necessity for a hierarchization of 
discourses, into a real and an imaginary, required in order to prevent the latter 
leaking into the former. It is not only necessary to construct a hierarchy, 
however, but also to erect an effective boundary between the two. This work can 
be seen most profitably in terms of a reordering of discourses in which the real 
and imaginary sums present to the cconom)' are represented within discrete and 
mutually exclusive discursive domains, and by the very fact of this reordering 
the power of representation itself increases. For, if it becomes possible to 
represent within the economy an imaginar)' sum of moner which is tangible 
enough to make and mar fortunes, but which in monetary value is beyond the 
entire wealth of the nation, then 1he bounds of representation have changed. 
Taken out of its economic context, which must be done in order to register the 
full implications of this argument, it sugge:.l!- that :.omething within a closed 
di~course can be produced which cannot be contained within it: a discourse 
somehow manages to represent something which may not only be the very thing 

49 Htmarlts on tlu present ,<taU of the nattorwl dtbt (London, 1764), P· 2 . 
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presumed to have been impossible and beyond the limits of its representative 
powers, but also may be precisely that which implies the breakdown or 
destruction of its own discursivity and of its power to representation. The excess 
is not only produced by the discourse of analysis, it is also repre en ted within it. 
At this most general level the paradox upon which we have stumbled may seem 
insignificant: it may be argued that all discourses, to some extent, produce and 
represent their 'impossibili ty', their "others'. Without wishing 10 deny or affirm 
these general comments, we can trace the eighteenth-century concern and 
anxiety over the possibility of this paradox. 

This anxiety can be located very easily in relation to the actual increase of the 
national debt during the Seven Years War: an anxiet)' which, as I have been at 
pains to demonstrate also had effects at the discursive level. The questions that 
were raised were, in the most simplistic terms, concerned with the problem of 
dealing with a sum which was perceived, either necessarily or not, as ·unreal', or 
at lea t non-transferable imo the 'real' of gold and silver. 1 have argued above 
that once we address this topic of concern it becomes apparent very quickly that 
the 'real' topic was less the imaginary sum of the debt than how that sum might 
be represented. and more importantly controlled. A good example of the 
eighteenth-century awareness of this problem, and of its complexities is 
provided by the author of An Easy Method of discharging the National Debt, 
published in I 763: 

The 140 millions of the public Funds arc only nomi11al Wealth: the real is gone and spent; 
but they are a real Debt and heavy Mortgage. both upon the Landed and Personal 
Property of the ation: and to reduce the Interest that is payable upon it. does not seem to 
promise much national Advanrage: H()nourably to discharge the Debt would be a rtal 
Good, and if possible to be done, seems tO be a Measure absolutely necessary.60 

This is far from playing with rhetorical fonns; the repeated stress on 'real" points 
out the full importance attached to working this problem out within the 
dominam forms of discursive control, those associated with 'honour' and 
'national advantage'. In the first use 'real' refers to a physical enti ty- coin , or 
money which represents wealth. In the second it is used metaphorically to refer 
to the reality of a quantity. not a thing, but a paper sum. This sum, the debt, is 
real enough: it saps the trength of the entire nation, but its claims to "the real' 
are ,Jightly differem from the first case, where the distinction between paper 
money. 'nominal wealth', and silver coin, 'real wealth·, is made in order to 
ground the ·real' in the land. In the last usc the word comes to take on moral 
overtones - it would be a 'real good'. one that would be both 'real' in the second 
'en e, but also r eal in the first, that is tangible, if it i$ taken in terms of the moral 
\a(ue such an action would have. 

Whether or nor the debt is ·real' then. in any sen e. is of less immediate 

r.o i\11 f."a5y Method (London. 1763). p. 34- !>. 
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importance than the 'stylistic' question - in itself never a mere question of style
which must be decided by writers on the National Debt: which set of figural 
terms should be activated in the description of this paper quantity. That this 
question is fundamentally embedded within the problematic of the languages of 
representation should by now require no further elaboration. Whether the 
discursive network during the war was debilitated by its inability to represent the 
debt or not is a question we must leave open, but the result of the discursive work 
we have been following can be described with certainty as the defusal of the 
debt's destabilizing power. and as the production of a more subtle description of 
the relations between the 'real' and 'imaginary' of monetary transactions. Thus, 
Richard Price writing in 1778 has no trouble at all reconciling money and credit, 
or the real and the imaginary, which he performs in the following manner: 

T he whole specie of the kingdom. therefore. is probably at this time about fifteen millions. 
Of this some million must be hoar·ded at the Banlt - Our circulating specie, therefore, 
appears to be decreased. But our wealth, or the quantity of money in the kingdom, is 
greatly increased. This is paper to a vast amounL, issued in almost every corner of the 
kingdom: and panicularly by the BA K OF E GLAND. While this paper maintains its 
credit it amwers a lithe purposes of specie, and is in all respects the same as money. Specie 
represents some real value in goods and commodities. On the contnuy: paper represents 
immediately nothing bUL specie. It is a promise or obligation which the emitter brings 
himself under 10 pay a given sum in coin: and it owes its currency to the credit of the emit
ter. or to an opinion that he is able to make good his engagement: and that the sum speci
fied may be recei,•ed upon being demanded. - Paper, therefore, represents coin: and coin 
represems real value. That is, the one is a sign of wealth. The other is the sign of that sign.
But farther. Coin is an univtrsal sign of wealth, and will procure it ever)' where. It will bear 
any alarm. and stand any hock. - On the contrary. Paper, owing its currency to opinion, 
has only a local and imaginary value. It can stand no shock.~' 

For Price the doubled nature of representation has almost become a fact of life: 
signs can and do produce further signs, and the need to authenticate any one 
sign within its founding origin has lo ng since passed. The ramifications which 
this has within the domain of the individual's relation to the state and 
government cannot be explored here, but we can see, I think, without a great 
deal of explanatory work being required, how the excess has become neutral
ized. The discourse of debt has, in our terms, become a pan o f the wider network 
of discourses, productive of furthe r figurative forms yet contained within the 
full array of the discursive network. T he excess produced by the debt crisis had 
become a way of life too, for the national debt was tO become an ever-increasing 
sum, requiring continual work of accommodation and neutrali7.ation . However, 
o ne furthe r means of exorcising the ghost of the unlicensed increase of the 
excess needs to be investigated be fo1·e leaving the tOpic. 

~• Richard Price. Two Tracts O>l Ciuil LibtrfJ (London. 1778). PP· 74- 5. 
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We may recall that from the very beginning of the war with France opinion in 
England recognized that the hosti lities were provoked, if not produced, by 
concerns over the respective monetary systems in France and in England, and 
over their abilities to sustain large amounts o f borrowing. As we have already 
seen one of the problems with the war, right from the start, concerned its 
eventual end, since a monetary war almost required perpetual hostilities. T he 
debates about t he conclusion of the war therefore take on crucial significance, 
and provide us with the final turn to the figurations of the discursive excess. 

THF. END TO F.XCESS 

Concern about the end of the war was determined both by England's fortunes in 
specific military encounters and by the fluctuating opinio ns about the size of, 
and ability to repay, the debt. When peace became a possibility the number of 
tracts published arguing either for or ag-ainst particular peace proposals was very 
substantial. One such comment is of particular interest, published in the 
Gentltman 's Maga zine in J anuary 176 L. lt begins in the following manner: 

Excess in politicks is as fatal to a state as intemperance to the animal constitution. The one 
deprives us of the blessings of health and long life, the other exhausts our strength, and de
prives us of the blessings of a glorious peace. This error in the statesmen may arise from 
two different causes. They may be either too much attached to measures for carrying on a 
war, which shall lead them into an expence more than necessary for their country's 
imerest. and more than she can possibly bear, or too precipitate, or condescending, too te
naciou:~>, or inexorable in their negotiations for peace: which shall overlook the main object 
of the war: or hazard more in its prosecution than any indifferent point left in debate can 
recompense, should it, at last, be obtained with much treasure and bloodshed.~2 

The constellation of terms shou ld by now be more than familiar, as should the 
complexities aroused by their use. The author of this article goes o n to express 
concern about the possible end to the war, which, it is claimed 'has been carried 
on with a vast expense, and continues rather with an increase, than any 
appearance of a delive rance from that burt hen , which is annually brought upon 
us by new supplies'. Furthermore. the author contends: 

A peace has been offered, and some overtures are said to have been transmined by the 
enemy for putting an end to the war, and for preventing the like disturbances amongst the 
nation for the future : and yet the prodigious armaments and the naval preparations now in 
hand, gi\·e us little hopes of a near approach of pt>ace: they rather discover a determined 
resolution tl) harken to no conditions but such a11 a conqueror has a right, by the law of 
arm,, tn exact. [ 10[ 

~2 Gentleman's Magaunt,January 1761. vt)l. XXXI. p. 10. 
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The sentiment is timely, for the stock-piling of a rmaments leads necessarily and 
irrevocably to their eventual use. In thil> case the author appeals to the wisdom 
and good sense of the minister conducting the affairs of the nation, William Piu. 

It is of considerable significance that Pitt's character was almost universally 
taken to be the embodiment of the patriot. the Great Commoner who held his 
principles above party or personal interest. He represented the private 
individual who most refl ected public interest: his person was not only tied up 
with and immersed in the welfare of the nation, it was significantly the product 
of a will to personality on the part of the nation.5g It was precisely Pitt's position 
in regard to the general will, his position above private interest that da1.zled and 
intrigued his contemporaries. That position, I would argue, was not solely of his 
making, but a product of the discourse of debt. Seen in this light Pin's patriotism 
is the necessary legislating principle required to control the excess. 

This point is made by the article under d iscussion, when the author, having 
outlined the two possibilites facing ' the minister',r.4 one to continue the war and 
risk 'eclipsing the glory, and encroaching upon the property of his king and 
country', and the other to sue for peace 'as would be sufficient to guarantee that 
acquisi tion to the crown of Great Britain, and to put it out of the power of France 
to disturb the peace of the British dominions any more', asks 'What more should 
be done?' to which the following reply is given: ' He should persevere, and never 
desist till the excess shall be corrected , or till the aid granted by Great Britain to 
her allies, does not exceed the bounds of her own interest.' It is Pitt, the patriot 
minister who can speak in the interests of the nation, and who can call a halt to 
the excess of the war. His ability to function in this way is demanded by the dis
course of debt, and his role as the voice of the nation, the voice of liberty, is re
quired by the incorporation of the nation. The end to excess is, in this manner, 
spoken and willed by the excess itself: the new nation speaks through its 
exemplary figure. T he extent to which this figure is manifested through and in 
the personality of Pitt will be discussed in Part IJ of this b()ok. 

5
' j ohn Brewer discum~s Pin's patriotism. and the difficuhies in10 which it thru~t him during 

his later political career. See Parry ldtology, pp. 96-11 1. 
)• It is noteworthy that Piu 's name is not used. nor is felt to be r~>quired. 

PART II 
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The Voice of Liberty 

A voice sounds out across the nation, a voice of the nation sounds out across the 
waves, a voice so sublime, so powerful it causes distant thrones to shudder. This 
voice is the voice of Pitt, the patriot minister whose reputation so crushed his 
opponents, and went so far in front of him that the real voice, the real William 
Pitt had trouble keeping up with the public persona. 

No other voice has such power during the eighteenth century, no other voice 
speaks with the equivalent power: it was a voice sublime, a voice which echoed 
the awful still voice that was the subject of so much debate about sublimity. 
Furthermore, no other voice speaks so much out of itself, out of its own voice, 
for it is a public manifestation of a public will: the will to power of the English 
voice. We shall see how the elocutionary movement taps this will to power, and 
how it utilizes the myth of Pitt's voice skillfully for its own self-promotion, for 
the figure of William Pitt sits like a demigod in the centre of the century, 
booming out its voice on behalf of the nation. 

It is a voice so powerful, and a myth of voice so productive that long after his 
death the myth continued, expanding in dimensions, rather than decreasing, 
attaining the sta tus of inviolable truth . In this way Pitt 's own self-mytho logiz
ation, his turning of his personality into myth, his troping of private self into 
public property. the property of the nation, became complete. William Pitt, the 
patriot minister, the first to put principle in from of interest. the good of the 
nation before the good of pany, the body of the people before his own body. 
His, and his alone, was the Voice of Liberty: 

But to whom do we owe this Honour? To whom are we obliged to for these extraordinary 
lnstanct:b of Political and National Regard? I think there is no Occasion to point out the 
Great Man: his Mc:riu have rendered him more conspicuous than the Imbecility of my Pen 
can pretend to: if we speak of a Dtmostlurrts, or a Cicero we degrade him. for they both took 
Bribes: but He, superior to either of them. has broke open the Cabinet, and drove the 
Monsters of Bribery and Corruption from their llold: and, 1vith the Voice of 
Liberty, :alarmed a N:ttion just nodding to Oestruction.1 

1 Tht liOru of lilurt]. An oaasronal tssay on the behaviour and corrduct of the Jo:ngluh natiotr 
(Londvn. 1756), pp. 14- 15. 



/44 Tht Voict of Liberty 

The voice so well known it need nt>t be named; indeed to name the voice, to 
speak its name is already to diminish one's own self-standing. The voice is 
acrosanct, an asset of the nat ion, <l n index to and personification of the nation's 

well-being. It speak:. with the tone~ of grandeur, it speaks the might of England 
and the truth of liberty. 

Such a voice: i:. not without its detractors, its competitorl> for the tone and 
timbre oft he vox populi. I ndecd: ·A!> an honest Man he has been looked upon a 
a Monster by those who were then in Power: as an Orator. his great Elocution , 
Ease, and Energ) of Sentiment, confirm him an useful Ornament to the 
Nation '(19j. The voice will out, however, because the nation needs it, needs to 
be heard, needs to hear itself speak with one voice. It is this aspect of the voice. 
its healing and unifying powers, that clinches the affair: the Voice of Liberty 
speaks for and to all free-born Englishmen: it unites the separate interests of the 
nation in its manifest and open disavowal of personal interest: 

When our Welfare is w firmly fixed , what Glory and Honour '<ill circumvolve the Royal 
Head of that happy Monarch, who shall si t upon the British Throne. Distant Nations shall 
worship him with a Regard equal to h is exalted and Sublime Station: he shall rect:ivc the 
Applauses of a good and grateful People: his Ministers will act with an inllexibl(•, 
Concurrenct> 10 ~upport his Dignity. and render his Fame more extensive, in order to 
support their own: Monarchical, Ministerial , and Popular Interests will be one and the 
same; for nothing can be more destructive to a Constitution than separate lnterests.l22) 

A disembodied voice, then, slowly attaches itself to the self-produced myth of 
William Pitt, the Great Commoner . A voice that places England within history, 
that places the voice of England next to the great voices of Amiquity; a voice that 
speaks history, speaks the perpetuity of the Nation. 

So powerful was this will to history, so vital that the Voice of Liberty rival that 
of Antiquity that William Godwin , in his History of the Life of William Pitt, 
almost lacks the words to describe the power of this great voice. For it was a voice 
sublime: 

But the eloquence of Lord Chatham wa~ one of his most striking characteristics. Ht far ~ut· 

stripptd his competitors, and stood alont, the rival of antiquity. 
He has tropes and sallies, that may juslly vic. with the noblest nighuofantiquity. And he 

certainly leaves hi) coadju1ors. as far behind him, as ever did a Cicero, or a Demosthenes. 
His eloquence wa) of every kind. No man excelled him. in close argument, and 

methodical deduction. But th is '<':IS not the stile, imo which he naturally fell. IIi~ oratory 
'<•as unlaboured ami spontaneous. He rushed, at once, upon his Subject: and u~ually 
illustrated it, ratlwr by glowing language, and original conception, than by cool re:asoning. 
1-J is person was tall and dignified. Hi~ face was the face of an eagle. I-I is piercing eyt• wi1 h· 
cred the nerves, tmd looked 1 hrough the souls of his opponcntb. His countenance was 
stern. a nd tho: 1he voice of 1hundcr ~at upon his lips. Anon, however, he could de~cend to 

1he easy and playfu l. His voice se•·med ~carcely more adapted. to energy, and to 1error: 
than it did. to 1he mt•lodious, the insinuating, and the sportive. If however, in 1he 
emhusia.-.m of admaration. we can find room. for the fragidity of criticism: hb action 
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seemed the most open to objection. It was forcible, uniform. ungraceful. In a word. the 
most celebrated orators of amiquity. '<ere, in a great mea~ure, the children of labour and 
cultivation. Lord Chatham wa~ always natural and himself.' 

Pitt, never someone else. always himself; the great voice of the nation embodied 
in one man, the voice of the present rivalling that of antiquity, the voice of 
England asserting itself for hi)tory. 

Yet, Godwin maintains, future epoch will hardly countenance such a myth, 
histor)' will djmini h the voice's power, and hence the reach towards the sublime. 
the only discour e capable of repre enting such a voice. Godwin remarks: 

Posterity will hardly be penuadcd. that one man could have concemred the arduous 
characters of the greatest state~mcn. and the most accomplished rhetorician, that ever 
lived. In a word. posterity will, wi1h difficulty, believe the felicity of Britain: that Lord 
Chatham was, among the ora1ors. what Shakespear is, among the poets of every age. 'The 
child of fancy, he warbled the irregular notes, that nature ga'·e·. with so sweet a gr.ace: as 
turned the cheek of envy pale, and drove refinement, and trammeled science, into coward 
Aight. Honeyed music dropped unbidden from his lip . Had he,like his great predecessor, 
addressed his effusions to the troubled waves: the troubled waves had suspended 
themselves to listen. His lips were cloathed. with inspiration and prophecy. Sublimity. 
upon his tongue, sat, so enveloped in beauty, that it seemed. unconscious of itself. It fell 
upon us unexpected, it took us by surprise, ar1d, like the fearful whirlpool. it drew 
understanding, and every heart, imo iu vonex.[30 1J 

The voice sublime, the voice that speaks all voices, that speaks with one voice for 
all voices, the voice of liberty. 

2 
William Cod'< in, Tlt1 fllstory of tit# Lif' of \\',1/,am Pill (London, I 78:!1). pp. 297- 9 . 
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Of the Gesture of the Orator: 

the Speaking Subject 

This chapter on theories of elocution will focus primarily upon the years 
immediately following the period 1756-63 in order to test the assumptions 
prevalem in the first 1 hree chapters concerning the historical specificity of the 
discourse of the ~ublime and the discourse of debt. As stated in the imroduction 
the range and kind of historical materials taken for investigation will change in 
the three main chapters of this econd part. Initially we will follow through the 
aflermath of the even Years War in an adjacent field of study in order to note 
how the exce~s we have located in theories of sublimity and treatise on the 
national debt i figured as an autonomous subject in works of elocution . I do not 
mean to suggest that this is the only way oftracing the excess in the period imme
diately following the war, or that theories of elocution are the onl) location for 
constructions of subjectivit) during this period. Rather I wish to extend the 
analysis of the constitutive features of the discourse of the sublime into a 
neighbouring discourse in order to trace more fully the ways in which the 
. ubject ari es as a discur ive phenomenon that requires discursive legislation. 

We can begin with a few comments about the status of the field of enquiry 
known to eighteenth-century writers as elocution. This, I hope. will point to 
good effect the discu~sion of the elocutionary movement, which came to 
prominence during the 1760s. Elocution began its eighteenth-century life as one 
of the four pans of rheLOric, a subsection of an age-old 'art ' of persuasion, less 
understood than practised, perhaps, but nevenheless still a pan of the 
contemporary taxonomy t>f knowledge, still part of the hierarchy of discourses, 
even if only a minor category of the more important discourse of rhc:wric. A 
typical example of an early eighteenth-century textbook on rhetoric defines 1 he 
topic in the: following manner: 

i 
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Rhetoric is the An of Spealting or Writing wtll and ornamentally on any Subject. Its Principal 
End is to Instruct, Per~~U~dt and Pltase. 

The Parts it consists of are four, vi1. INVE T ION, DISPOSITION, ELOCUTION. 
and PRONUNCIATION.' 

T his follows the classical division of rhetoric into five parts, inventio, dispositio, 
elocutio, memoria and actio, but leave~ out memoria, or memory. The reduction 
to four parts follows the Rami ts, who. mo t commentators on eighteenth
century rhetorical theory would agree, influenced, by and large. all the early 
English r hetoricians. Holme goes on to specify definitions for all four parts, 
giving the following for elocution: 'ELOCUTION consists in the finding out 
proper, polite, and ornamental Expressions to signify our Thoughts' (part Ill!. 
Within the limited domain of rhetorical theory the difference between elocution 
and pronunciation would have been explained through recourse to the body: in 
pronunciation the speaker brings the text to life through both his voice and his 
physical movement. Holmes, again: 

PRONUNCIATION, or Mewing Dtlivtry, which is the very Soul of all Rhetoric, consists in 
a due Management of the Voict and Countenance, as well as the proper Gesture of the body 
and Hands, according to the Nature of the Passion or Thing spoken of. [part IV) 

It is this translation of text into physical movement, of thought into facial 
expression that I want to concentrate on. It is not the case that the elocution 
movemenL, which is generally taken as beginning during the 1760s, discovered 
by itself gesture and facial expression - these physical aspects were present in 
classical rhetoric- but what doe distinguish it, as we shall see, is its insistence on 
the importance of gesture, body movement and tone of voice. I want to 
understand this insistence as part of a larger network of legislative discourses 
upon the body- the topic under discu ion throughout Part II of this book. It 
will also become apparent that this in istence is itself a legislative manoeuvre on 
the part of elocutionary theory, and can be seen as its 'excess'. I shall 
characterize thi.s legi lative move in a number of ways in the following chapter • 
but the dominant informing movement is one from a voice-centred to a text
centred discunivity: precisely the figuring of Pitt's voice, from vocal sound to 
mythological text, or the familiari7.ation of an endlessly increasingly debt in 
which the sum of money is tropcd from a 'real' sum into an 'imaginary' textual 
figure. This movement, which has already been noted in different contexts, is 
echoed here in elocutionary theory through its insistence on both voice and 
body, a nd this leads it to a conceptualization of the difference between the sound 
of the voice and the textuali7.ation of the body. This insistence on gesture and so 

1 
John Holmes, The i\rt of llhrtorit mod1 tasy (London, 1739), p. I: in following citations page 

references are lacking becau~e of the absence of page numbers in the text. 
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forth is to be located within the wider network of social and political spaces occu

pied by the body so that the 'excess' of elocutionary theory. which results fro m 

both a desire to legi) late the body, and a production of the body to be legblatcd, 

should be seen in relation to this broader context.' Con equently. I shall be 
examining e locutionary theory in relation to the discursive execs • as sketched 
out in the first part of this book, and the elocutio nary moveme nt as one o f the 

way the mid-eighteenth century sets out to legi late subject ivi t )'· 
Thus I sha ll begin by describing the internal productio n o f the excess by 

elocutionary theory: this will later be identified in shorthand as the autonomous 

subject. I propo!>e to do thi by outlining the distances between Sheridan , the 

movement 's fir t major figure. and two eighteenth-century \\Orks of rhetoric 

which are a lso concerned with elocution and gesture: The art of spealung in 
publiclc: or An essay on the action of an orator ( 1727) and John We ley's Directions 
concerning Pronunciation and Gesture (1770). 

Bo th ofthe~e text signal the ir departure from rhetorical theo ry proper by an
nouncing in their tides the focus on pronunciation and action . In the case of The 
art of spealrir1g in publici! the author calls into question the prevailing tendency to 

ignore the physical aspec ts of oratory, a tendency prevalent since classical times: 

This is that faculty of Oratory, which Tully calls the Eloquence oftht Body: And it is a Matter 
of so great Moment for the prevalent lnAuences and Effects it has upon the Mind, that 
'twere to be wish'd the Aw:itnts had treated of ACTION with as much Exactness of Method. 
and in a~ ample a manner as they have established the other three Parts of Rhttoric.s 

A large portion of the essay is spem discussing the manipulation of the voice, 

however. putting forwa rd a very common analysis of the mimetic basis of 

pronunciation: 

If )OUr SJUtclt proceeds from a violent Passion , it produces a violent PronuncUJtion: if it 
comn from a PtCictCJblt and Ctntlt Thought, me Pronunciation again is as PtCICtCJblt, Ctntlt 

'Then~ to produce th is bod). and for it to be seen as lqislat~ and contrail~ haJ direct 
relevanc~ wnhin the social and political: for, what we will be tncing is the mech:a nitom by which a 
CC!rtam cultunl eht~ mainuin~ iu pohtical power through th~ exercise of iu (di,ine) nght to 
control the iOCial space of the body. In this reg:ard Sheridan's au~mpu to school ~opl~ in the 
~<•ays of that cultural hegemony can be seen as merely opportunist. His cont ribution to changing 
social and political territories is negligible. and even seems reactionary when placed next to his 
more activiM dis~cming contemporaries. However. seeing Sheridan in this light may be no more 
than a recognition of the pre,•ailing cultural hegemony. and that 'individuali~m· was far I rom a 
populist concept, still less could it be said to characteri:re eighteenth-century society in i11 toto. 
The privilc:dged lew may be said to have authored, spoken, or seen thcrnsclveN. For the rest 
things remained as 1 hey had been for some considerable time, with the sense of obedience far 
stronger than any putative sense of self. 

5 ThttJrl ojsptnltl11g i11 publici!: or An usay on the action of an ora/or(London. 1727). p. 8. This text 
i~ the second F.ngli ~h tr:niSiation of the French Traitl dt l'action dt l'orattur (Pari\, 1676) by 
Le Faucheur. Fur a hi~tory of this text and its translations into English see W.S. llowcll, 
,.:ightttnth Century Bntuh Logic and Rhttorir (Princeton. 1971 ). pp. 164-81. 
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and Calm: So that the Orator would do well to adjust every Tone and Accent of his Voice to 
each Passion that afflicts or overjoys him. which he would raise in otlatrs to a Degree of 
Sympathy. (99( 

One can find these kinds of ~ta tcment in almost every work on correc t 

pronunciatio n and ~peech written during the first half o f the centu ry. The idea 
that to ne and pronunciation are d irectly linked to 'passion ' is often extended to 
the d ivide between word and thought, so that the gestures of the body come to 

be seen a tran lating the 'thought ' beh ind the words gh·en body by the voice. 

Again, the standard line about the 'seduction' perpetrated by an orator upon his 

audience can be found he re in the description of the malleability o f the hearer: 

(they I have such an I nAucnce O\ cr the Minds of their Hearers whom they go about tO se
duce with fair Speeche~. a_s to make them concei\'e Things with Apprehension or 
Astonishment, with Sadness or with Joy. to raise the Passions, and to turn them to what 
Point of Doctrine thC)' pk-ase.(33( 

In this scenario the audience is moved by the seductive tones of the orator - the 

sensations or passions aroused in the heare r 's breast are the direct result of an 

impassioned speech .4 On account of this the subject loses some of its individua

lity and autonomy: he or she is not in complete control of interior states of mind, 

which are, in part at least. determined by external effects. Although it would be 

hasty to conclude that the subject was seen as only being the product of another's 

speech, the extent to which it was seen as self-determining and self- authenticat

ing was severely limited. T his concept of the subject, as a product of society, o r as 
a requirement only for social intercourse, is difficult for us to grasp, since our 

own notions of subjec tivity are almost entire ly the opposite. The collective social 

experience which necessitates, if it doe no t produce, the subject is. however, 
certainly pre ent to the early eighteenth- century. One of the reasons wh)' the 

careful delineatio n of the rules o f speech and gesture is required relates to the 

legi Ia Lion of collective social experience of self. The texts with which we shall be 

concerned in the second part o f thi book all pa rticipate , to varying extents, 

within this legislative project , and a ll , in some measure , question the construc

t ion of the subject in sociality. As they do so the subject increasing ly becomes a 
point of issue: a term and a d i'!Course it e lf which can, and must be comained on 

behalf of certain interested parties. Thus, the texts under discussio n often 

breach the peace in that the)' desc ribe o r open up, often against their own 

4 This speech is highly figurative ~i nce rhetorical use is the 'natural' expression of passion. See 
Thomas Leland, A disurtation 0 11 the Prinriples of Human Eloquence (London, 1764), p. 77. • A con· 
siderable pan of human ~peec;h i~ addressed soll'ly or principally to the pa~sions and affectiom. 
Each of these hath its pet:uliur mode nf exprc~sio n, in all languages, the same in kind, tho' some
times differing in the degree nf boldncs~ and vehemence, according to the different strength or 
liveliness c>f the inward emotion. These different modes arc indeed marked by Rhetoricians. and 
ranged into different cla~e~ of Trop11 and Figurn: but they derive their origin neither from arti· 
fice nor refinement. They arc 111 them,t'lvc, , the real, nntural, and n~ussary result of rtal pa~ion 
and emotion. tho', like other ~ign' ol truth, the) ma) be per\'cned to the purposes of deceit.' 
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manifest aims, the space in which we will find the self- authemicating subje~t. 
However , being keen to the working of any discourse we should not rush ~asuly 
in and claim that such breach~:s reprcsem a 'real' emergence of the subjeCt as 
self-authenticating. the emergence of the independent entrepreneur who 
produces and enters into the economics of his own identity. Rather, ~e sho_uld 
be alert lO the more devious argument in which to claim that th1s subjeCt 
emerges is to make certain political capital, on behalf and in the imerests of ami
nority within the social, cultural, national com~u~ity.~ II is. ~ertainly the ~ase 
that the elocutionary movement participates w1th111 the poh~1~s of th_e_ su~JeCt 
along these lines. Before we arc able to tackle these wider pohucal .p~SillOOJngs. 
however, we need to describe the \vavering between the descnpuon of the 
subject as social effect and as self-authenticating in elocutionary theory. 

The differing subject positions generated by and in the social are the sub-text 
of the last sections of the essay on gesture in The art of sptalting in publici!, where 
the author requests forbearance since ' the Business of Gesture is f~r more 
difficult to observe, than that of P1·onunciation' [ 17 51 -a comment that IS t·ather 
strange given that the gestural is, precisely, visual. The difficulty is addressed 
through the implied hierarchy of 'subjects' in th~ perform~oc~ sp~ce of the 
o ration: here the 'subject position ' is not o ne to wh1ch every subjeCt h.as equ~l 
access so that the person who might observe, a member of the aud1ence, IS 

considerably diminished in h is or her powers of self-determination. It is the 
orator who in some measure produces the subject positions available for 
individual members of the audience: it is his power as an orator that determines 
the framework for the experience of subjectivity for his listeners, his power that 
holds them in his sway. It would be difficult, therefore, to imagine how any one 
individual might stand outside that seductive space and view the scene 
objectively. as if he or she were constituted independently of the place of 

subjection. . . 
Fro m the side of the orator considerable problems also anse because a Man 

may hear his own Voice well enough when he cannot see his Face at all: and as for 
the other Parts of his Body. he can but see them imperfectly, how they move and 
keep up to the Rules of good Action' l l 75]. In order to con.trol and legislate the 
movement of the body a powerful social sense of decorum IS needed: a s~t of un
spoken rules which determine one's conduct within a potentially e~plosl\•e ar~a 
of human contact, in which the languages of the body may commun1cate on th~1r 
o wn, as it were, without the consent of the orator. Perhaps the most pervas~ve 
form of these 'body languages', and the one which can be controlled most eas1ly, 

~This only serves to bring to uur :mention the problem:ttics surrounding the spacing of the 
individual: what i.s it to be 'in' the social or national? Who is allowed access to th_e~e powerful de
scriptions. in which places, under what conditions? My use of the male pronoun LS tntended tore· 

inforce this point. 
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i~ that conducted by and through the eye. The following practice is recom
mended in regard to this: 

As for your E)'u. you mu~t alwa)'S be casting them upon some or other of your Auditors and 
rolling them gently about from this Side to tlutt, with an Air of Rtgard sometimes upon one 

Person and sometimes upon another; and not fix 'em like Darts that are once slwt, still upon 
otte Place of your Auditory, as many People do to their great Disadvantage: For it is so very 
disagruable and dull, that it afftcts the Persons before whom we speak. much less than when 
we look them decently in the Face, as we use tO do in familiar and common Conver
sation ... )183-4 J 

This is d early a warning: do not look with indecorous longing upon any member 
of your audience, do not 'come on' to particular people within the audience, re
sist the temptation to pierce certain members of the audience with cupid's darts. 
We might note that such strictures must have produced a very strange listening 
environment, with the orator rolling his eyes about, carefully and studiously 
avoiding any intimate or indecorous eye contacl. 

This a voidance amounts to the erasure or covering up of the legibility of the 
subject to a nd within itself: a negation of those inner thoughts and desires which 
we take to be the very represematives of subject ivity, personality and individua
lity, in favou r of the complete or total legibility of the social subject, the public 
self. The trajectory of the legislation is clear: public sociability should erase 
private subjectivity. Because of this it is held that the body of the orator should 
be transpare nt; it should merely re Aect and represent the passion and senti
ments contained with in the 'text', be it a text which has been memorized or one 
that is read from. In this way it is the 'text' that conditions and controls the mani
festation of the subject, and certainly not the o ther way around. While the rules 
of decorum, for example, might be termed the unwritten legislative text for 
~ociability, it is the rules of elocution that determine the subject's bodily 
representation, and hence its public textua.l ization. 

Thus, in referring to the mouth, that erotic and sensuous area of the face 
which naturally draws attention to itself in public oration, we find the following 
caution: ·As for your Lips, you must take care not to bitt 'em, nor to liclr 'em with 
you r Tor1gue, as I have seen some People do sometimes; which is very Ungenttel 

and indectnt in an Orator' [ 193 J. Perhaps more than anything else Sheridan's 
awareness and insistence upon the sexuality articulated by the social situation of 
public speaking marks his distance from this terror of impolite and indecorous 
behaviour. This difference in attitude to the rules of decorum becomes more 
complex when we consider the possibility that no working notion of the 
indi"idual's abilit}' to control and contain his or her own emotions, passions and 
reactions to and within the social is presemto Tht art of speaking in publick; that it 
lacks any working concept of the posit ioning of the subject. Where and how 
could one control the chaos of the real if the individual were seen merely as a 

I 
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reflection within and off public )pace, an effect of the discourse of society, and 
not its principal agent~ 

Wesley moves more in the direction of Sheridan's political analysis oft he place 
of speech, yet his notion of the physical manipulation of the bod)' is still tied to 
the mimetic notion that gesture should follow meaning, that the body should 
accurately translate thought. His strictures on correct oration do, however. 
significautly add w the repertoire of the discourse of control in two importam 
ways. The first is his advice concerning efficacious suasion: 'On all occasions let 
the thing you are to speak be deeply imprinted on your own heart: and when you 
are sensibly touch 'd yourself, you will easily touch others, by adjusting your 
voice to every passion which you feel. '7 Here the body is a kind of resonator , 
bringing imo vibration the passions embedded within the text. The audience, in 
this description, is presumed almost ro feel the vibration emanating from the 
speaker. Thus, while it may appear to be necessary for this analysis to have a no
tion of the individual, the autonomous subject who can recognize the passions in 
his or her own heart, in fact such a description of the subject is diluted by the pri
or existence of the text: the subject does not produce for him or herself these 
passions, rather, he or she makes the body and its voice as receptive as possible to 
those ' th ings' which 'imprint' themselves. These inanimate objects may them
selves be given body, translated into the ' passion' felt and communicated, but 
that is merely to reinforce the dependence of the subject on the external. It is 
the text that both contains and controls the orginating forces of 'passion', and 
which aids in the texwalization of the human body as it is translated from dead 
letter to living, aural and visual, speech. 

This can be noted in Wesley's compendious system of rules for tones of voice, 
the correct sounds that bring the text to life. So, for example. ·After the 
expression of any violent passion, you should gradually lower your voice again' 
17J, a direc£ion that seems sensible enough, but when compounded by the 
following prescriptions becomes rather oppressive: 

Love is shewn by a soft. smooth, and melting voice: hate by a sharp and sullen one: joy by a 
full and Aowing one: grief by a dull, languishing tone; some times interrupted by a sigh or 

6 1 make this point in a~ exLreme a fashion as po~siblc in order to draw out the full implications 

of the legislative power or elocutionary theory. It should be pointed out that J. Jones, for 
example, did not lack these centring notions of subjectivity: he comments on the control of the 
speaking subject: 'The life of actwn. is in the face, and consists in the voice, eyes. brows, and mouth: · 
and therefore. the whole face should be adjusted to the maller in hand. Action should be exactly 
with u/leranu, and e'•ery gwure, should ncprm the nature or the uoords he is utteri•ag. When he in
troduces another speaking. he should usc such anions only as are proper for him' J. Jones, Re.mariiS 
on the t:ngfish Language, with rufu for speech a11d action (Birmingham. 1774), p. 17. Somethang of 
an ambiguity exists here, as to whether the 'him' refers tO the> second speaker, ~r to the for~t. I am 
taking it as the Iauer, ba:.ed on the fun her contextual evidence of the treause: ~uch evtdence, 
howcvcr,is far from conclw.ive. 

7 John Wesley. Dirutions roncerning Prorrounciatio11 and Ct.rture (Bristol. 1770), P· 7 · 
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groan. fear is exprest by a trembling and hesi tating voice: Boldness by speaking loud and 
strong. Ange r is shewn by a sharp and impetuous tone, taking the breath often, and 

speaking short. Compassion requires a soft and susbmissive voice. [71 

These are less directions for bringing into speech, guidelines for performance, 
than descriptions of the bodily or tonal characteristics of the passions: they are, 
in this sense, less to do with the individual, with the translation of text inw a spe
cific body, than with an entire taxonomy of ronal var iations which accompany 
various emotional states. It is not a specific bod)• that is under analysis, or a spe
cific vocali1.ation of the text, but the 'body' of passion or emotion - the tonal 
effects wh ich correspond to these inner feelings. It is evident from this that the 
presence of any particular individual, of a unique vocal tone 'belonging' to a per
son, is never addressed since the body is a given, and is uniform. One might want 
to object to this reading, and point out that Wesley is merely participating within 
a very familiar augustan project - the search for as fine and sensitive a 
taxonomic ordering of the world as possible- or that his directions for tonal 
variation assume a variation from individual to individual. Furthermore, the 
audience addressed by this work may change our opinions regarding it, since the 
real aim of this instruction book is to teach people with no voice how to be 
heard.8 

Above I have quoted two of the numbered paragraphs from Wesley's 
Directilms that come under the section heading of ' Particular Rules for varying 
the Voice': there are nineteen all told, and they cover most of the possible 
variations in tone required by different forms of persuasion, from whether one is 
proving something, refuting the claims made by someone else, to answering 
objections and so on. The following section treats ·or Gesture', and begins: 

That this si lent language of your face and hands may move rhe affections of those that see 

and hear you, it must be "•ell adjusted to the subject, as well as to the passion which you de
si re either to express or excite. It must likewise be free from all affeClation, and such asap

pears to be Lhe mere, natur.tl result. both of the things )'Ou speak. and of the affection that 

moves you to speak them. And the whole is so to be managed, that there may be nothing in 

all the dispositions and motions of your body. to offend the eyes of the spenawrs. [91 

This touches upon the most important aspect of the gestural language which 
accompanies speech: Lhat it may communicate something on its own, that the 
language of t he bod)• may speak to the audience without due and proper reg-ard 
for the content of the orator's performanc('. Although Wesley prefers to 
imagine an ill-fining ~esrural language as the most obvious form of mismatch, 
one in which the orator auempts to translate hi passion imo gesture through 
the use of incorrect movements, the possibility of an al ternative language of 

8 This que-stion concenting the pulitzcal ramification• nr the docmionary movemcm will be 
c:ll\cusscd bcl(>w. 
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gesture which is nothing less than an autonomous language of the body, out of 
the controlling force of the text of the speech, is certainly present.9 

Thus, he maintains that the 'eyes' of the spectators should on no account be 
offended; 'eyes' are here, of course, metonymically referring to the moral sense. 
In order to guard against this the neophyte orator should practise either in front 
of a mirror, or with 'some skilful and faithful friend' [I OJ. This reflection of the 
subject to itself in the miror opens up a distance between reflection and subject 
in which the subject may come to recognize itself as subject. Should the orator 
practise this way he learns to become his own judge of decorum. This, we should 
note, runs counter to the implied techniques of control offered by Wesley in his 
second suggestion, that of practising in front of a 'skilful ' friend. The skills in the 
possession of the friend are less his than the generalized codes of conduct which 
determine the scene of oration. In more general terms the friend is used less as a 
reference point for subjectivity than as a marker or reflector of the correct 
societal codes of behaviour. In this case the orator places himself in front of the 
judge of custom , he learns the correct forms of decorum that are articulated by 
individuals within society, but not the sole property of any one individual. The 
crucial thing to note here is that the second situation - practice with a 
friend - remains within a description of the experience of subjectivity that is 
generated by the reflective surfaces of public space. Our period, the eighteenth 
century most generally, is teeming with such reflective surfaces: the interior of 
the country house with its profusion of signs signifying the ethical, aesthetic and 
political ' taste' of the owner, the landscaped garden with its demonstration of 
the harmonious connection of property to propriety, these and many more 
surfaces not only 'contain' specific meanings they also reflect the qualities 
inhering in them back onto the individual who participates within their circuit of 
power. The first situation, however, in which the mirror is used as the reflective 
surface breaks out of this social public reflexivity to embrace a private, interior 
reflection of the subject to itself. 

There are yet further ramifications in the distinction between these two forms 
of p1·actice: in the first instance the orator must learn to read his own body as if it 
were not a part of himself. That is, he must read it as if it were someone else 
standing in front of him delivering a speech. This form of distancing in which 
the subject recognizes the interruption of subjectivity, the space between the 
internalized and idealized form of the self and the exterior physical manifesta-

9 This fear is best expressed in Walker's stricture about the relationship between the 

movement of the body and the subject expressed by the speaker. He advises that 'a general style 
of action be adopted, as shall be easily conceived and easily executed, which, though not 
expressive of any particular passion, shall not be inconsistent with the expression of any passion; 
which shall always keep the body in a graceful position, and shall so vary its motions, at proper in· 
tervals. as to seem the subject operating on the speaker. and not the speaker on the subject.' John 
Walker, Tht Academic sptalctr (Dublin. 1800). p. ii. 
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tion, is one marker of our more comemporary notion of the subject. We notice 
such distancing and discrepancy continually, from the photograph that we claim 
is not a true likeness, or the tape recording which distorts our voice out of our 
own recognition. This comemporary sense of su~jectivity is founded within an 
enormous technology of control - no less, of course, than the rather different 
sense we are tracing during the eighteenth century. In the cit4tion above, 
however, gesture and su~ject are explicitly connected- 'well adjusted'- so that 
the possibility of a discrepancy between the subject who makes certain gestural 
movements and the subject read off from these movements is minimalized. It is 
only to correct the error of mismatch or discrepancy that one would look in a 
mirror.; the su~ject, as yet, is far from an independent being; it is the construct or 
welding together of the two subjects referred to above. 

In the second rule for practice the orator is encouraged to see himself with an
other's eyes. He is taught to understand his physical body as a projection upon 
another body: where self- reflection tends w characterize the mirror scene, self
abnegation operates in the social. Rathe r than attempt to see one's self refl ected 
on the surface of the other, one attempts to erase all trace of person, all the 
marks of personality so that the passions felt in the inner physical space of the or
ator, passions that have their origin and legislated conduct in the text, are 
precisely translated into the passion felt by the spectator or hearer. 10 The body is 
merely a transparent medium through which ideas, sensation or sentiment pass. 

The face has traditionally been associated with a window, as if we both see 
through it to the deeper feelings within the breast, and stare at it, watching as 
those inner feelings are displayed upon the screen in front of us. Because of this 
the face is of crucial importance, as Wesley remarks: ' But 'tis the face which gives 
the gre:atest life to action: of this therefore you must take the greatest care, th4t 
nothing may appear disagreeable in it, since 'tis continually in the view of all but 
yourself' [I OJ. This is the central problem posed by the face: it may give a 
different impression from that conveyed by what one says or intends to say. 
Hence, more than any other feature of the human body it must be controlled, 
monitored and harnessed to the sense of the oration. Again, Wesley recom
mends that one practise with a 'looking-glass' or a 'faithful friend', who, 

10 
This discussion oft he translation of sensation from one 'body' into another has a further dis

cursive context, that of Adam Smith's investigation of ·moral sentiments'. The opening of the 
Theory of Moral Sentiments in its articulation of a theory of 'sympathy' states': • As we have no im
mediate experience of what other men feel, we can form no idea ofLhe manner in which they are 
affected, but by conceiving what we ourselves should feel in the like situation. Though our 
brother is upon the rack, as long as we ourselves arc at our ease. our senses will never inform us 
of what he suffers. They never did, and never can, carry us beyond our own person. and it is by 
~he imagination only that we can form any conception of \vhat are his sensations .... By the 
•magination we place ourselves in his situation, we conceive ourselves enduring all the same 
torments, we enter as it were into his body. and become in some measure the same person wiLh 
him. and thence form some idea of his sensations. and even feel something which, though 
weaker i11 degree, is not altogether unlike them.' pp. 1-2. 
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presumably. will sec with the eyes of decorum. His advice to the novice 
continues: 

You )hould adapt all it~ mo\C:mems to the subject you trt"dt of. the passions )OU would 

raise, and the per.on~ to whom )OU speak. Let love or jo) spread a cheerfulness over )OUr 

face: hatred, sorTO\\. or ft'ar a gloominess. Look with gravit) and authority on )Our 

inferior~: on ) our ~uperior> "'ith boldness mixt with respect. (I OJ 

These are no more than commonplaces of correct conduct: the face should be 
animated according to the correct behaviour determined by any social situation: 
the face should represent and reflect one's social tanding. Such careful 
consideration of facial expression is of course fully extended to the entire body, 
so that: 'The mouth must never be turned awry: neither must rou bite or lick 
your lips. or shrug up your houlders: or lean upon your elbow: all which give 
j ust offence to the spectators' 1111. One might want to know why such physical 
movement necessarily gave 'just offence' to the spectators. but precise documen
tation concerning such common codes of behaviour is diffi cult to find . Thus 
while one can find many examples of conduct book , prescriptive grammars of 
physical behaviour - don't speak with your mouth full, and so on- one would be 
very unlikely to find a h istory of those rules, still less a critical examination of 
them.11 

If we assume that this grammar of physical movement was inculcated to an 
enormous extent in the youth of the time. it must have seemed omewhat 
bewildering at fir t to be in polite company, given that not only the words being 
declaimed required interpreting, but also the various gestures. Something of 
thi bewilderment can be invoked by Wesley's tenth paragraph on gesture: 

We make US(' of the hand a thousand different wa~: only very little at the ~ginning of a 

di~ourse. Concerning this. you may observe the wles following: I . Never clap )'Our hands. 

nor thump the pulpit: 2. Use the right hand most, and when you u~ the left, let it~ only 

to accompany the other: 3. The right hand may be gemly applied to the breast, when you 

speak of your own facultie~. heart or conscience: 4. You mu 1 begin your action with your 

speech, and end it "hen you make an end of speaking: 5. The hands should seldom ~ lifl· 

ed up higher than the eyes, nor let down lower than the breast: 6. Your e}eS should alwa)S 

have )"Our hand~ in vic\\, w 1 hal they you speak to may see your eyes. your mouth a nd ) our 

hands. all mo1•ing in concert with each other. and expressing the same thing: 7. Seldom 

stretch out your anns ide-wa}~. more than half a foot from 1he trunk of your body: 8. 
Your hands are nCII to~ in pcrpe1Ual molion: thi the antient~ call' d. The babbling of the 

hands.12 

11 A fur1hcr problem nrise~ when we attempt to ascerUlin ho1~ far these rules were acwally 
obeyed. Evidence for thio i~ sca111y: if we are tempted to turnlo tht• imaginative liter:uurc of the 
period the problem• become further compounded since the nuvcl, for example. was hardly nn 
innocem pro1agoni\t in 1he baule to legislate public and private behavtour. This b dbcu"*d in 
detail in ch. I 0. 
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The st ri_kin~ feawrc of thi) pa sa~e is the obsessive concern with limiting txuss. 
of mon1tormg unnecessary or mdecorous movement. EveryLhing mu11t be 
contained within the polite economy of minimal physical gesture, an economy of 
the bod)• that carefu lly legislates the licentious or excessive . ., 

Wesley closes hi:. Dirtctions with a few remarks about the concentration 
~equired by ~n orator as he speaks. Here he recommends avoiding anything that 
Interferes With the performance, such a) a wdied appearance of concentralion, 
an appearance that one might think would have been more than likely, given the 
large number of rule) and directions that had to be followed. T he wor t 

perfor mances loolr as if they are precisely thai , performances.14 Thus, Wesley 
caut_ions ' while ) 'OU are actually speaking, you muM not be sLUd)•ing any other 
mouons, but those that naturally arise from the subject of your discourse, from 
Lhe place where you peak, and the character of the persons whom you address' 
112]. 

The full extent of thi visual noise surrounding the place of speech- at least it 
seems 'noise' to our sen e of public oration1)- i brought out by Wesley's final 

It Ibid.. p. II . Sec abo A lutp to docution and 1loquntu (london, 1770), pp. 18-19: 'every M()
tion should be the natural Attendant of what is spoken; 1f an E.xtremc cannot be a•·oidcd. 1 would 
rather ~mmend no Action than tH much, or than $uch u must offend judicious E}es.' 

., This excess ruu thc potcnualto eradicate 1ubjeett1ity completely. We have alr~dy seen this 
in the annihilation of the subject in the face of Cod in Burke's Enquiry. Speech or eloquence ma) 
ha•·e the samc effect. as d=ibed by ~land in hi.s A disurtation on tlt1 Principlu af Hu"'a" Elo
qumct, p. 63: ·A man 1\ntb a vast hidden treasure: he b sci ted with a sudden joy, which is too 
violent for his framc. and he fain1s a"•ay. But this deprt'\)ion surely pro•·es not only that he felt 
this passion of joy. but that he felt it in excess.· 

14 
This brings into question the d) namics of posse s1on in the oratorical performance, for the 

most skilfu l orator literally takes possession of his audience in order to make thcm unaware of his 
presc_n~c. This is made explici1 in francis Ccmlcman's Introduction to Slu.ksptart's PfaJS. 
co~t~nrng an maJ an ora wry (london 1773). p. 15: "In public speaking. u well as in poetry and 
~mung. an should be carefull) concealed: where perceptible. 11 has a coarse and mean aspect. 
I he orator should so mtirel) possess his audience of the ~ubjeet. as to make them forget the 
speaker.' 

ISW ..... . . 
e arc unaccustom.,., to such contmuou~ phy~1cal mo•emem a~ recommended by Walker in 

the following: ' When th<· pupil has pronounced one sentence in tht' position thus described, the 
hand, as if lifeless, mu>t drup duwn to the side, the very moment the last accented word is pron· 
ounccd: and the body. ~~ithnut :thering the pluce of the feet. poi~c itself on the left leg, "•hile the 
left hand raises itself imo t•xnc:tly the same po)i linn as the righ1 '"as before. and continues in thi\ 
JX>~i~ion I ill the end of 1 he ucxt S('llttncc, when iJ drop~ dllwn on the side as if dead; and the body. 
f>OIImg ItSelf on the ril(htlc>g a' before, ('Untinues wi1h the right a rm extended. till the end oft he 
\ucceed_ing S«-lllence .• 111d -...) tHl frum righ1 111 left. :tnd from left to right alternately, ull thc
•peech 1> ended.' \\'<tll.t•r, TIJ~ ttcademrr J/J~aur, p. ii1 . 
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comment about the observation of these rules in common daily converse: ' I 
would advise you, lastly, to obser ve, these rules as far as things permit, even in 
your commo n conversation, 'till you have got a pe rfect habit o f o bserving them, 
so that they are, as it were, natural to you' [ 12). 

We can note from this that these rules of oratorical performa nce and their ac
companying directions for physical gesture legislate more than merely public 
o ration. At their fu ll extent they control and condition the physical space o f the 
subject; they determine the presence o f the subject, its articulation within 
physical space. 16 This control is, in the last analysis, the strongest indicat~r o: t~e 
refusal of the excess, the unwillingness to move into a theory of subjeCtiVIty 
which allows the individual to control space, as opposed to space controlling the 
individual: social decorum tells the individual how tO move: the individual is 
contained in and represented by those movements. T hus Wesley's very last 
comments: 

And whenever you hear an eminent speaker, observe with the utmost auention, what 
conformity there is between his action, and utterance, and these rules. You may afterwards 
imitate him at home. 'till you have made his graces your own. And when once by such assis
tance as these, you have acquired a good habit of speaking, you will no more need any te
dious refl ections upon this art, but will speak as easily as gracefully. [ 12 J 

The good student, then, eradicates all trace of his own personality in his practice 
at imitating, as precisely as possible, the movements and gestures of his 
exemplary orator. Although there is a sense in which this imitation can be seen 
as an appropriation, such an aggressively individualistic position does not 
correspond to the main force of Wesley's strictures. As we can see from the 
above, the student should be less interested in appropriating any particular 
orator's habits of gesture than in copying the fit between a given gesture and 
expression. The student is far from engaged in a struggle over the ownership of 
self, over propriety understood in its strong sense, since his main efforts are 
directed towards the eradicatio n of the misfit between his person and his 
gesture. In this way the avowed aim is to reduce self to performance, to erase 
personality through the correct application o f the rules which guarantee 
attitude, gesture, and polite decorum ; those things which stand in the place of, 
and are read before person. 

16 T his is even more clear in the later handbook by Henry Lemoine, Tht Art of Sptalting . 
(London, 1797). pp. 57- 8 where the following cautionary precepts are given in relation to the 
eyes: 'These should be carried from one part of the audience to another, with a. ~odest and ~e
cent respect: which will tend to recall and fix attention, and animate your own spmt by observmg 
their attemion fixed. But if their affections be strongly moved. and the observing it be a means of 
raising your own too high, it will be necessary then to keep the eye f~om o~ th~m - For t~ o· an 
orawr should always be animated, he should never be overcome by h1s pass1on. Once agam the 
site of struggle is clearly over the mastery of self. Here the orator respects public decorum by re
straining his private inner self and passions so that he is nm 'overcome' by them. 
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Consequently, in the polite social world o f converse it was highly likely that 
one read the manners for the man , the outward appearance for the inner 
substance. This troubled eighteenth- century thinkers less than it does us, since 
the notions of the persistence o f subjectivity and its proper ownership only 
gradually emerge as determining features o f the self. The subject was taken to 
be a construct in speech, in society, which neither threatened no r lessened the 
position o f the individual vis-:1-vis other individuals. In relation to this construc
tivity the doctrine concerning the unification of personal and general interests is 
extremely important, since the action of making them identical is one of the 
ways in which a potential excess is defused or refused. If there were a surplus, 
something that was left over in the equation of public and private interest, it 
would need to be legislated, taken account of. It is precisely that taking account 
which proves so troublesome, since if the books do not balance the very fact that 
they do not produces an unwanted quantity, perhaps unnamed, pe rhaps 
powerless, but nevertheless present. 

I want to suggest that in the attempt to specify to the last possible degree the 
physical movement of the body in speech - the end result of a theory o f 
elocution that is no more than an insertion within the taxonomy of public 
decorum - the tensions that are produced within the legislative theory to 
contain all possible practice become overwhelming and the taxono my breaks 
down in the familiar way: the legislative theory first recognizes and then casts 
out the unlegislatable. This rupture in the surface of the theory begins to 
become manifest during the 1760s, and is most clearly present to the theories of 
Sheridan. 

Ho wever, before we discuss Sheridan's work in detail we shall examine one 
work which condenses the entire effort made during the early part of the 
century to codify physical gesture and legislate it through speech: J ames Burgh's 
The Art of Speaking ( 1763). This text is perhaps the most important work on elo
cution published during the 1760s; it is less interesting than some of Sheridan's 
works, but it displays the tensions referred to above to such an extent that it 
cou ld be termed the crux text, representing for us the inevitable breakdown of a 
taxonomy of gesture which did not recognize t he spacing of the subject, that the 
individual colours a nd conditions his or her own physical appearance. It signals, 
to us, the forceful e ntry of the autonomous subject into theories of speech, and 
the beginnings of a shift from descriptio ns of the subject in terms of voice, 
performance, body to those in terms of text, persistence, mind. 

Burgh starts out very forcefully by claiming that the 'most important' pan of 
spea king is 'delivery, comprehending what every gentleman ought to be master 
of respecting gesture, looks and com mand of voice' 17 and he then goes on to 
formu late an entire language of the body, a language that conforms to and 
expresses the passions. Burgh 's project is to yoke together internal states of mind 

17 
james Bu•·gh. The Art of Sptalti11g (London, 1763), p. 2. 
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and external manifestations of them so that the identity between the two 
languages - of the passions and of the body- is maintain(.-<!. 

Accordingly, physical gesture and tone of voice take precedence over the 

content of speech: 

What we mean doc~ not so much deJX=nd upon the words we speak. as on our manner of 
speaking them: and accordingly. in life. the greatest attention is paid to this, as expressive of 
what our u1ords oftt~n give no indication or. Thus nature fous the outward nprrssion of e"ery 

intention or sentiment of the mind. J12- 1 S) 

Words may deceive us, phyl>ical gestures and expression cannot. Of course in 
order for thi!> direct communication of the body to function adequately Burgh 
needs to make the connection between nature and expression a necessary 
yoking, otherwbe the physical language of the body would be merely arbitrary, 
and open to all kinds of differing interpretations. Hence, in a very typical 
neoclassical movemem of authentication, nature is summoned up in order to 
ratify body language: indeed the body, in this instance, is no more than a 
conductor for natural sentiment or passion. In understanding another human 
being we arc less understanding the person than the passion or sentiment that is 
displayed, written across the body in front of us. for: 

Every part of the human frame co111ributes to express the passions and emotions of the mi11d, 
and to shew, in general, its present :.tate. The head is sometimes erecud. sometimes hung 

down, sometimes drawn suddenly baclr with an air of disdain, sometimes shews by a nod, a 
particular per$0n, or object: gives llSStnl, or denial, by different motions; threatens by one 
sort of movement. approves by another. and expresses suspicion by a third. ( I SJ 

Burgh extends this analysis of the head to include the entire human frame, so 
that the legs, arm , face and so on all produce signs to be read in terms of the lan
guage and according to the dictionary of the passions. 

The main purpose of the book then becomes apparent in the descriptions of 
the correct physical attitude to be taken when expressing the following 
exhaustive list of 'passions, humours. sentiments, and imentions': Tranquillity, 
Cheerfulness, Mirth, Raillery, Buffoonery, Joy. Delight, Gravity. Enquiry, 
Attention, Modesty. Perplexity, Vexation, Pity, Grief, Melancholy. Despair, 
Fear, Shame. Remorse, Courage, Boasting. Pride, Obstinacy, Authority. Com
manding. Forbidding, Affirming. Denying, Differing, Agreeing, F.xhoning, 
Judging, Reproving. Acquitting. Condemning, T eaching, Pardoning. Tempt
ing, Promising, Affectation. Sloth, Intoxication. Anger, Peevishness, 1alice, 
Envy, Revenge. Cruelty. Complaining, Fatigue, Commendation , Dotage, Folly, 
Distraction, Sickness, Fainting and Death . Burgh is humble enough to add 
'There may be other humours, or passions, besides these, which a reader. or 
speaker, may have occasion to express. But these are the principal' [27J. As is 
clear from the above list, Burgh's primary interest is in a complete taxonomy of 
the passions, as understood by and from their physical manifestation. Conse
quently. his main focus is less on the classification of internal states of mind. and 
on their assumed or prcl>umed independent existence, than on the correct 
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physical language to express the e pa:.siom. The real legislative force of his text 
is _directe~ LO':"ards the movemem of the body: if one takes enough care the body 
wtll not Lae, 11 can be harnessed so that it speaks a clear and unambiguous 
language which can be read by anyone. 

Underlying the Art ofSpealting is a fear that the body may say something else. 
that it may communicate precisely one's interior thoughts and expressions, or 
that the unconscious or subcomciou\ may be read from the external body: a fear 
that the language of the body may be exct.-ssive, that it ma)' produce a legible, but 
far from wanted surplus. Hardly a new fear. and hardly a new form oflegislation 
and control. What it signals for us, though, i the beginning of a recognition that 
this unwanted legibility, this excessive writing must come from somewhere. It 
would be stretching things too far to suggest that there is a recognition of the 
text of the unconscious, but that is clearly the direction in which the discursive 
analytic is moving. 

The rest o f Burgh's book in fact resists this movement by listing a very large 
number of 'reading texts' imended for practice so that the novice may gradually 
lear~ those _movements and. gestures of the body which should accompany 
spectfic passtons. Thus, turnmg to a sample text appearing under the main 
heading of one of the passions, we find in the margin the name of the passion or 
humour taken to be embedded within the text at precisely the point where it is 
presumed to be invoked. This marginal note is the prompt for the reader to as
sume the attitude and make the correct gestures which should accompany the in
dicated passion.18 

T he full extent of this 'dial-a-passion' is brought out when one turns to the in
dex, where all the passions are listed so that one can simply turn to any relevant 
text in order to experience the desired sensation. T hat such a grammar of 
physi~l expression should have been compiled is not particularly noteworthy: 
one m1ght have expected such a taxonomy in the age of reason. However . the 
production of a textbook which quite clearly functions as an artificial timulant 

18 This strange textualisation of internal \UIIell is a genera II> di!>persed project throughout the 

period. See Robert Charles Dallas·~ auempt to enumer.ne a · ~ocabulary of the passions' in his 
.\hsullaniOUS Writutgs . .. wilh a Vocabulary of tilt PasSions (London. l797):J .Jones. Rn~~arlts on tilt 
f.ngfisillanguage:Jame• U>her. An lntroductwn to tilt Tlttory of the Human Mind (London. 1771): 
Tiu PIUlosof1hJ oftht Passions (London. 1772):John Walker. Eltmt nts ofl::toculion (London, 1781): 
•n~ An introtl~ct1on to~AHJrds an tssaJ on the ~r•gins of the passions (London. 1741). 

One of Its u-e> wa• clearly 10 pracll>e 1he out,.•ard ~how of enraptured or pa~sionate 

experience. Thi~ would be useful for thn>t' occ:r"ions when mw was 5upposed to demonstrate 
physical pa>~ion but did nm internal!)' expt•rit•IWC it . T hus. Walker writing about the passion> 
'rates quite bald I)•: ' Bur uur natural feding' an· nm :~lwap robe cummanded: and when they an~. 

'rand in need of 1 he rcgul:uion and crnbelli,hment~ of an: it is the bu~iness. therefore. of CH' I) 
reader and ~pe-.aker in public to a cqutr<' \Uth tont'> and g<'>turC\ a> naturc:o gives to the P.~"1on': 

that he may be able ro produce the -.t·mbl.mn· of them "h<'n ht>" nm actuallr impasst(Hicd.' 
\\'alker. Eftmmts of Elonm on, II . p . 276 
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for experience is wonh pondering. 19 Furthermore, we should ask what kind of 
assumptions this makes about the subject, and about the legislation of the body? 

The first and most obvious poimto be made concerns the substitution of the 
text for the physical presence of a speaker: where before the classifications of 
speech were linked to the social arena, precisely the place of speech for the 
works on elocution we have examined above, Burgh's primer suggests that one 
may translate the ' passion' from the text to the speaker without a legislative 
social control. This is to claim for the subject an interior speech, so that the sub
ject arouses itself in the reading/ speaking situation. This internalized voice 
necessarily invokes a more complex notion of subjectivity, in which one may not 
only be self-dete rmined, or aroused, but also split into an inner and outer 
subject: one might think things one does not say, and say things one might not 
think. Funherm01·e, once the text stands in the place of the body of the 
orator- a major indicator of a move from a voice-centred to a text-centred 
description of the subject - the uses of and needs for social intercourse become 
subject to revision: to be excited into self- awareness, self-reAection, by a text 
may well be a dangerous and irreversible step to make in the legislation of 
su~jectivity .20 

Because of this another, and equally important, point arises about the notion 
of interior speech: if one can speak to oneself and become excited by the interior 
sound of one's own voice then the possibility of auto-eroticism, and of self
authentication and self-generation becomes manifest. It is not that the body 
produces a physical language which expresses itself, contrary to the intentions of 
the speaker, but that the body reAects and produces the internal subject. The 
physical movements of the eye, for example, are not haphazard, moving from 
one member of the audience to another in a random fashion; rather they are 
quite deliberate, and in many cases give away the interior thoughts and desires of 
the speaker. The body is not an independent physical space to be controlled and 
crushed into the straitjacket of social decorum: it is a weapon, to be used in the 
entire network of discourses that interact in the social: discourses which were be
coming increasingly cognizant of both conscious and unconscious definitions of 
subjectivity. 

Thus, while Burgh's text conforms to the general tre nd of legislative theories 
which attempt to control the excessive language of the body and to restrict its 
physical movement, in constructing such a forceful taxonom y he produces the 
excess which cannot be con trolled, and brings into the discourse of legislation 
the unruly and as yet unmaste rable interior of the subject. Where the orator may 
wish to appear distant and proper, correct and controlled, the spectator may 
detect, by dint of his or her practice in reading the signs of the body, the writing 

20 This is certainly the case as regards the practice of reading a nd 1e lls us something alx>ut the 
e ighteenth-century erotics of the reading activity as well as our own fetishization of the text . 
T hese comments will be expanded upon in 1he last two chapters. 
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of desire, the expression of guilt, the admission of defeat. While the primary 
purpose of Burgh's book is to instruct the pupil in the ways and means of 
disguising this embarrassing writing of the 'other', it precisely opens up the 
objection that such deceit is untrue to nature, improper, and to be guarded 
against at all costs. It is only when the subject is allowed its interior, its internal 
existence, that such a discrepancy between outward show and inner sensation 
becomes significant. 

The elocutionary movement, then, arises at precisely this juncture, when the 
physical space of the body and its spacings within the social are coming under 
more and more precise classification and legislation. The voice, as the counter
text to the body, complements this classificatory project, but it also attains 
considerable power as the means by which social and political identities are 
articulated. This recognition of the cultural or class-based indices exposed by 
and in the voice was hardly new; however the uses to which this is put by the elo
cutionary movement reinforce the pressure on the subject, and paradoxically 
effect the transformation from the subject as/ in voice to the subject as/ in text. 
Thus, while it is the power of the voice that determines one's standing in society, 
and the power of the English voice that secures the nation's standing in the 
world, it is the power of the subject as text, as self- authenticating which 
increasingly comes to determine that voice. 

Sheridan, the major exponent of the movement, spends his career exploiting 
the discrepancy between the old forms of public speech determined by the rules 
of proper behaviour and dictated by polite and decorous society, those rules 
which until now had constituted the self, and the new kinds of self-assertion 
which resulted from the elocutionists' insistence on the right of every speaker to 
his or her own voice, determined by an inner, coherent and consistent 
subjectivity. Sheridan is far from clear about the political ramifications of this 
discrepancy, wavering between democratic populist philosopher and speech 
master to the aspiring ruling class. However, the intervention signalled by his 
lecture tours and writings is of major importance which I shall draw out by 
focusing on Sheridan's obsession with the consequences of the phrase 'to make 
one's own'; this should indicate the proximity of Sheridan's obsession to our 
own, the property and propriety of the subject. 

One further contextual marker is required in order to situate Sheridan's work 
on elocution, and this concerns the pressure we have already seen in the 
discussion on the National Debt to create a national identity.21 It is not 
accidental that Sheridan's work on the English language begins during the 
period of renewed national crisis. The entry into the war with France merely 

21 It is also no leworthy that criticism of the government during the war had, from some 
yuarters, -centred on the king's inabi lity w speak English. See Theatrical Rrow, Feb. 1763. pp. 50 
If. Sheridan's interesl in teaching 'court English' takes on rather different associations when 
seen from this angle. 
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reanimated a longstanding contestation over the 'purity' of English: whether 
English should take within itself fashionable French terms or, alternatively. 
expel them. It also raised the ghost of a closer and more deeply felt schism within 
the emergent national consciousness, that of the Scottish threat, sti ll only ten or 
so years past when Sheridan begins his work on elocution with a consideration of 
British educational practice. 

Schooling during Sheridan's youth paid liule or no attention to the skills of 
reading and writing English. This was the direct result of an educational system 
based on and in Latin.22 Although Sheridan was far from the first person to ad
vocate the use of English in schools,'' his series of popular lectures during the 
1760s. in England, Scotland and Ireland, focused attention on the problem of a 
national language with renewed vigour , a topic which, as john Barrell points out, 
was a frequent theme during the eighteenth century.24 Sheridan's aims, 
therefore. were not merely the reform of teaching in schools, but the production 
and securing of a unified nation state: 

... if such a Grammar and Dictionary were published, they must soon be adopted into usc 

b)' all schools professing w teach English. The consequence of teaching children by one 

method. and one uniform system of wles, would be an uniformity of pronunciation in all 

so instructed. Thus might the rising generation. born and bred in different Countries and 
Counties, no longer have a v;1riety of dialects. but as subjects of one King, like sons of one 

father, have one common tongue.u 

The unified state is the political reflection of the public production of the 
unified subject- the sons of one father- and it is the relations between the 
public and private, between the subject as the authentic place of speech, and the 
nation as the authentic place of representation for the individual: between the 
individual and the state, that will concern us in Lhe following. 

"The.- dissenting aC<Idemies, where teaching took place in English. beC<Ime incre:uingly active 

and important during this period. the most •oisible amongst them being Warrington where 
Priestley. Aikin. and Enfield all taught. For a history of education and non-conformism in 
England during the eighteenth century see: I. Parker, Dissenting Academits i11 t:ngland. 
(Cambridge. 19 14):J.W. Ashley Smith. The Birth of Modem Education: The Contribution of the 
Dissenting Academits 1660- 1800 (London. 1954): N. Hans, Ntw Trtnds in Education in the 
Eightm1th Cmtu?, (London 1951 ): Brian Simon. Studies in the Histo? of Education 1780- 1870 
(London. 1960): Richard S. Thompson, Classics or Charityt The Dilemma of Eighttmth Centu? 
Grammar Schools (Manchester. 1931): and H. Maclachlan, English Education under the Ttst Acts 
(Manchester, 193 1 ). 

" Roger Ascham's Tht Scholemaster of 1570 is the first tract on education to be published in 

English. but it is Locke who presented the firmest case for adopting the English language as the: 
standard in ochool~. See Some Thoughts coruerning Education (Cambridge. 1899). p. 165. 

24 John Barrell, English Liltrttturt in History 17J0- 80. An Equal Wide Suru~ (London. 1983), 

p. Ill . 
2~ Thoma~ Sheridan. A Dissertation ora tlrt causes of tht diflicultits which orcur in lear11ing the 

English tonKtJt. With n srlrtmtfor publishing an English gr-ammar and dirtilma? upon a plan entirtl] 
ntu• (Londun. 1762). p. 36. 
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The obsession with ' making one's own' has profound ramifications in political 
terms, which can be seen in Sheridan's most clear-cut stalements about the 
relaLions bet ween oratory and tht: health of the constiwtion. The close of Book 
One of B'ritish Education puts it in the following manner: 

The principal point in view was to prove. that some of the greatest evils in the state arose 
from a defective education. In order to do thi.s it has been laid down a.s a maxim. that no 

State can 1hrive unless the education of youth be suited to its p rinciple. It has been 

endeavoured to be pro\·ed. that no principle could possibly suppon our constitution but 

that of religion: and it has been sho~o•n , that religion cannot be upheld without skill in ora

tory, in its ministers. It has been shown also, that the knowledge of that an is equally 
necessary in those who compose the legislative body, and are consequently the guardians 

of the state. So far therefore as the support of its principle is necessary to the preservation 

of the state, and so far as a proper discharge of their duty in itS guardians is necessary to its 

safety, so far is the study of oratory essential to the very being of the British constitution. 26 

The message is clear: unhealthy habits in speech, and lack of skill in oration both 
reflect and produce an unhealthy stale. Worse than this, if education in the 
English language is neglected the language will fall into degeneration, a 
condition thal will inevitably result in social disorder and political chaos. The 
role of education, according to this account, is to help fix and codify the 
language, so that each individual can both speak and be moved by a common 
tongue: all of this, of course, in the interests of fixing and stabiliz:ing a national 
identity, of placing the representalion of self within the context of the greater 
whole, the nation. From here it is but a mere short step Lo Lhe welding of the im
age of self to national self-image. 

Sheridan is clear about this when he refers explicitly to the classical nation
states who cultivaLed Lheir language to Lhe ulmost perfection: if Britain is to rise 
to and maiman a position of power and superiority over other countries it too 
must refine and cultivate its language." As we have seen, a war with France is 

26 SheridAn, British Education: or, The Souru of the Disorders ofCrtat Britain (London, 1756), PP· 
173-4. 

t' This 3 nalogy between classical tim<-• :111d the present i> one facet of an increasing historical 

imperative within the theories discussc:d in thi• chapter. To be aware of the English language is. 
of necessity, to become a~o•are of a specific history. and. therefore, to r~ognize the need for a 
language of history which would adequately represent the history of the language. This is more 
complex than one might suspect, since the very nOtion of an historical mode of kno~o•ledge as 
present to the su~ject is itself <'Xtremely problematic: how can the subject understand itself as 
pan of the historicizing process, yet remain to it,e lfa coherent and consistem site of its own his
torical knowledge? This is 011<' of th<' questic)nS brought into sharp focus by the discourse of the 
~ublime. since our conccptua li1.:llion of 1 hat dbcuurs<' nece»ilates a refusal of historicization, ar 
l<:a..t a• understood int ht• lincar progres>ion uf 1 he march of history: the discourse of the sublime 
i> first and foremml a transform:nivc' cliscour.c·. it~ own mode'~ of hiMnrical ordering are clearly 
not chronological or linear. On account()[ rhi,, 'hnuld rhe •ubject be represented under the sign 
of this discourse. the subjt·c t'">wn hi,wry i' marked by rhnc particular modes of(non) hiStorical 

nrdering. 
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more than a war over commerce and capital, it also involves the state and health 
of the language, its purity and powe r to resist outside influence; more than this, 
however, it concerns natio nal identity. 

Yet Sheridan's aims are not entirely circumscribed by this j ingoistic refusal of 
foreign languages: his interest in the foundation and origins of language, in homo 
loquens, broadens this quite common eighteenth-century protonationalist con
cern into an examination of the propriety of speech.28 This becomes a topic in 
the second book of British Education where Sheridan quotes Locke in support of 
his argument: 

To speak or write better Latin than English may make a Man be talk'd of, but he will find it 
more to his Purpose to express himself well in his own Tongue, that he uses every Mo ment, 
than to have the vain Commendation of others for a very insignificant Quality. This I find 
universally neglected, nor no Care ta ke n any where to improve young Men in their own 
Language, that they may thoroughly understand and be Masters of it. If any one among us 
have a Facility or Purity more than ordinary in his Mother Tongue, it is owing to Chance, 
or his Genius, or any thing, rather than to his Education, or any Care of his Teacher. ( I 97-

8] 

It is not only a question of national pride that one speak English, there is also the 
question of one's natural language, and extended from this an inquiry into the 
'naturalness' of the language spoken by any one individual; its fittingness to a 
particular person or p roperty of a specific personality. The reasons for speaking 
English are, therefore, not only determined by be ing born in England, they are 
also founded upon a notion of a language as given or proper to each person: one 
speaks English because it is a language that one feels to be one's own. Because of 
this, when one reads the words of another pe rson, for example, great effort 
should be made to ensure that one speaks in propria voce, that o ne appropriates 
the text to oneself. 

Sheridan's ideas abo ut the practice of reading will be discussed in detail in 
chapter 10, where the relations between the theory and practice of reading are 
explored. For the present argument we should note that exterior speech, the 
speech of the orator , should to all intents and purposes represent the interior: 
public and private voice should be made identical. In the fourth lecture on 
elocution he advises: 

I would therefore recommend it to every one, who has any thing to read or recite in public, 
to reflect in what manner and with what kind of emphasis, he would point out the 
meaning, if he were to deliver those words, as proceeding from the immediate sentiments 
of his own mind. With this point in view he can not fai l of finding out the words, on which, 
in that case, he would lay the emphasis.29 

28 See Alben C. Baugh, A History of the English Language, 2nd edn. rev. (London, 1959), pp. 

317- 26 for a discussion of this. 
29 Sheridan, A Course of Lectures 0 11 f:locution (London, 1762), p. 7 1. 
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The te:xt must become internalized, thereby turning the dead text into living 
speech; more than this, however, the voice itselfbecomes a text for the audience, 
for it is emphasis that communicates the correct or prope r meaning. This 
textualjzation is a kind of healing process, in which the exterior textual matter is 
assimilated within the interior sentiments of the mind of the orator, who then 
expresses the combined text/internal sentiment in a soothing manner.50 The 
result of this is for Sheridan to recognize the need for an absolute identity 
between the public and private in order to forestall the possibility of a split 
subject -one who reads another's words with an emphasis neither proper to the 
text nor proper to himse lf. The split within the subject may take place about the 
dividing line, or bar, of consciousness, that which enables the speaker to 
distinguish between his 'intentions' in his emphatic vocalization and hi.s 
'unconscious' slavish following of the text's own intent. ln order to prevent this 
from happening, inner private voice must be exactly and fu lly translated into 
outer public text. 

Thus, in the seventh lecture Sheridan points out the folly of maintaining a be
lief in the split between a private inner subject and a public outer: 

But a case may be put, that supposing a man has, by indulging early bad habits, or from any 
other cause, acquired a manner of delivery in private life, and in his usual discou rse, very 
disagreeable and disgusting; supposing he should have a habit of distorting his features, of 
using awkward and extravagant gestures, and uttering strange and discordant tones; is he 
not in su ch a C'.lse, to e ndeavour to get the beuer of these, whenever he speaks in public, 
and consequently to avoid that manner , which from habit, may be called his natural one? 
My answer is, that if he thinks of reforming this only in public, he begins at the wrong end, 
and will never be able to effect what he desires. His business is, tO set about a reformation 
of all such fau lts, first, in private life: if by his own attention to it, and the constant infor
mation o f his friends, he should get the better of them there, of course he wi ll be without 
them also in public. 11 3 I I 

One should take care to control and monitor one's own speech, to express only 
those sentiments and passions intended; hence the elocutionist's zeal in 
educating people to speak 'properly'. However, Sheridan's text is cognizant of 

30 T he full awareness of speech as cure is brought out in the following comment: 'Rhetoric is 
somewhat more happy in its designs than Poetry. and of whatever crimes Orators stand accused. 
I find them much more innocent than Poets: For as their principal end is to persuade truth, they 
are consuained to employ all artifices for combating the Passions contrary to it. and it seems that 
in acquitting themselves of their duty, they perform also that of a Physician, and cure their Audi
tors of all their maladies. They appease their anger if too much irritated. they raise their courage 
if wo much dejected.they make love succeed to hatred. pit.y to revenge. and repressing one cmo
t ion by another. bring forth tranquillity out of the Storm . .. But Orators, whose design is to take 
possession of the mind by the senses, unite the elegancy of expres.~ion with sound reasons, flatter 
the ear lor touching the heart, and adopt the force of figurative speech to move the affections: 
they attack the two parts that compose man, making use of the weaker for prevail ing against the 
stronger, and as the Devil destroyed man by means of the worn an, they win over reason by the 
means of J>assion.' Tht Philosophy of tht Pa.ssions , pp. 169- 70. 
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another, yet more powerful, analysis of the voice which breaks through at 
certain points. It is t hi adjacent de cription of the power of the ' 'oice that I take 
to be Sheridan's important contribution to our topic, and which marks his 
distance from mainstream eighteenth-century rhetorical theory.'1 We can 
approach this adjacency by noticing once again the disturbance in the analytic 
description, and the identification of an excess or surplus that falls outside the 
domain of legislation. 

We have already seen. in fact, one facet of this process in the comments on the 
guardians c>f the state who, it is implied, 'discharge their duty' by studying and 
perfecting oratory, ~omcthing which is, furthermore, necessary for the very 
'being of the British comtitution'." The complexities of this 'discharge' are 
exemplified in the following pass<tge: 

The beM rule for a peakcr to obsen·e is. never to utter a greater quantity of voice, than he 
can afford " 'ithout pain to himself, or any extraordinary effort. Whilst he doe this. the 
other organs of speech will be at liberty to discharge their several offices with ease: and he 
will always have his voice under command. But whenever he transgresses these bounds, he 
gives up the reins, and has no longer any management of it. And it will ever be t he safest 
way too. to keep within his compa11.~. rather than go at any time to the utmost extem of it; 
which is a dangerous experimcau. and never justifiable but upon some extraordinary 
emotion.l851 

This is a remarkable example of a discursive node, a network of differing 
di courses held together in order to stabilize the relationship between voice and 
l>elf. In this case the node defines the place for the ubject even as Sheridan at· 
tempts 10 limit its power and keep it within his command. I take it that this i 
clear from the topic under d iscussion -the loss of self- control - as much as from 
lack of control manifest by and within the description . This network does notre
semble a layered table or a latticework of discourses siuing one on top of the 
other with liule or no friction between layers. Rather. we have in front of us a 
knot, a tangled web of interpenetrating discourses, with term~ and expressions, 
tropes and quota tions gathered consciously and half-consciously from a res
onating, active discursive network. I shall argue, it will come as no urprise, that 
this knot produces an overplm. the discharge with which we began our identifi
cation, and that that urplus i mo t usefully seen in term~ of the production of 
the ~>elf-determining l>OCia l and political subject.ss 

" The beM imroduction to cighteenth<cntury rhetoric is Howt'll. f:igltterntlt Century British 

Lor,c and Rhetoric. 
2 Sec above p. 165. 
"This surpltJ> ib genera lly di~pc•·~cd in later elocutionary theory M) that the •wtion oft he in· 

tf'rnally coherent and consi~tt•n l subject is le!>S of an issue. The >malltrau t•nti tled Thoughts 011 elo· 
rution (London. 1798) prc,ume' that the notion of ownership of >ell i' l'11li1ely unproblt•matic, 
claiming that 'he that ;peaks well, muM not only ha,·e a correct and comprehcn\iVC' \iew of the 
'ubject, bu1 acquire a 'ery high dt-gree of!oelf-possession.'. p. 1-l . 
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We could begin simply by noting some of the words that are used: rhc 
discourse of economy is clearly present in 'quamity', 'afford', ·management'; 
legal discourse is represented by 'command', 'transgres these bounds': political 
in 'offices', and 'liberty', while a heen of po ible sexual innuendo pervades the 
entire citation generated. perhap , by the phrases 'discharge it with ease·. 'keep 
within compass' and 'go to the utmost extent'. This catalogue of lexical items 
and their connotations hardly describes the complexity of figural usage, nor 
indeed does it begin to explain the ways in which the overplus is foreclosed. For, 
as I hope to demonstrate, there is a continual pressu re within Sheridan's 
discourse to contain \'•hat is manifestly uncontainable, coupled with a recogni
tion of its inability to contain what it kno ws itself to have produced, the surplus 
or overplus discussed below. 

One might want to object that what we have idemified as a discursive 
production of execs is in fact little more than infelicitous expression, awkward· 
ness or poor command of language, for that is certainly what it Looks like at first 
glance, but that would be to ignore one of the most interesting discursive knots, 
or distribution of different discourses we have come across so far. The first 
sentence, for example, is syntactically awkward in its placement of the last 
phrase, which would have been more at home had it fo llowed 'quantity of voice'. 
As it stands it gives1the impression of a sentence that is not comple te without the 
last phrase, the addition of which looks as if it is a second thought: precisely the 
result of the preceding sentence which has thrown up the qualifying awkward 
addition. By placing this phrase at the end the stricture that one oever cause pain 
to oneself is decreased in force considerably, ince the last qualification states 
that one should not even make any ·extraordinary effort' when speaking. This 
accords with the rules we have already noted, which instruct the speaker to 
practise disguising or minimizing any sign of effort that may be made apparent 
to his listeners during an oration. However, if we take Sheridan's comments as 
primarily concerned with the display of t he self, the public appearance of any 
individual in society- precisely a concern with how o ther individuals see 
oneself - then we should read 'voice' metonymically. as standing for self. I take 
such a reading as the undertow of the entire paragraph, which is less interested 
in the voice per se, than in what that \'Oice indicates and what it stands for. Read 
like this the stricture can be taken as saying that the subject should become mani
fest without any effort, as if it should appear merely as an effect of speech, not as 
its result. 

This point is worth dwelling upon, becau~e rhe distinction to be made between 
subjectivity as a produn of discourse on the one hand, and as an effect of it on 
the other, is of some concern w Sheridan. In the first instance subjectivity can be 
seen as resulting from efforts made by tht· ~u bjt'CI. not a paradoxical situation 
when one consider~ the range of con t ext~ in which we understand the term 
'subject': here ·subjectivity' can be read a' 'c>eial pt•rsona. the outward mark of 
the presence of an individual: prf•l'i,eJy the mark that other~> take as indicative of 
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self in contrast to subjectivity as the internal indicator of the presence of self to 
the self - what we would call consciouness or perhaps more correclly conscious
ness of self. The account of su~jectiv ity as product is based on a notion of self
projection, as if the internal subject strives to give as good an impression as 
possible to the others who constitu te society. ll suggests that one might make 

oneself in discourse. 
The second account, on the other hand, suggests that subjectivity is no more 

than a leakage, something which j ust happens tO appear in certain disc~rsive 
forms and ope rations; it is less a property of the individual than a function of 
specific discursive situations. In this ca.se one should not appear to be trying; in 
order to present oneself in the best possible light LO others one should not be 
seen to be making any perceptible effort. Sheridan does not hold one of these 
views to the exclusion of the other, and indeed it would be absurd to think of him 
as doing so. For it is precisely the undecidable nature of this question, about the 
provenance of the subject, that produces the tension we are here examining. 

This tension can be detected in the first sente nce of the paragraph in the dis
crepancy between the conservation of 'voice', that 'quantity' held within the 
human frame, a part of subjectivity, a nd its expense, that emission of vocal sound. 
which signals the presence of the individual LO itself and in society. A dilemma 
occurs then in which the speaker must decide between conserving what he takes 
to be his ·essence' or the foundation of h is subjectivity, and expending as much 
of this 'stock' as possible, without causing negative e ffects- pain to the inter ior 
self. He must make such exertions in order to insert his person within the 
exterior world, within the social where speech stands for person. It should be 
underlined that this dilemma can only arise if a prior notion of the absolute split 
between interior and exterior, of the distances between the public person and 
the interior private subject is present. In other words, one must have a working 
notion of the 'self as a quantum, a space, or a concept in order to effect such dis

tinctions.34 
The second sentence outlines a second set of tensions which can be located in 

the slippage from the "he' who performs without 'extraordinary effort' and the 
'organs of speech' which, as if by their own volition, 'discharge their several 
o ffices with ease'. This suggests that there are at least two subjects at work, the 
one that is identified with consciousness, with the subject as both o riginator of 

' 4 This notion of the seMis, as we haw· noted. the result of Kames's textual analysis of the sub

lime. The terms being used here by Sheridan are so close to those used by Kames in the footnote 
discus.~ed at length inch. 3 that comment seems to be required. Where Kames insists on ·going to 
the limit' Sheridan claims this to be a dangerous experiment: where Kames proclaims the 
necessity of an aesthetics of infinite quantity. Sheridan prefers the more dmnes.tic-dted fin:u:. 
Where Kames embraces pain. Sheridan a\'Oids it at all cons. We arc here companng rhetoncal 
ordering'S. since the topic• under discu~sion in these two texts are dearly distinct from each 

other. 

OJ the Gesture of the Orator 171 

a nd responsible for action. and the other with a bundle of motor action, of 
stimulus and response: a mechanism that acts according to the rules which 
govern its operation. However, as we should note, these 'other organs' are given 
conside rable status in the economy of this subject, since they have 'offices' 
which, we impute, they must or have to 'discharge'. Furthermore, the last clause 
of the semence adds even greater complexity in suggesting that the voice should 
come under his 'command'. Consequently, if the voice can act on its own 
account, can be unruly in relation to the subject, then a split within subjectivity 
must exist. Such an account is at odds with a previous a nalysis of the voice, 
which, we may recall described the subject as produced by. o r represented in, the 
voice. Who or what, then, can contro l that which produces the means for self
control? 

The crux, however, comes hard on the heels of this potentially disruptive 
question -suggesting as it does a split in consciousness- when, in the following 
sentence, 'he' suddenly becomes identified with 'the voice'. For, 'these bounds' 
in 'whenever he transgresses these bounds' must, at least according to the sense, 
refer to the 'best rule' of the first sentence. However, its position contiguous to 
the previous semence strenuously suggests that it is the voice which ' trans
gresses', which slips out from the subject's 'command'. Again, it is the voice that 
he 'no longer has any management or, but being placed in the same sentence as 
the ' transgression of bounds', here understood as the subject's transgression of 
bounds, a considerable pressure is brought to bear on conjoining the two, so that 
'i t ' no longer uniquely re fers to voice: it may well equally refer to the subject. 
This would seem to lead to a reading of the subject in terms of an excess or sur
plus, where the self transgresses the bounds which legislate its production and 
control its performance. 

We are here do ing little more than tracing the slippage between a ntecedents 
for 'it'. a grammatical instability which is certainly compounded by the sentence 
following, where 'it' occurs twice. On its second use the grammatical sense is 
clear: 'it ' refers to 'compass'. But, what does 'keep within his compass' mean? 
Surely the sense demands that we read 'self or perhaps 'bound of subjectivity' 
for compass, and therefore that 'i t ' refers to the subject. This again demon
strates the indecision concerning voice and the self, for if we read this sentence 
as referring primarily to the voice, then 'it' becomes far less problematic making 
the sense closer to: it will be the safest way to keep within the lim its of the voice, 
rather than going to the full exte nt. In other words, the subject 'reins in' the 
voice. which i!> what we might expect. It is of course in the nature of such a com
plex web of reference that precisely the opposite mean ing is generated in which 
the subject is seen as re ined in by the correct decorum of the voice. 

I take it that in tracing the imprecision of th is passage. in attending to its slip
pages, we are noting the disturbance of the discourse: what I have also termed 
the eruption of the subject . the subject position within a discursive analytic. 
There is. however, more t.han the right LO self-determination of the subject at 
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stake, which becomes clearer if we re--insert this practical guide to correct 
oratorical performance within its larger discursive context. 

Returning to the texture of the language, its use of different idiom and its im· 
precision of syntax, we can obser ve an underpinning of reference to the 
political, or the public positioning of the subject. Let us read very strongly in be· 
tween the first sentences, for example. If the private individual take care tore
strain his voice. to keep it within the bounds of decorum, of the proper 
management of ptrson, then he will enable the 'other organs of speech·. which i 
to say the public realm of voice, to voice out loud precise I that speech which 
peaks for all people- government- and to 'discharge their several office with 

ease'. The meaning is clear: if one acts according to the correct rule of personal 
and private behaviour then the social and the political, the public realm of the 
individual, will function correctly and all subjects will remain at , or within 
liberty. The sentiment is, of course, immediately recogni1.able as one of the 
controlling tropes of eighteenth- century social theory: it signals the consensus 
politics of liberal humanism, the balanced economy of civic politesse. 

If we continue reading our passage within the domain of social theory and pass 
on to the next sentence, in which there is a warning against the malfunction of 
the private voice caused by the individual's transgression of the rules of polite 
conduct, this vocal maladjustment will, it is suggested. result in chaos, in public 
disequilibrium. Again, the sentiment is fully at home in the consensus politiC's of 
mid-century, but if we detect a note of tension or of disquiet to these barely sub
merged comments it is because of'the related and tied discourses within which 
the discourse of politics is entangled, on account of the complexity of the 
discursive knot. 'Discharge', for example, is a loaded term: one discharges a debt 
or a moral obligation, and both these senses are activated within the passage. For 
it is both government's obligation to act in the public interest, and its duty to dis
charge its debt to the individuals upon whose consent it i allowed to govern. 
This notion of the individual' participation within the social and political i 
commonly associated with Locke' theory of government, which attempts to 
explain and stabilize the positioning of sovereignty within the people, those 
individuals who make up society, against a siting of the ultimate power in the 
place of the sovereign and strenuously tied to his or her physical bod)'· The use 
of this notion of consent as the sub-text of Sheridan's argument is, of course. 
nothing but a political gesture: to motion toward the 'government by con ent' 
argument is not the same thing as putting it into practice, nor even the arne 
thing as desiring it. Again, my reading suggests that this is a powerful figuration 
at work across a number of mid-cenwry discursive field: its relations to the 'real' 
of the period are extremely complex and a mauer of intense ideological 
~truggl e. 5~ Here in Sheridan':. analysis, the gesture towards ·consenc' or 
'contractual government' is a legislating manoeuvre, a defubing and refusing of 
the exce:.s: all he coyl)' put it one !>hould never ·go at any time to the utm<>M ex
tent of it'. !laving said this. the 'discharge'. read in another wa>·· can be 'een a 
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precisely the excess, the result of having gone too far, the overplus of the 
individual's pr ivate conduct: it is for this reason that the tension and friction we 
have noted within this exemplary di cursive knot arises. 

A lithe above is really little more than close reading: a mode of attention to the 
text that, in th is instance at least, constantly threatens to exceed the proper 
bounds of textual explication. One might, for example. want to retort to this 
trained and fanciful reading that Sheridan was simply un ure of what he wanted 

to say, or careless, or that he imply did not care. But it eems to me that even 
more can be read from this passage b)' placing it next to another text to make the 
point even more strongly. 

Sheridan's lectures on elocution, in common with all his work on language, in· 
ist on the primacy of speech, on the absolute power of the voice. This. not sur

prisingly, could be said to be 1 he determining characteristic of the elocutionary 
movement. However, the political implications of thi movement are far from 
clear- cut, for the most obvious connections between the po .... ·er of speech and 
political republicanism may not necessarily pertain: Sheridan could equally well 
have been arguing for the opposite political ends, for the greater distancing 
between those who had voice, in political terms, effected through their practice 
and attention to correct speech, and those who did not. It is, therefore, 
instructive to place next to Sheridan's comments another contemporary account 
of the place of speech, this one in fact proposed by a 'radical' in eighteenth-cen
tury terms, a dissenter and theorist of considerable note, Joseph Priestley. 

The preface to Priestley's The Rudiments of English Grammar; adapted to the use 
of schools sets out a common position on the role of grammar in relation to the 
spoken language. Priestley writes: 

Grammar may be compared to a trearise o f Natural Philosophy: rhe one consisting of 

observations on the va rious chang~. combinations, and mutual affections of words: and 

the other of the parts of nature: and were the language of men as uniform as the works of 
nature, the grammar ofiJJngJUJgt would be as mdisputable in its principles as the grammar of 
natun: but since good authors ha' e adopted different forms of speech. and in case rhat ad· 

mits of no standard but that of custom, one au thority may be of as much weight as another. 

')Sheridan is as much used by as hco is u1ing rhi) figure. The force of the Lockean argument 

can be traced at the le,·c:l of figuration far more readily than :u the lco\el of the 'real'. In hi' book 
f:nglisla SocUI'J 1688- 1712 (Cambridge, 198!>)J .C.D. Clark argues the case that Locke was not a 
major o r influent ial figure for the earl) eighu~enth-<:entury polirical debate about the 
wnslitution: see pp. 45-5 1. Clark's commenr< are based wirhin his ' 'ery limited area of 
mterest- the debates conducted by puliridans rmd poliricalr heorist~ in the first decades of the 
cenrury. and arc: useful in dispelling th<· myr h of a .-idespread acceptance of the Lockcan 
contractual system of government. However, 1 his, I think. d()('s not mean that rhe idea of 
'consent' was not figunuivc:ly active in mid-century discourlles: it) u~oe a.s a trope may disfigurc 
those discourses so rhar we may un .. arily rc-ad rhe figuration for rhc ·reaJ', but this does not den)' 
the presence of the trope. ot mere!) tell' u' th.u ho)tory is as much about figuration as about 
e'ent. a poinl which di'>C'o notJ~ecm produCII\t' m Clarke's 'rcadon~·. 
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The analogy oflanguagt is the only thing to which .,..e can ha\'e recoursc,to adjustthe~e dir
rerences: ror language. to amwer the intent of it, which is to express our thought with ccr· 
tainty in an intercourse with one another, must be fixed and consistent with itsclr.~ 

The problem is a familiar one in eighteenth-century discussions oflanguage: if 
custom dictate~ usage who dictates custom~' Who or what legislates between 
different uses, different users of the language? It is clear that this is a political 
problem as much a~ a linguistic one. a fact that is disguised to a very mall extent. 
and is brought out by Priestley's concluding remarks to his preface on the 
possibility of founding a public academy on similar grounds to the French 
Academy: ·As t.o a publick Academy, invested with authority to ascertain the use 
of words, which is a project that some persons are very sanguine in their 
expeCLations from, I think it not only unsuitable to the genius ofafrte nation, but 
in itself ill calculated to reform and fix a language' [viij. The connections 
between the state of the language and the health of the nation have already been 
remarked upon in passing- the figure was a commonplace - it is precisely the 
power and persistence of this trope to which I wish to draw auention, for it 
would seem that the link between the state of the language and the state of the 
nation was alm()St unquestionably accepted during mid-century by both theorists 
of language and theorists of government, no matter what their political position. 
This trope determines the description of a free nation as that in which its 
subjects use a free language. a language based on custom, not on prescriptive 
rules. Priestley's arguments concerning this proposition are more complex than 
the standard line, which is best illustrated by Johnson's comments upon the 
eSLablishment of a ·watch-dog' academy.'8 and have been di cussed in detail by 
John Barrell." I will not repeat those arguments here, preferring to concentrate 
on another aspect of this complicated figuration which articulate politics and 
language, in order to highlight Priestley's divergence from Sheridan. 

This slightly different focus concerns the distance between spoken and 
"''riuen language. As we ha,•e already seen, Sheridan's entire project is based in 
and on speech, within those rules governing the correct use of language and the 
proper expressions and gestures which should accompany it, so that the exterior 
sound of the voice and movement of the body reAect as closely as pos ible the 
interior sensations and pas ions felt by the speaker. This project recognites that 
it is founded upon the unification of spoken exterior sound, social reality. with 

36 Joseph l'rirstley, Tht Rudimmts of English grammar; adapted to the 11.11 of schools. With 

oburvations on Srylt (London. 1761), p. vi. 
"For the most userul di5CU.»IOn or this topicS«' Barrell, An Equal \Vide Survey. PP· 11 0- 7!1. 
,. Sec John~n·, prerace to the Dictionary, p. 10. 
sv See An Equal Wide Survty. pp. 161 - 5. 
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u~spoken interior con~ciou~ncs~. and it is precisely that conjunction which 
dtsturbs Sher.ida~·s discourse in its implications for the site of subjectivity. 
Henc~ the wetg~ung between text and voice is or crucial importance, since texts 
may etther provtde the pretext for the outward display and demonSLration of the 
subject •. may. give t~e co~ text for the voice, or, alternatively. they may threaten 
the. subjeCt m thetr reststance w appropriation and their functioning as the 
restdue o~ past and a~~ent subjects. The text , on the one hand. may be the score 
:rom ~'ht~h the votce take its cue and upon which it weaves its many 
~mprovtsauon of self. or. on the other, rna) be the graphic trace of another sub

Ject, the marks of a prior subjectivity that demand antagonistic confrontation as 
the voice struggles to master the text. 

It is instructive •. then, th.at ~he~idan hold~ that written texts should give as 
accurately as posstble the rndtcattons for their vocali7.ation, for their correct 
speech. In fact he evolved a system of writing that used a set of diacritical marks 
to indi~te the manner in which the text should be brought imo speech. These 
marks stgn·posted emphasis, where the voice hould be lowered or raised, the 
length of pause between words and indicated the pitch at which various words 
s~ould be spoken. The Art of Readi11g provides the most extended example of this 
kmd . of t~x~, and prescnL~ a large number of examples for practice.~o For 
Shendan tt tS clear that the text required the addition of the voice without it 
text~ remain inert, dead, and without power. Priestley. on the other hand, takes 
preCISely the opposite view on this matter, claiming: 

The ~se. of writing, . ~s ~r speaking, is to ex pre~~ our thoughts with certainty and 
persp1cuny. But as wntmg IS a permanent thing, it is requisite that wriJten forms or speech 
have a greater degree or preci5ion and perspicuity than is necessary in colloquial forms, or 
such as very well answer the purpose of common conversation.4 I 

Thus far Sheridan might have agreed: writing shou ld indeed take great pains to 
convey as precisely as pos ible the mauer to hand. Prieslley continues: 

It is writing that fixes, and gives stability to a language: for hardly any of the causes that 
contribute to the revolutions or vocal language do at all affect tha t which is writtm . . . 

··· since. according to the order of nature. words are but subordinate and subsen ient to 
tltings: the chier usc or wriuen language mu~t be to record, extend, and perpetuate, useful 
know~edge: tha.t, ~nleM our whole view in \\•ri ting be to please the ear and imagination, by 
beauurul descr1puo.n. and harmoniou& diction, we ought rather 10 aim at perspicuity and 
~trength Of expreSSIOn, than exactneSS in the punctilios Of COmposition: J60, 61J 

10 Sh 'd ' h ' en an s grap 1c schcml' wa~ not lhl· only nne 10 have• been proposed, but it suffered the 
"'':;e r~te as all the othen.: ~:xtremely rapid ub~>lcscencc. 

~n~tley, The RudimrniJ of /o;nglish Crammnr, p. 45. Lindley Murray follows this t'mphasis in 
hiS E.ngl~la Grammar (~ork , 1795). "e ~peciall) h" 'Appendix: containing Rules and 
Observauon, r.)r promoun~: l'n,picuuy Ill sl~[lking and Wruing.' 
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We might want to begin by drawing a comparison between Priestley's concep
tion of the individual 's participation within the ocial and political and 
Sheridan's, and to note that Priestley's is more complex than Sheridan's, It is on 
this account that he cannot ignore the powerful role played by writing in the dis
tributio n of the democratic 'free' rights of the individual. To be able to speak 
correctly is one thing, but to be able to be heard is another. and to be allowed to 
present oneself in writing still another.42 

It is not coincidental that Priestley. a dissenter who l>pent the )Car during 
which these works on language were published teaching at Warrington 
Academy, ~hould have had a more complex view of the interrelation between 
speech and writing than Sheridan, one-time friend of Johnl>on and recipient of a 
state pension, since his own experience of the distribution of ·free speech' was 
marked by a profound recognition of the inequality perpetrated in its name. For 
Priestley. it wal> not enough to learn to speak correctly, for the power of 
language is cumulative. and the only way in which one has access to the past 
power of that language is through reading, and the only way in which one can 
make powerful speech in the present felt in the future is by writing. 

For these reasons and more Priestley wants to maintain the power of the voice, 
while tempering it with the recognition of the complementary power of wr iting: 

Amazing as is the power and advamage of speech for the communication of ideas. it b. in 
several respects, infinitely inferior to the art of Writing. Since by the one the power of com
munication is confined both in point of time and place, and in the other it i ab~lutely un
confined with re~pect to both.41 

Furthermore, the use of writing: 

... connect,, a' it "'ere, the living, the dead. and the unborn: for. by writing. the present 
age can not only receive information from the greatest and tht> "·isest of mankind before 
them, but art' themsel"es able to con.,.ey wisdom and instruction to the latest posterity.l221 

This statement about the efficacy of writing then doubles back upon it elf in 
Priestley's concluding remarks "'here he state that 'notwithstanding the 
superiority of writing to speaking in the above mentioned respectS, it is but a sub
stitute for the art of speaking; and, where both can be used, vastly inferior wit' 
1221. The aural reality of the voice takes precedence over the written text, but it 
should not be ~tudied to the exclusion of writing. Pries tley's teaching at 

42 1 mean to rt•fcr to the rules and regulations determining the 'ubmission of petition\ to par
liament which were frcc1uently dismi~scd during the period 17!17- 1818 on account uf their 
language. The rt·a~<ms for this an· discussed by Olivia Smith. Tht l)olitics of Language t 791- t819 
(Oxford. 1984), PI>· 30- 4. It seems unlikely that the written wa' any lcs~ restrictively defined for 
the period under discussion here. 

4
' Pricstlc). i\ Course of l.tcturu an tht Thtory of l..Gnguagt and Unrwrsol Grammar (Warrington. 

1762. p. 21. 
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Warrington followed thi~ pren·pt by requiring studem!> to practise writing not 
only prose but poetry as wdl.4'* 

We ho uld J>ause here in order to consider the different priorities that are 
being aniculated by Priestley, who has a far greater sense of the work needed in 
order to breach the fierce social discrimination practised by mainstream 
eighteenth-century polite society on the mass of the people who occupied its 
margins. Where Sheridan happily claims to be teaching people ·court English ', 
Prie.stley introduces a full teaching programme in English, as well as teaching 
puptls to speak correct!) and write with perspicuity. Sheridan's following 
comments from his Rhetorical Grammar can be interpreted in one sense as 
democratic: 

Mankind must speak from the beginning, therefore ought. from the beginning be taught to 
s~ak rightly: else they might acquire a habit of speaking wrong . .. There is a great 
dtfference between speoiUng and writing. Some, nay most of mankind, are never to be 
wriurs. All are speakn-s. Young persons ought not to be put upon writing (from their own 
funds, I mean) ti ll they have furni~hed their minds with thoughts, that is, till they ha\'e got 
funds: but they cannot be kept from speaking.H 

However, in another sense they can be read as repressive, restricting the domain 
of wr:iting to those who can 'afford' it. Thus, where Sheridan's populist 
endeavours have a double edge, bringing more people imo the realm of polite 
discourse while neglecting to provide instruction in, and thus providing the 
possibility for, wriuen expres ion. thereby maintaining the distance between 
governors and governed, Priestley's more traditional or regressive insistence on 
the need and use of writing reflects a radical intervention into a society which 
made class distinctions all the time by operating the very common means of 
oppression grouped together under the name of literacy. This Iauer i hardly 
news, of cour~e. but to pitch the populist elocutionist next to the radical 
dissenter in this crucial area of the politics of reading and writing, speaking and 
being spoken for, bring into a different light l>Ome of the contours that 
distinguish the various discourse~ under discussion. 

Returning to the initiating impulse which gave rise to this compari on- the 
nature of the excess in relation LO pr ivate and public conduct - we can note that 
Priestley wa,rers in his opin ion concerning the differences between speech and 
text, and we can discern a certain questioning of 1 he ideologies of the subject a t 
work in this indecision. To claim with Sheridan that speech takes precedence 

•• Priestley maintained. in !act, thtH ~tuclcnt• imprnvNI tht't r prose writing by pntcti•ing 
writing ver~c. 

0 Sheridan. A rhttoncal grammar. p. 158. Thc.e comment~ :1re taken. without acknowledge· 
ment. from J:.mc' Burgh. 'An F\~'l~ un the Art of Speakinjl·. presented by Sheridan a' ·on 
Public Speaking·. 
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over text is to make the identification between voice and subject explicit and to 
weld together l>Ocial persona with internal person: it is to effect an erasure oft he 
tension at work in more psychological theories of the self, and to place the 
legislation of ubje<tivity within the domain of polite ociety. Wherea~> to claim 
the opposite, or at least to countenance the possibility of the opposite. as I have 
suggested is the case for Priestley, is to textualize the subject, to sugge t that ub
jectivity can be read and interpreted like a text, and that there may be a distance 
between :.ocial spoken effects of person and imerior consciousness: an opening 
between the subject a~ :.pontaneous production of social discourse and subjectiv
ity as persistence, a a collection of individual moments, memories, and 
experience<~ that are constituted more like a written text than a spoken 
uuerance. 

If we allow thi:. de:.cription of the subject position in terms of textualization it 
follow , fairly obviously I think. that it requires a very different set of legislative 
discourses and instruments of policing to restrict both the activities of the 
subject in society and the propriety of the text. It is also this recognition of the 
possibility of the textualization of the subject which makes a textual jurispru· 
dence, among many other things, necessary.46 For, if the subject becomes 
texwalized the law must not only bring the subject under its legislation, it must 
also bring the subject-as-text lO law. When the legal code itself becomes another 
text, places itself within textuality, various difficulties emerge around the 
boundary of'the Ia"•'. The kind of problem we find here concerns the multiform 
ways in which a legal code as text operates in relation to its own textuality: how 
does the law write itself when the law is that writing? These larger que tions 
need not interrupt the discussion to any great extent: we need only to note that 
when both the law which legi lates the practice of the subject and the ubject it· 
self are textuali~ed a complex knot of imenexLUal relations resultS. 

This very brief discussion of the common ground between the law and 
elocutionary theory i characterized by the location of a shared figuration: the 
tran formation from a voice-cemred to a text-cemred discursivity, from a 
description of the subject in terms of voice to one in terms of the text. It would 
seem to be evident that this change refracts and reflectS the more generally 
deployed tactic of conver~ion from voice to text throughout the ordering of 
discour es during the period immediately following the Seven Years War. It also 
seems apparent that we are nearing the position from where the excess 
produced by textuality on the one hand and the identification of an autonomous 
subject on the other can be seen as coincidem. This connection will become 
increasingly visible, but before we discuss further examples it is necessary to 

•a It is useful to rcm..,mbcr that exactly coincident with these theories ofspccrh and wridng is 
the publication nf Bl:•ckMone'• Commentorits, and that the first book, 'On The Rights uf 
Persons', in>i(IS on till' distinction between the public and the private, the ri~tht~ of' peN-em~ nnd 
the right\ of thing,, Set• William Blackstone. Commmtnries on tht lou•s of Jo:ngltmd (London. 
I 76!>- 1769), I . p. I 18. 
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follow through the implications of this transformation from a predominattng 
figure of voice to that of tcxt.47 

This brings us back to the starting point of this chapter, and to the legislation 
of the body in speech: the textualitation of the body is the point of contact be· 
tween a consensus politics of speech and a radical politics of writing. As we have 
already noted the body is constituted a a text to be read in the oratorical 
performance, it figures forth, via gesture and movement, the subject in the text 
it performs. It also brings into public space, into ' the real', the subject of the ora
tor, no matter how much he trie to erase his own person in the face of the text. 
There are, because of thi , ' two languages' at work in public speaking according 
to Sheridan: 

The one is, the language of ideas: by which the thoughts which pass in a man's mind, are 
manifested to other.s: and this language is composed chieAy of words properly ranged, and 
divided into sentences. The other , is the language of emotions; by which the effects that 
tnose thoughts have upon the mind of the speaker, in exciting the passions, affections, and 
all manner of feelings, are not only made known, but communicated to others: and this 
language is composed of tones, looks, and gesturc.•s 

The distinction is, by now, familiar: a language of sound is complemented by the 
language of the body. The audience must learn how to listen and look, to 
understand the words and read the body, while the speaker must learn to match 
these two languages, bringing them into harmony. If he is successful in this he 
will 'move' his hearers, the prime object of all public speaking: 'To move 
therefore, should be the first great object of every public speaker; and for this 
purpose, he must use the language of emotions. not that of ideas alone, which of 
itself has no power of moving' 1133). 

Sheridan next outlines the various degrees of expertise possible, claiming that 
a master is 'he who i properly moved, and at the same time delivers himself, in 
such tones, as delight the ear "'ith their harmony: accompanied by such looks 
and gestures, as please the e)e with their grace: whilst the understanding also 
perceives their propriety' 1133). We need hardly tress the delivery of self. nor 
the propriety which indicates o"•nership, given the tenor of our previous 
discussion. 

41 
The imeractions bet ween \'a ice and t<'xt far from end here: the libidinous subject will always 

find its licentious pleasure in the text, and hence Its play w1th the voice is a common feature of 
textualisation. It might be remarked th:u the "'riuen text is more likely to represent the subject 
than the spoken effusion, since the tl'xt more ca~ily contains the excess that we have come 10 

identify with the eruption of •ubjectivity. In uther word~. the elocutionist, in his careful polking 
of the spoken dimension, climin:llt's the unw:uacd excess. whereru. the textualist enables the 
identification of excc>S :.md subjenlvit y. Writ in!(, fur the eighteenth century, is a surplus to some 
extent: it is. an overly product ivt• activity. where the po••ibility of multiple subjects presents itself 
tu the 'author'. The wriueutcxt, unlike the •l)(lkt·n. never ends - it goes on self-generating as Ri
chardson's endless c•phtolar) t•xploratiOil' of 'cxuallty and textuality more than adequately 
demonstrnte - spt:ech i~ linuc, wrumg t'KCe'"~e. 

•s Sheridan, A Courst of [..,rtulfs 0 11 Hlorutwn, pp. 132- 3. 
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The second level of expertise is represented by 'the speaker, who give~> way to 

his emotion, without thinking of regulating their signs; and trusts to the force of 
nature, unsolicitous about the graces of art' [ 133], precisely the speaker who 
does not bring his ~elf to order. The '"orst kind 'is he, who usc tone) and 
ge tureJ., which he ha~ borrowed from others and which, not being the result of 
his feelings, are likel} to be misapplied, and to be void of propriety. force and 
grace'( 133J; here the full force of the place of the subject becomes apparent: ex
ternal ign are the only clue to internal emotions, which leads to the absolute 
nece sity of correct and 'proper ' links between the two. One must display one' 
self in peech, and not don the gestures, looks and tone of another.49 

Public elocution mark~ the pace of the subject, it designate~ the proper 
bounds allo,•ed to the individual, his or her space in and for represemation. As it 
docs so it correspondingly authorizes the subject as the proper place for peech. 
This public textualiLation of the self, its writing as the body, leads to problems, 
however, which are never far from the surface of Sheridan's strictures. The e 
problems concern the self-production of the self, the auto-production of one's 
image. As we have seen, Sheridan attempts to restrict such self-authentication 
through the appeal to the social. 5° However, once the body becomes a text in the; 
public realm, to be read o r consumed by others, then the possibility of its 
becoming a text to one's self, of it reflecting back to one's self the image 
produced for others arises. In o ther words, the speaker may become fascinated, 
or indeed aroused by his own image: precisely a kind of self-indulgence, or 
indulgence in self that could be seen as far from healthy. 

Sheridan is more than aware of this auto-eroticism which is certainly allied to 
the production of excess: it is, of course, one of the primary aims of the close link 
between body and voice, or social text and subjective index, to legislate thi 
possible excess. Textualit)' and exuality con tantly constitute an area of 
discursive interference during the eighteenth century, o that when the body 
becomes ~oo explicitly textualized it is almost impossible not to notice the patterns 
of interference. It is hardly surprising that Sheridan's elocutionary Leal hould 
have thrown up this speculative area of interference, but even Priestley's 
associationist conceptualization of person is implicated. 

49 Thus che ma,tcr comes to an awareness of himself through public or:llion. while that 
awarene~s is nne of the prerequisites for masterful oratory: 'The complete orator muM have a 
general and intimate knowledge ol himself: the world and mankind:' Fr:mci~ Cemleman, 
Introduction to Sha Aufitart's plays. containing an tSsay on oratory (London, 1773), p. 12. 

$O This rescriccinn is very often gender-specific. so that women were not bound b)' the same 
rules. A rwar conu'mporary handbook for women's conduct. for example, recurnr11endo that 
women practise their conversation alone and in private. The section in which the follow~ng 
~tricture appears b entitled 'Of 'elf con,•ersation' and states 'Learn , Madam, w endure lx-rng 
alorw, ;md to ttllwcr'c whh you•elf: ln order to succeed in which you havt' no! hing co dn. but tel 

lurni>h yourodf with virtuou' and laudable Employment. ldlt' Persons and Fools are nbligt'd tn 
have !)C''f>ctual Rt•tour~ to other People for Com-ersation. bemuse the)' carr't be in .111) 

Company •o bad :b tht•rr ""n.' Tht lady's prutptor (Birmingham, 1768). p. 71. 
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This imerfcrence is interestingly the rt>lou lt of Priestley's attempt to connect a 
theory of the mind ba~cd on a~sociation with a theory of the subject ba.sed on 
self-authentication: 

... since the mind percehe,, and i~ con~iou~ of nothing. butt he ideas that are present to 
it, it must as it " ·ere. conform itself to them: and even the idea it hath ofits own extent, (if.,·e 
may use that expression) muse enlarge or contract with its fleld of view. By this means also, 
a ~rson, for this time. enters rmo, adopt), and is ac1ua1ed b). the sentiments that are pr~ 
sented to his mind . 

. . . from this principle, sentiment\, and\ ie\\S of those! persons whose! history is written SO 

as to engage our attention, become for a time (if they be not extremely opposite to our o"·n 
general state of mind) our o" n pa~ 1011,, ...:mimems and 'ie"'S ... ~1 

This can be read as the doctrine of ympathy in its least problematic form, as the 
most efficacious means of explaining the economy of a correct ethically based 
social system: the subject participates within society by making sentiment and 
internal sensation equivalenl. Yet, I would argue, this passage is so clearly a 
repetition of the discussion of ublimc experience found in Gerard, that the 
addition of the term 'person' to the argument cannot but signal the pressure of 
the discourse of the sublime and of its excess, the self-authenticating subject. 

Thus, while we may note the usc of the controlling discourse of ethics or the 
theor y of morals articulated in relation to a theory of mind - perhaps the central 
project for the Scottish enlightenment - we may a lso register another, and much 
more problematic discourse surreptitiously at work. Thili can be located in the 
use of the common trope to de cribe the action of sympathy, the entering into 
and adoption of sentiments presented to the mind. f or this trope is also u ed 
extremely frequentl y in de,criptions of the activity of reading: so frequently in 
fact as to become its hallmark. 

There, as we shall see in chapter 10, it arouse a large number of extremely 
complex interconnection bet,,een the self and other, between the text and the 
,·oice, and e,·emually breaks apart the smooth urface of the calm doctrine of 
sympathy in so far as it relates to the positioning of the subject. Consequent!)'• 
when one 'enters into' and 'adopc~· the pirit of the author one is less 
reverberating harmonious!)' with the entiments of another, than emering into a 
contest which holds out subjccth•ity, no less. as its prize.~2 This is clear in 
Priestley's text when he makes thc di~linction between person and mind, or 

~ 1 Pric,;.tlcy. A Course of Lertr1r~s 011 Oratory a11d Critiri.rm (London, 1777), pp. 126-7. 
~2 Thi~ ·cnmpctilion' i~ r.:t·rwirrly d~terrnirwd hy tht• rci:Hions between text and voice. There 

are manr example~ which (llu lcl be cited. :tnt I .trt' inch. I 0. Here. in order to give a sense of the 
debate. is Lemoine on tht• subjt·cc : ' II you wuuld a<'tluir~ a JUS! pronounciation in reading. you 
must not only take in the full:>ell\t', but t'llft•r inw rhc 'prrit of your author. For you can never 
convey the forC<' and lulne..' of lrr• idt•:l\ '" anutht·r. dll )OU feel them )'Ourself. No man can read 
an author he doc> not perlcctl) under-.rann :rnclt.t,LC·.' Tht art ofSp,aiUng; upon an tntiu nn~.~ plan 
(London. 1797). p. 51. 
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between 1 he appropriated and the appropriator: for Priestley there is no ~omooth 
transition be tween self and other, or between mind and " 'orld. 

The turn from the voice to the text in Priestley's translation of the text of 
hi tory into the pa~sion of the subject is a radical move when een in the larger 
context of the terms and conditions of the rise of the subject. For heridan· 
elocutionary movement force the newly emergent subject into public pace and 
abhors the private manifestation of person. The reasons for this can only be 
given in terms of the distinctions between public and private. and in relation to 
the changing political discourses which claimed for themselve the privileged 
place of peech: precisely a good and loyal citizen. It is to force criticism and dis. 
sent into the private space of converse , where the individual lack those 
contextuali7ing markers which give back to him his sense of elf: it i to make 
public assent to ~ociety and government the only authentication of the subject. 
Thi , it hardly needs pointing out, is being expressed in the year following the 
Seven Years War, when the sense of nation and its will to power is as strong if not 
stronger than in the period of the war itself. 

Thus, the <tuestion over the textualization of the subject in the reading 
experience concerns the wider political dimensions of the relations between 
public and private person, between the state as the space of representation f~r 
the subject, and all that is emailed by it, and internal consciousness as the 
individual's ratificalion of himself. Inner passion and sensation becomes 
translated into the private self in Priestley's theory, it is restricted in its access to 
public expression in Sheridan's. The voice of Pitt, as should be more than clear, 
works its doubled intervention into the spirit and character of the time :at once 
the supreme example of the private individual in the service of the state, and the 
private individual eradicated by the needs of a public, nationali t, commercial 
empire. In this sense the voice of Pitt becomes the most extreme example of the 
textualization of the body for the rest of the century: it becomes the reference 
text for every distribution of public and private extensions of personality, the 
legi fating voice of every manifestation of interior prh'3te individual ~peech. 

7 
The Body in Place 

Speaking situates the subject and legislate the body: the rules that govern both 
polite public converse and decorous private conversation circumscribe the space 
of the body. This can be seen very clearly indeed in the various 'performance' 
texts which were specifically produced for the reading aloud of literature. In the 
following chapter, to which this is prelude, the various ways in which the practice 
of viewing conditioned the space of the body are examined. Here the transition 
from voice to sight, from voice to text, is effected through the most powerful 
image of the textualization of the body present to the period: Gilbert Austin's 
illustration for the performance of Gray's 'Elegy written in a country 
churchyard'. Here is the performance text of the first stanza: 

I. 

l.s \'e<j - •hx , _ _ 8 ~f--d 

The curfew tolls the knell of parting day, 
aR~ 

F phj:-, • • q .••....••....... 

The lowing herd wind slowly o'er the lea. 
sKI 

..... -phf q 8 'C<i 

The ploughman homeward plods his weary way, 
V 8 •cq--d--- 8.R. 

And leaves the world to darkne~ and to me. 

The marks above the first line, 'Ls, vcq- vhx' arc explained by Austin in the 
followi ng manner: 

In this action the eyes arc turned first wward~ the direction from whence the wund 
proceeds, and the hand is prl·M:ntc:d vt·rtical in thl" ~me direCLion: butt he eye quickly dis· 
covers it> own ithufficit:nty, and tlwn tlw t•:tr, the proper organ, is turned toward• the 

•ound. whilst the cy .. ~ an· bt·n t upnn tht• vacauc:y. the hand remaining as before. The bod) 
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leans rorward more or less according to the earnestness or the attention. T he auiwde is ex· 
pressed by the notation veq (vertical elevated oblique) - vhx (vertical horizoncal extended) 
which show~ the position of both hands.• 

We can leave aside the proper organ. for a momem. and continue with the 
instructions for the rest of the stanza. An a indicates when to make a new gesture 
and a·-· when to complete one. The notation for this first sta111.a indicates: ad
vance both arms and hands, prone, elevated, forward, and then downward 
within forty-five degrees of the nadir. The notation belo\" the line give 
directions for the feet, which should advance to the right two steps. The large 
letter 'F' above the beginning of the second line indicates that the hand should 
be placed upon the forehead, while phf, q and x instruct the performer tO place 
the hand prone, the arm horizontal and forward, and then oblique and 
extended. B vtq indicate that both hands are vertical extended and oblique, 
while Vindicates vacancy in the eyes. The end of the stanza instructs the reader 
to move both hands forwa rd and then downward until both are at rest, BR. 

This precision for the performance of the text should not surprise us, given 
the discussion of the preceding chapter. Austin 's notation system is merely more 
workable than others, and his instructions for movement more applicable or 
'proper' to the text. The following diagram of the performer, however, takes 
the genre to new and dizzying heights. Here is the subject in place; the body at 
one within itself: the subject as the centre, controlling, determining, being the 
dual axes around which his world turns. The body in its proper place. 

J 

1 Cilbcr1 Austin. Chirot~omio; or a Treatise on Rhetorical Delivery: romprehmdit~g many prtetPIS 

both ancient and modnn, for tht proper regulatio!l of the Voiu, CoutJtmonu, o11d Ctsture (London, 
1806). p. 528. 
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8 
Of the Distance of the Picture: 

the Viewing Subject 

It would be difficult to find a set of eighteemh-<:entury enquiries which specified 
the place of the body as consistently and obsessively as works on perspective. 
This chapter will put forward a case history of the body in perspective thet.>ry, 
and will range over texts published within the full range of the century, in 
contrast to the chapter on the speaking subject, which is centred on a reading of 
the e locutionary movement in the years immediately following the Seven Years 
War. There are at least seventeen works specifically on the subject of perspective 
published between 171 5 and 1800- a fact which becomcb noteworthy when it is 
realized that the rules of perspecti,•e representation did not change at all over 
this period. Why it was felt to be necessary to repeat the same precepts over and 
over. will occupy at least some of the ensuing argument. ' 

However, another rea on for choosing the entire sweep of eighteenth-century 
perspective theory concerns the wider issue of historical method. I will attempt 
w construct a much larger narrative frame in this chapter in order to take 
account of an inquiry which would seem. at first glance, to bt: extremely resistant 
to its neighbouring contcxtualizing discourses. The theorist of perspective 
seems to have been little troubled by shifting relations within those discursive 
networks which articulated hi discursive milieu, and his topic for enquiry seems 

1 01 course one might rt'Wrl that the rules of perspecti\e ha,·e sull nm changed. and that they 
have no rea,on co. •ince tlwy :ere geometric rules governing pictorial reprc~ntation. Thi~ does 
not, however. explain thc rt'a~on for the rather large number of book• gi,•ing theM: rules. 
Furl hermore, if we cake intu account the most general work;, on drawing. painting and >O frJrth, 
the number of works which dl':ll wi th perspective is incrcasc•d very con~iderably. If one wl'r<' tO 
incr~a~c the sampl<· furtlwr. ami include works on ' •ision. lnnd~ca1>c Kardcning. the viewing of 
pict urc•s and building~ and Ml forth - all texts addressing the que>tion of the pf:w· or the body in 
vi.>ion - the number ol work• become• vel) significant ind .. t-d . For detail• of .orne of these see 
lhe bibliograph) . 
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w have had an extrcmdy long half-life in comparison with more volatile or 
responsive theorct ical enterprises. If this define our point of departure it will be 
incumbent upon the argument to ask why and how these theories remained 
resistant to the changing discur ive milieu. and what this resistance signifies in 
relation to its placing of the body. 

Most works on perspective publi hed during the century conform to a very 
limited pattern in their d iscussions of mathematical perspective representation. 
The basic rule!> for conveying three-dimensional spatial relationships in two 
dimensions were formulated by Alberti in his famous 'window' analogy: the 
artist imagines his vision passing th rough a transparent 'window' upon which he 
outlines the objects seen behind it. T hi form of per pective represemation. 
which is usually termed linear perspective, became the norm extremely quickly 
in the history of we tern art.' Thus, although there are other kind of 
perspective, known to artists since antiquity, the dominance of the linear scheme 
is all but overwhelming. I shall argue that in relation to eighteenth-<:entury 
perspective theory this domination once again illu trates the ways in which a 
legislative theoretical discourse attempts to control and restrict a practice which 
continually exceeds the boundaries laid down by the theory. In terms of the 
viewing place, the autonomous subject is a problematic eruption within the 
practice of viewing. In response to this possible excess of viewpoints linear 
perspective theory, as we shall see, indicates that one, and only one, place 
constitutes the 'correct' place for viewing. The practice of looking at picture , 
however, departs from such prescriptive rules, not only because of the physical 
difficul ties involved in occupying precisely the one 'true point of sight' from 
which the canvas was painted, but also on account of the multiplicit)' of po itions 
taken in the social pace of spectating. 

We can begin with the most important work on perspective published during 
the first half of the century, Brook Taylor 's Linear Perspective, published in 171 5 
and followed by New Principles of Linear Perspective in 1719, which was mo t 
widely available during the econd half of the century in Joshua Kirby's digest, 
Dr Brook Taylor's Mtthod of Perspective madt tasy both in theory and practice (1754).' 

Brook Taylor define perspective in the following way: 

t Sec, howevt'r. amuel Y. t:dgenon,Jr, Thl R~nausantt Rtdiscowry af Linear Ptrspt.ctiw (Ne"' 
York. 1975). ror a det:ufcd account of th~ ~gmrung> of hnc~ar perspecti,·e and iu r.apid 
~endanC)' over mher pe1'11pectivc rcpresentational.chcme>. 

'Kirby's dige't di>pfay• llogarth's ironic comment :rbmrt unilinear pen-peaive as a frontis
piece - the piclUrc in which a lithe per•pectival relation> :rrc wittily reversed. This Hogarthian 
commentary i> pare r1l a lnq(t'r :111d more insi>tcnt attempt made by lhc artist to refute one-point 
perspective, which ('an be found in hi> Alwlysis of Beauty. The popularity or Taylor's treati>e i> 
'ignalled by lhc number of works which comment upnn it and use iu methods and example,, 
Eighty-eight year> later ~:c:t ... •ard Edward,, for example. published his A pradical treatise of 
perspuliw 011 tlte prinnpttl of J)r Broolt Taylor (London. 1803). 
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Perspective is the Art of drawing on a Pl:me the Appearances of any Figun-s, by thl' Rules 
of C<:ometry. 

In order to under,tand the Principles of this Art. we must consider, That a Picture 
painted in its utmost degree of Perfection, ought so to affect the Eye of the Beholder, that 
he should not be a hit· to judge. whether what he sees be only a few Colours laid artificially 
on a Cloth, or the very Objects there represemed, seen thro' the frame of the Picture, as 
thro' a Window! 

This is no more than the standard Albertian anal)•sis of the rules of linear 
perspective. Tht• viewer, according to Taylor, must at some level be fooled into 
Laking a two-dimensional representation of space as the real world. Thil> i 
explained by reference to visual and optic science: 

To produce th1~ F.ffea. it is plain the Light ought to come from the Picture to the 
Spectator's Eye. in tht' \Cry same manner, as it would do from the Objects themselves, if 
they really were when· they seem w be: that is, every Ray of Light ought to come from any 
Point of the Picture to the Spectator's Eye, with the same Colour. the same strength of 
Light and Shadow, and in the same Direction, as it would do from the corresponding Point 
or the real Object, if it WCJ'C placed where it is imagined to be. l2J 

Taylor, again, is me .. ely following the then current precepts in his analysis of 
vision. Algarotti, for example, in his Essay on Painting wh ich was translated from 
the Italian in 1763, makes the link between optics and perspective drawing very 
clear: 

A~ practice, therefore, ought in evCI')' thing to be built upon principle, the study of 
Opticks, as far ~ it is requisite to determine the degree in which objects are to be 
illuminated or shaded. should proceed hand in hand wit h that of perspective. And this, in 
order t hat the hade~. cast by figure~ upon the planes o n which they stand, may fall 
properly, and be neither too strong nor too light: in a word, that those most beauLiful 
effects of the chiaroscuro may run no risk of C\'er receiving the lie from truth, which, 
M>Oner or later, disco,ers itself to every eye.s 

This connection between optics and drawing is hardly new, whereas the link 
between anatomy and perspective signals the emergence of a growing preoccu
pation for perspective theorists during the course of the century.' John 

4 Bruok Taylor, l.ilttar Persputivt, or, a nne mtthod of reprtsmtingjuJtly all manner ofObjtCIJ as 
lltiJ apptar to tltt £)'e 111 all situations (london, 1715). p. 1- 2. 

• Francesco Alg;~roui, An Essay on Pamting (London, 1764), pp. 37-8. 
6 The link betw«n anatomy and dro~wing is as old as the interest in the- phy ical description of 

the body. However, the link between anatomy and perspective >ignals a slightly differcrll 
departure, not from tllf' side of drawing, which had always required n competence in the 
rt•pn·~cntation of the t•xwrior form nf thr body, but from 1 he side of anatomy which changes its 
relatiomhip to the human bod)• as a coefficient of the available representations of it. This is to 
point out a deeply problematic n~lation~hip between perspective, the correct but fictional~ 
a~coun1 of the human bod) in two dimen•ions, and anatomy. the science of the sqlllration or dis-
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Brisbane'~> The Anatom)' of Painting: or a short and tasy introduction to anatomy 
( 1769). for example, explains that an anatomist should look upon the human 
body with the eye of a paimer in order lO duplicate what he terms 'picturesque 
anatomy'.7 The anatomist needs the drawing skills of the artist in order to 
represent the human body adequately, but what does the artist learn from the 
anatomi t?' This quest ion raises important issues in term of the wider argument 
of this chapter, as it concern the distances between the body as a ph) ical object 
within space and the body as a space of representation, precisely a space within 
which the subject is representable and represented: the place of subjection. 

The artist, according 10 Brook Taylor in his Nnu Principles ofLintar Perspective 
(London, 1719). must take care not to allow the repre entation to take over, to 
express itself. In relation to the body, the pace of representation must match 
the space of the real: the body is pictured correctly when it is precisely controlled 
by the real space in which the body is experienced. The use of perspective is 
crucial, then, in order to contain the place of the body in representation: 

The An of Perspective is necessary to all Arts, " 'here there is any occasion for Designing: 
as Architecture, fortification, Carving, and gener.tlly all the Mechanical Arts: but it is 
more particulady necessary to the Art of Painting, which can do nothing without it. A 
Figure in a Picture, which i~ not drawn according to the Rules of Perspective, does not 
represen t what is intended, but something else. So that it seems to me, that a Picture which 
is faulty in this part icular, is u blameable, or more so, than any Composition in Wl'iting, 
which is faulty in point or Orthography. or Grammar ... (viii] 

It is the 'something e lse' that troubles Taylor: the representation of the body 
may be 'faulty' precisely on account of its excess, the surplus produced by 
representation and in bet ween the intention of the artist and the representation 
itself. It is precisely thi •in between' which, I shall argue, is the place of 

section of the distinCl parts of the human body. Anatomy, as part of the rationalist enterprise, 
can be seen as one of Lhe reiuhs of the project to construct a complete taxonomy of the body. It 
not only senes the purposes of medical science, but also panicipates in the wide!' discussion of 
the placement of the body. and us relations to the subject. In th is respect anatOm)' is ,·ery clearly 
linked to cenain forms of figur.mon deri\'ed from the metaphorical site of the body: anatomy is 
linked to anatopy. a point di.cussed in some detatl in relation to Hopnh's An41JSis of B~auty in 
my 'Critic1sm's Place', Tltt Eightuntlt Cmtury: Thtory and lnllrprttation, 25.2 (Spring, 1984), 
pp. 199-'214. 

1 John Brisbane, Tlu AnatOIIIJ of Painting: or n short and ~OS'J introduction to anatomy (London, 
1769), p. xii. Cf. Algaroui: 'The stud) of l'er~pectivc should go hand in hand with that of 
Ana tom(. An Essay on Paintrng, p. 25. 

8 This question could onl)' be answered adequately through an exhaunh·e ~tud) of the 
interrelation~ bet ween anawmy ,lf)d painting: from the side of pictorial representation work has 
certain ly been done, which can be explained by tht' fact that enough 'major' artists produced 
images of the human body ba~cd on anatomical drawings - Rembrandt's 'Anatomy Lesson' 
being the most obvious example and which ha, been discus.wd in some detail by Francis Barker 
in Tltt Tr~mulous Pri110tt Bod) (Lmtdon. 198'1 ). There i;, ho..-e\t'r. rathel' less dio;cussion of 
anatomi~u and cheir u)>(.'S nf piuohal reprC"~nta11on . 
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contestation, for it is this space which is occupied by the subject through the 
depiction and apprehension of the space of the body. Here, Taylor is merely fol 
lowing the ethical and social rule of decorum which are embedded within the 
strictures concerning 'correct' perspective. 

T aylor does allow a creative aspect to this process of representation, but the 
terms he uses to describe it are most instructive: 

The Art of Painting, taken in its full Extent. consist.~ of two Parts; the Inventive, and the 
Executive. The Inventive part is common with Poetry. and belongs more properly and 
immediately to the Original Design (which it invents and disposes to the most proper and 
agreeable manner) than to the Picture, which is only a Copy of that Design already formed 
in the Imagination of the Artist. The Perfection of this Art of !,aiming depends upon the 
thorough Kno.,.,•lcdge the Artist ha~ of all the Parts of his Subject; and the Beauty of it con
sins in the happy Choice and Disposition that he makes of it: and it i, in this that the Genius 
of the Artist discovers and shews itself, while he indulges and humours his Fancy, which 
here is not confined. [xi[ 

The use of the part/ whole diSLinCLion, the synecdochic figuration which will 
take on increasing importance as we progress, is noteworthy not only in relation 
to the duality it articulates between imagination and representation, but also 
between the activities of' invention and execution. These Iauer two may look 
harmless enough, and as if they are fully grounded within a rhetorical 
framework of pictorial production, but when we consider the role of the 
'executive' as a legislating body it becomes immediately apparent that a politics 
of representation, as much as of the representation of politics, is being 
articulated. The subject, then, il> not only 'subjected' to the rules of perspective, 
its representation not only legislated by the power of'execution' practised by the 
painter. it is also subject to the power of the 'executive', brought to law by the 
body which authenticates legality. The space of representation takes on a more 
political sheen when seen in this light: it is that place in which a 'subject' may see 
itself in representation, as represented. It is this question, about the political 
representation of the subject, that I take as part of the interior o f this discourse 
on perspective. Thus, where Taylor':; strictures on the control of the artist's 
'creative' powers can be happily read in terms of pictorial decorum. I want to 
trouble that surface and read such comments in broader terms, and to relate the 
space of the subject in representation - the correct image - to the space for 
representation granted to the subject. It is this disjunction. between the subject 
as representation and in representation. which I sec as pan of the excess of the 
legislative theory of perspective.9 

9 This analysis is determined by our earlier discussion of the discourse of Lhc sublime which 
had projected the identification of the discursive excess with the subjccl. Now we will take a 
different >et of enquiries, on perspective, and read them as if thC)' were a discourse on the sub
jeCJ, thereby making the earlier di,cursivc analytic on the sublime productive. folding it back 
upon it-~ product, the subject. 
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We can see something of the friction caused by such a disjunction in the 
following comments on the 'freedom' of the artist: 

Wherefore if at any time the Artist happens to imagine, that his Picture would look better, 
if he should swerve a liule from these Rules, he may assure himself, that the Fauh belongs 
to his Original Design, and not to the Strictness of the Rules: for what is perfectly 
agreeable and just in the real Original Objects themselves, can never appear defective in a 
Picture, where these Objects are exactly copied.(xii) 

We might pause here and note that Taylor's treaLise is one among a very large 
number of works published during the period on 'correctness'; the proper form 
of speech, as we have already noted conditioned almost half a century of 
manners and conversation. Here, the 'proper form' of pictorial representation 
conditions and controls the artist: correct decorum must be observed. This 
restriction of the subject, however, does not persist throughout the century, so 
that The Artist's Assistant claims in a more relaxed manner: 

Perspective is the Art of delineating objects (as they appear in Nature upon a plain surface) 
according to their Distance and Height perpendicular to the l lorizon, between the Object 
and the Eye. 

This Art is of great Consequence to those who would excel in Drawing. Etching, 
Engraving, Carving in Bas-Rc:lief. or Painting: for being well understood, the Artist will be 
enabled to know when to adhere to the strict Rules, and when to depart from them with 
Propriety. 10 

It would appear from this that between Taylor's prescriptive perspective and the 
artist's handbook published in 1788 a considerable change had occurred, which 
can only in part be explained by changing attitudes to decorum, and to the rules 
governing various forms ofbehaviour. It is this change, from the absolute power 
of the legislative discourse, to the recognition of its inabili ty to control all forms 
of practice - what we have come to recognize as precisely the excessive 
production of theory - which will be traced in the followi ng. Although the 
Artist's Assistant hardly marks the decisive break between the absolute legislative 
function of perspective theory- exemplified by Brook Taylor's standard work
and its relative legislative power of consent - put forward above by The Artist's 
Assistant - it is enough to register the considerable change between these two 
markers. Again, it seems to me that the narrative model which uses the notion of 
'rupture' or break may not be useful to this history of discourse, especially given 
that perspective theory, in so far as it establishes correct rules for pictorial 
:epresemat ion. does not change at all over the course of the century. We are 
Immediately faced with the problem, then, of writing a h istOry of an object 
which has no history, when history is understood in rerms of change. This 
problem will be addressed by focusing on the eleven works on pe•·spectivc 
published between 1738, when Hamilton's Stereography, or, a complete body of 

IO Th~ Artist's Assistant, 5th cdn (London. 1788), p. I 0. 
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perspective appeared, and 1775, when Ferguson's The art of drawing in perspective 
was published. 11 The Seven Years War, happily, lies midway between these 
dates. 

The first of those works, Hamilton's Stereography, attempts to make the 
distinction between three kinds of viewing situation, only one of which can be 
properly called perspective. He writes: 

Stereographical Description is of three sorts, which take their Denominations from the 
several Situations of the Object, and the Plane of the Section, with respect to the Point 
from whence the Object is supposed to be seen, or the Place of the Eye.12 

Hamilton, as we can note, is mainly preoccupied with the positionality involved in 
the viewing and drawing situation. This placing of the viewer in relation to the 
object of sight is the primary means by which perspective theory will legislate the 
body, and is the crucial factor in the excessive practice of viewing and the 
corresponding malfunction of the legislaLive discourse. The body becomes, in 
effect, too plural, the site of too many meanings, the place of too much 
signification in order for it to remain placed in just one position. Hamilton, 
however, makes it clear that perspective only applies to the first set of his viewing 
categories: 'when the Plane of the Section is between the Eye and the Object, it 
takes the name of Perspective' [ 15], thereby placing the two further positions for 
viewing outside the rule of perspective. These two surplus positionalities are 
defined in the following manner: 

Secondly, When the Object is between the Eye and the Plane of the Section, it is then 
called Projection: and here the Rays proceeding from the Object to the Eye, are supposed to 
be continued on beyond the Object, till they cut the Plane; it is therefore called Projection, 
the Image of the Object being in a manner projected or thrown forward upon a Plane 
beyond it. [1 , 15) 

Here the precise optical or physical conditions of viewing are taken into account 
in order to place the viewer correctly. One might note, however, that the object 
in the above situation acts as if it were transparent, since the viewer is clearly able 
to see it as a representation upon the plane- he sees beyond the object, through 
the real world to its representation. If we think of this in terms of the shadow cast 
by an object upon a screen the situation makes some kind of sense, but, as we 
know, that shadow is only an outline and it casts an image that does not 

11 These works are: Hamilton, Stereography; Kirby, Dr Brook Taylor's Method ( 1754): Thomas 
Bardwell, The Practice of Painting and Perspective Made Easy (1756): Ki rby. Dr Brook Ta)•lor's 
Method, with examples ( 1757); Daniel Fournier, Treatise on the theory and practice of perspective 
( 176 1); John Lodge Cowley, The Theory of Perspective demonstrated (1765): The Art of Drawing in 
Perspective ( 1769): j oseph Priestley, A Familiar Introduction to the theory and practice of Perspective 
(1770): Edward Noble, The Elements of Linear Perspective ( 1771 ); Thomas Malton, A Compleat 
Treatise on Perspective ( 1778): and James Ferguson, The art of drawing in perspective ( 1775). 

12 J. Hamilton, Stereography, or, a complete body of perspective, 2 vols (London, 1738) I, p. 15. 
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correspond to its own dimensions. depending upon its distance from the screen. 
It makes less sense if the object is 'seen through' to its representation on the 
plane since if it is transparent there is no 'object' to represent. That we are in the 
realm of the subject should be more than apparent here. Furthermore, the line 
of the projection is con fused, since the direction must logically be from the eye, 
through the object to the plane of representation. This is not quite what 
Hamilton states; he maintains that the rays emanate from the object to the eye 
and on to the plane. What has transpired here is fairly clear: it is the subject, the 
eye, which in fact becomes transparent. 

The third of Hamilton's viewing situations makes this paradox more visible 
and pushes the 'real ' of the place of viewing even more into the realm of the 
imaginary: 

Lastly. when the Eye is supposed to be between the Object and the Plane of the Section: 
here the Eye must be considered only as a Point, through which all the projecting Rays 
pass, and are continued on till they cut the Plane of the Section on the opposite Side. This 
kind of Description may be therefore called Transprojtclion, the Image of every Poim of 
the Object being in a manner projected through the common Point upon the Plane of the 
Section; andl hence it arises, that the Image thus formed is Inverted, and bears the same 
Similitude to its Original, as the Image formed in the Retina of the Eye doth to the Object 
seen by it. 

'Tis true this kind of Projection is only Imaginary; for if the Point, through which the 
Visual Rays are here supposed to pass, be considered as the Eye looking on the Plane of the 
Section, then the Object will be behind it, and therefore must be out of sight; ... [1, 15] 

The use of 'optics', and the analogy of the retina are both very instructive, since 
the 'real' of the viewing situation is clearly only a figurative construct: one can 
argue from optics that the eye be placed between the object and the 
representation- as an analogy it might work- but it clearly does not work in the 
realm of the physical. Here the body inhabits figurative not real space, but to 
continue the discourse of the subject outlined above, it makes the point that the 
subject, as o bject, is always behind the screen, behind the body, out of sight. This 
description is so marked by analogical orderings - the eye to be considered only 
as a point, the image inverted as on the retina, the projection considered as the 
eye looking on the plane of the section- that it precisely places in perspective the 
account of vision. In other words, vision is subordinated to, put under the sign 
of, perspective in order to account for an imaginary position for viewing 'in the 
real'. We might ask why Hamilton includes these two excessive positionalities, 
those demanded by representations formed by projection and transprojection , 
in his account of perspective. This question becomes more vexed when we 
consider Hami I ton's further comments about the precise positioning of the subject 
in the viewing of correct perspectival representations. 

He states that in order for the correct perspective to be in the picture and also 
for its correct construal by the viewer to occur, both the precise mathematical 
distances between o~jects on the canvas and the canvas and the viewer must be 
adhered to: 
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The Picture then may have any Position given it with respect lO the Objects represented. 
but these ought always to appear in a Situation natural to them with respect to the true 
Horizon: and consequently whatever Relation the Picture may have to the Objects. it 
ought to be so placed with re~pect to the Spectator's Eye, that the same Relation may be 
preserved: that such Objects ~. in their natural Situation, are usually visible by Rays 
parallel to the llorizon, may be seen in the Picture b)• the like Rays. and those which 
usually require an exalted or depressed Tur n of the Eye to be observed, may demand the 
same in the Picture.( ll. 386-71 

T h is mathematical distance is termed, after Brook Taylor, the 'distance of the 
picture', and is generally dissociated from the distance of the vanishing point. 
The former measures the space between the viewer and the picture. whereas the 
latler measures the onhogonals o n the picture plane itself.1

' This prescription of 
the various distances involved in a perspeClive represemation is one of the most 
forcefu l forms of legislation executed by theory over the practice of viewing.•• 
Hamilton goes on to explain that the viewer must stand at precisely the point 
required by the theory of perspective, the point of sight, since the image is made 
for that positionality: 

It being evident from the Nature of Stereography. that a Picture cannot appear str ictly 
true, unless the Eye be placed exactly in the Poim of Sight for which it was drawn: It 
follows, that a Picture ought always to be placed in such a Posi tion, that it may be viewed 
from that Point. fl l, 389 J 

This placing of the body at the point of sight becomes problematic, however, 
once vision becomes an internal as well as external facu lty, once one sees as much 
with the mind, or the imagination as with the eyes. Furthermore, both the size of 
a canvas and its own position may cause severe problems,l5 recognized by 

13 The measurement of the space between the viewer and the picture was also termed the 
'point of distance'. On thissee Edward Edwards. A Practical Treatise oJPtr$putivt, p. 22: 'The dis
tance of the picture. or point of distance, is a point which is general!)• set off upon the horizom.al 
line, either way from the centre of the picture or point of sight, in the same proportionate 
measure that the painter or spectator is supposed to stand distant from the picture, or from the 
view, or object he means to represent. The old writers call it the point of di.stanu, but Dr Brook 
Taylor, the di.stanu of the picturt.' 

•• Kirby makes the point in the strongest and clearest terms: · .. . it hath always been a 
fundamental Maxim in Perspective, to have but one Point of Sight for the same Picture: and the 
Reason of this is demonstrable from the Nature of Vision, the Principles of Optics. and the 
Precepts of Design.' John Joshua Kirby, Dr Brook Taylor's Mdhod of Persputivt compared with the 
Examples lately published on this subjttt . .. London f l757f, p. 32. 

u The practice of hanging pictures could not have been conducive to this kind of stricture: 
canvasses were often hung one above another. from Roor to ceiling in fact, if one is w take 
Teniers's depiction of The Archduke Leopold's Gallery as a faithfu l rc•prescntation. From this 
one might suggest that it was nigh impos.~ible to view a picture from its correct point of sight. 
Here practice ~ecrns to contradict, or at the very least be oblivious to, theory. 
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Hamilto n when he discusses the relations between the height and distance of the 
eye to the size of the canvas: 

It is therefore necessary ... to bUit the Silt of the Picture to the Distance of the Eye. that 
nothing in it may appear monstrous or unnatural, where-ever the Eye be placed to view it: 
for although a Picture can in strictness be truly seen, only from the true Point of Sight. yet 
,~hen the Distance of 1 he Eye is preuy large with respect w the Si1.e of the Picture, so that 
the greatest Dimension of the Picture may be seen under a Right Angle or less. any liule 
Deviation of the Eye from ils true Place, will not have so sen>ible an Effect on the 
Appearance of the Picture, as when the Distance is smaller, or the Picture of a greater 
Extent. 

And as Pictures are generally, if not always placed in such Positions, that they may be 
viewed from several different Situations: they ought to be so drawn, that in any of those 
Situations, fronting them, they may appear as little disagreeable to the Eye a-' may be: and 
if nothing in the Picture in these Vie•~s. appear remarkably deformed, the Eye will 
overlook little Variations from the strict Appearance the Objects ought to have, and the 
Imagination will be ready to supply the Defect.[ll, 393-41 

Here the theory attempts to take account of both vie wing and hanging practice: 
the image should be amenable to multiple and distanced viewing positions. The 
small distortions in 'true sight' which occur can, in practice, be corrected by the 
imagination. Because of this, once the imagination becomes a productive power 
within the viewing experience the need for mathematical rule~bound precision 
decreases, and the positio n of the viewer becomes Aexible. More than this, 
however, the imagination also enables the viewer to see through the picture to 
the reat world, to the objects that stand behind the representations: 

When the Eye is placed in the true Point of Sight to view a Picture, the Imagination doth 
not stop at the Lines and Figures actually drdwn in the Picture, but is carried on beyond it, 
to the Original Objects which are supposed to produce those Images, the Picture itself 
being only considered as a transparent Plane th rough which the O bjects are seen.f l l , 394( 

Once again the predominant trope is derived from the Albertian scheme: the 
plane of representation is, in the best of all possible worlds. transparent, a 
window th rough which one looks on to the real world. Various difficulties arise 
in this figuration, such as the self-motivation of the ' Imagination' which 'doth 
not stop'. and its sudden loss of self-generated movement in the phrase 
following: it 'is carried beyond it'. We are not wid what carries it, nor in fact 
what does produce the image. since the original objects are merely 'supposed' to 

produce them. We should be familiar with this kind of hesitation, for it is 
precisely the distinguishing feature of the discourse on the sublime, as it 
auempts to construct a controll ing discourse which, in its very effort to legislate, 
produces the overplus. Here it is quite dearly the identification of the viewing 
subject with the artist - the creative su~ject - that produces th is transcendently 
authentic viewing experience. This identification su~jects the viewer tO the 
subject position of Lhe painter in the 'real', not in discourse: it allows Lhe 
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spectator to experience subjectivity in the true Point of Sighl. What is ·seen' 
from he re is not a representation but the self mastering the real as the veil o f 
representation is torn apart, and the g lass which stands between the subject and 
the real world of objects is shattered. The viewing subject is no longer subjected 
to represemation but becomes the master of it, master of subjeCLion. master of 
itself. 

I have given Hamilton's work considerable space because it is very representa
tive of the other ten works cited earlier . Almost all the treatises which follow 
Ham ilton, as Hamilton followed Taylor. repeat, on occasion word for word, 
these precepts. In this sense perspective theory could be said to be static during 
the century: the mathematical rules of linear perspectival representation are 
neither challenged no r refined.'& Indeed , it would be difficult to imagine a 
severe challenge to the system since its foundation in geometry would require 
eit her a new mathematics of spatial relationships. or a non-mathematical theory 
of perspective. Yet the fact remains that ten further works were published 
during the next thirty-seven years, all of them solely on the topic of unilinear 
perspective, and all of them to a lesser or greater extent repetitions of the same 
hand-me-down precepts. From this curiosity alone one's suspicions might be 
awakened that something else was the abiding concern of these works, even if it 
may have been hidden from the direct view of the treatises themselves. 

In this regard a marginal comment in the British Library copy of joshua 
Kirby's Dr Brook Taylor's Method of Perspective made easy both in theory and practice 
helps us to clarify pan of this hidden agenda. The comment appears at the point 
where we might expect to find a disturbance within perspective theory. Kirby 
has given the fam iliar definition of the distance required for a correct view, the 
'True Point of Sight ', before going on to describe 'Some conseque nces which 
arise from viewing Pictures from any other than the true Point of Sight': 

From what has been said upon the distance and height of the eye, it is manife t , that no 
perspective representations will appear so natural as when viewed from the true point of 
sight; because, at that point only, a lithe rays which are supposed to come from the original 
objects. and produce their several projections upon the picture. will concur at the eye in 
their proper point , and thereby exhibit a picture upon the retina exactly similar to that of 
their originals. But if the eye is not placed in the true point of sight, the projections of all 
objects, which are not parallel to the picture, will not seem to tend to their proper 

16 John Lodge Cowley, in his Th~ Theory of P~rsptctivt drntorutrottd, does add the stricture that 
colouring also contributes to perspective represemations. He writes:· ... recourse must be had 
w the painter's skill in the an of colouring, for rendering the illusions thus truly 
perfect: but. nevertheless, it is of the utmo.~t importance to determine rightly the posi tions which 
the several lines and points. terminating the original objecl.S, must have on the picture, so as to 

enable them. when duly coloured. to produce the effect wished for by the artist: whence the arts 
of perspective and colouring should go hand in hand. and afford reciprocal assiswncc to each 
mher' I, p. I 09. T his appears in the section headed 'Of the consequences "•hich attend the view
ing of a picture from any l>thc:r than the point of sight' . 

Of the Distance of the Picture 797 

vanishing points: and for that reason, such represe matic111s will appear as starting out of 
their proper places, will lose their just proportions, and conselluemly will not convey 
absolute and perfect appearances to the eye of the speCLator, viz. such as are strictly to be 

deemed mathematical projections. And to this " 'e may add the bad effect it will have upon 
the horizontal line in particular. which is always deu·rmined by the place or the eye. 

What has been said upon th is head , relates principally to pictures painted upon uneven 
grounds, such as domes, vaulted roofs. irregular walls. etc. where the least variation from 
the true point of sight , wi lllx· productive oft he above:, and other bad consequences: but as 
to flat pictures. the fancy " 'ill be ready II> give some assistance towards correcting what is 

not strictly right in them; and therefore. a little variation of the eye from the true point of 
sight, is allowable in such cases: because no grC'.lt inconveniency will appear, so long as the 
eye keeps upon a level with the horizontal line.11 

The familiar stricture once again determines the space to be occupied by the 
viewing subject: the true point of sight locates the position in which the viewer 
undergoes a precise identification between himself and the painter. Once again 
the problematic situation in which the object is viewed from more than one 
position is addressed: here the 'fancy' comes to the rescue, adjusting the errors 
as long as the eye is at the correct horizontal line. At this point it may be useful to 
rehearse the main points at issue in this legislative theory of perspective. We can 
begin by noting that the viewing si tuation is necessarily bound up with the 
production and non-persistence of the subject : the viewer does not take to the 
picture his or her subjectivity, rather, the opposite case pertains in which the 
subject is p roduced in the space between the eye and the canvas, in the distance 
of the picture. Therefore the subject in the circuit of vision becomes the subject 
in and of representation, and the task perspective theory addresses is to restrict 
this subject to its proper place. its subject position in the ' real ' of viewing: the 
true point o f sighL. Now we may turn to the marginal annotation, pencilled by 
some unknown hand, which appears at the point in Kirby's text where the last ci

tation above ends. It reads: 

This is not sound doctrine - a large portion of the charms and value of a good picture con
sists in the fact that, when placed in a good light - it may be contemplated and enjoyed by a 
company or pany of many persons at the same moment. Each seeing it from a different 
point. Each taking his distance according 10 the length of his vision - T his notion of a pro
priety in the view of a picture. being taken, from 'the trut point of sight' is confounded. Try 
if you doubt on the subject. 18 

I L does not matter that we do not know the ide m it y of this reader since the com
ment, marginal and Lransgrcs~ ive a~ it is, articulates the text's own disturbance, 

17 Kirby, Dr Brooh Taylor's M~thod of Perrputiv~ madt tO$J. p. 62. 
18 Marginal note in Kirb)'. Dr Brooh Taylor's Method of Pt rsputivt madt Easy. p. 62. 
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asserting, on the contrary, that each viewer has his own 'propriety' of view, has 
precisely his own true point of sight, point of view. He brings this to the picLUre, 
it is not produced in the space opened up in the experience of viewing it. Indeed, 
the viewer brings his own space with which to confront the picture, a ·subject 
space' that is, moreover, given contours by the recognition of others and defined 
in the social, for the circuit of vision here is not an interior private affair. an 
inward sight which is compounded by the imagination or fancy, but an exterior 
social experience. in which the place of t he subject is necessarily mediated by and 
inserted within society. Art we reading LOo strongly by taking this last comment, 
'if you doubt the subject', ironically as referring to the doubt of the subject, the 
subject in question? Is this tex wal excess - the annotation - the proper subject of 
Kirby's own commentary? Is the Aicke ringofthe subject within the main body of 
the text - the compromise which a llows a 'liltle var iation in the true point of 
sight' - generative of this last refutation 'Try- if you doubt on the subject'? Is 
this the articulation of the text's own sense of self? We can play these variations 
on this deeply felicitous annotation but do not need to question their status since' 
the thrust of the annotation, that the social produces personality and the sense of 
self, is evident enough. Its ramifications within a con iderable number of 
contemporaneous debates, most nOLably those concerned with the persistence of 
subjectivity, are also more than clear .19 

We may note, then, that theories of perspective are not merely concerned 
with the legislation of drawing, they are not simply rule books for painters; 
rather , they are intertwined within the discourses of control which surround the 
body: just as elocution theory legislates the movemem and geswres of the body, 
so perspective theory legislates the space of the body, its positionality. It does 
this by insisting on the identity be tween the 'point of sight' taken by the viewer 
and the place occupied by the painter when he created the picture. The theory, 
however, is faced with the excess of practice, the multiple viewpoints taken by 
numbers of differem subjects in the social space of viewing. Unlike elocutionary 
theory which produces the autonomous subject as its excess, perspective theory 
resists and refuses the practice which it cannot contain and legislate: the 
polyvalent point of sight. In this sense it is closer to the discourse on the sublime 
than the discourse of it. Furthermore, it equates multiple viewpoints with a self
authenticated subject, thereby restricting the possibility of enter ing into 
subjectivity to t he one, uniform and unitary point of sight. It is practice here 
which fractures the authority of theory; the space which opens up in the 'real' 
viewing situation is excessive, plural in regard to theory, and it is this fracturing 
of the law of the true point of sight which will be discussed in detail below. I have 
termed this new, excessive, space the distance of the subject, making an a nalogy 
with the positioning of the painter to t.he representation, the space perspective 

19 Hume's discus>ion of th i> is the most we ll known. and was h~>atedly deb:ut"d. See David 
Hume, A Treatise on /Iuman Nature, 2nd edn by L.A. Selby· Bigge. re••. P.H. Nidditch (Oxford. 
1978). pp. 25 1-63. 
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theory deems the only true one, which it calls the distance of the picture.~ 
We can begin the discussion of the distance of t he subject by taking a slightly 

different tack, noting a conceptual problem \••hich arises in these legislative 
theories over the place of viewing and the play of representation. Edward 
. oble"s The Elements of Linear Perspective tackles this question by resorting to the 
differences bet"•een the mechanics of optics - thereby isolating where vision 
takes place - and the mechanics of perspective drawing - isolating where 
representation takes place. T hus, although his comments on perspective follow 
the habitual pattern, his atte mpts LO dissect and contro l vision itself signal a 
stronger effort to legislate the body, and a further intervention into the 
discourses of sociality - the practice of viewing - which produce the excessive 
position of the distance of the subject. Nobel writes: 

The appearance, then. of an object, is formed on the retina: but the perspective 
representation of an object is formed on the plane of the picture: and altho' the same object 

'"ill alwa ys have the same appearance. when viewed from the same place, yet it may have ten 

thousand differem pers-pectivt representations: because the rays proceeding from the said 

object to the eye, (and which cause the appMranu) may be cut by a plane in an infinite 

number of situations and positions: and these various sections of those rays , will form so 
many d ifferem perspective representations, a ll of which will afford the eye the same 

sensations. (that is, all these will have the same appearance) as the real object it.self:21 

20 This distance of the picture is termed the 'distance of the eye· by Kirby. and is defined as 
follows: 'The choosing a proper distance for the eye is so ~ntial in all perspective 
representations, that without a nice observance thereof, every object will appear unnatural and 
preposterous, let the rules by which it was drown be ever so true in theory. or exactly observed in 
practice. The reason of this will appear extremely obvious. if we consider tha t there is one 
ceruin distance, at which the eye can see an object with more distinctness than it can at any 
other, and this diStance may be called the True Point of Sight in respect to that object.' Kirby. 
Dr Brook Ta7lor's Method of Persptctive made easJ. p. 60. Edward Edwards poinu out the necessity 
of distinguishing between the various distances involved to the student who 'must make himself 
master of the distinction between the centre of the picture and the point of sight: also of the 
distanu of tlu pict1Jrt, and the distanu of a vanishing point; for if those principles are not well 
understood, no great progress can ever be made in the science: A prorticaltuatise of perspective, p. 
19. Mastery would seem to be an imperativt• here. 

21 Edward Noble. The Elements of Unear Perspwive (London. 1771 ). pp. 79-80. This distinction 
between appearance and n•ality is uken up by William Robson in his Crammigraphia; or Tlu 
Crammar ofDrawing (Bath, 1799). p. IS. but i~ collapsed by Daniel Fournier in his A Trtatiseoftlu 
theory and practice of ptrtpectivt published 1 he same year as Noble's F.ltments. Fournier claims: ' In 
order to have a clear idea of the principles of this art, we are to consider that a picture drown 
perfectly true, and placed in a proper position. ought w to appear to the spectator. that he 
'hould not be able 10 distinguish the representalion from the real original objects nctually placed 
when· they are represented w be. To produce this effect, it is necessary that the rays of light 
ought to come from the several pans o l the picture to the spect:owr's e)'e with the Slime 
ccircumnances of dirt-Ction. strength oflight and shadow, and colour. as they would do from the 
corre>ponding paru of the rea l objects seen in their prop<•r places.' p . 7 . This alw bears on thl' 
comm('nts below, p. 203 fo1 lnwing, on the nature of representation. 
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Something of a problem arises here, since the difference bet ween the appear
ance and a perspect ive representation - an image on the retina and an image on 
the picture plane- is collapsed when the operation of sight is taken into account. 
This is common sense since we can only see the perspective representation 
through the eye, and by auending to 1 he:: image on the retina. But by collapsing 
the distance between the image on the retina and on the picture plane Noble 
creates a self-reflexive circuit of vision in which the contradiction produced by 
an object having te n thousand different perspective representations, which 
nevertheless 'will have the same appea rance', is defused. This still does not 
eradicate the proble m of how the viewer might see be hind the appearance to the 
reality o f the representation, and through that to the reali ty of the object, when 
all he has is the evidence of sight, the image on the retina. This problem, it seems 
to me, arises on account of the pressure within unilinear perspective theory to 
recognize if not theorize the social activity of viewing in which more than one 
point of sight is present to the viewing situation. Such pressure is manifest by the 
insistence, over and over in all these works, that one see through the rules of per
spective, and it is in part the product of the practice of viewing any two
dimensional representation which can, to all intents and purposes, remain 
entirely ignorant of these rules. Seeing through perspective, then, has a number 
of connotations which will become more relevant as we progress. 

Optics is here brought to the aid of perspective theory, but it is hardly up to 
the task, since the ·science' of optics must, of necessity, recognize that the visual 
is unique tO every body: sight is a function of our individuality, of our physical 
uniqueness, and vision is, therefore, etched on the body and constructed by 
physicality,the organs of sight. T his accounts for the need to recognize both the 
universality of sight along with 1 he individuality of vision: one's body determines 
the optical in precisely the same way for each individual, even as the exact 
physical organs differ from person to person , body to body. This recognition, via 
optics, of the uniqueness of the individual body pushes perspective theory 
towards a further recognition that each individual has h is or her own di tance to 
the picture , and, therefo re, distance of the subject. Noble, in following his 
predecessors. finally d iminisht>s this last point in his appeal to the ' true point of 
sight', the familiar position of the artist: 

It is no t therefore the s itua tion of the eye with regard to the picture. that can produce a 

bad effect: for altho' by placing the plant of tht picturt, very obliquely between the eye and 

the object, the repruenlation may be to tally unlike the appearance of that object, yet all this 

dissimilarity vanishes, when the c>yc is placed to view the pic ture, in the same position in 

which it was supposed, when the picture \vas drawn.[8 1[ 

T here are still larger questions in volved here, concerning the languages of 
representation and their mediated re lations to the real. If we understand 
pictorial representation as bound within the limits of the real: as a re
presentation of the o~jects for which it stands, then the possibility of its 
producing something in excess, an image that goes beyond the real, poses a 
considerable threat to the horit.ons which determine the order of representa-
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tion. We have seen how perspective rules determine positionalities, b<>th within 
the image and exterior to it, but we should note that they also contro l the 
possible productive excess of the image. If the image itself were to produce 
multiple points of sight. as Hogarth 's prints do, then a numbe r of forcefully 
maintained re lationships between the image and its maker. the image and the 
viewer, and the viewer and the image' maker are liable to disintegrate." It is 
striking, therefore, that I heorics of pe rspective nearly unfai lingly conclude with 
a discussion of the 'excessive image' par excellence, the anamorphosis. 

Clearly at fi rst sight such images appear excessive or deviant in the extTemc::, 
yet the reason for their inclusion is far more telling, since the anamorphosis is 
the exemplary form of image for linear perspective: the viewer can only occupy 
one place from which to view the representation in o rder to make sense of it. 
The anamorphosis is a spect ral excess, it is a deviant form me rely on the surface: 
the image itself only appears excessive unti l it is correctly construed, that is until 
it is viewed from the precise position required in order to de figu re the scrambled 
image. In this way it is more rule-governed than any othe r image, the point of 
sight more crucial and the distance of the subject, therefore, more tightly 
controlled. 

This takes us to the heart of the matter. for the anamorphosis is merely the 
most fully controlled image, demanding a unique viewing position in order to 
give up its 'truth' of representation- the object represented. In this way what at 
first sight appears to be a scrambled or fa lse image is in fact precisely the same as 
any other repre entation, mere ly requiring the viewer to occupy the true point 
of sight more urgently. If this is the case, the nature of representation and the 
requirements it makes for its decoding come into question, for if certain special 
conditions are required by the anamorphosis, and if it is ta ken that such images 
are merely more rule-governed as to their viewing positionalities than ' normal' 
representations, then the status of the 'normal' image must also be examined. Is 
it, for example, different from the special case of the anamorphosis only in 
respect to its multiple viewing positions, or, alternatively, a more pressing 
question, is its ' truth ' to the real much greater than the special case of the 
scrambled image presented by anamorphosis?u These questions are brought to 

22 These: relationship~ concern the 'truth' or the ' meaning' of t he image, the property rights of 
the image maker and the economic considerations of the viewer who may purchase the image. 

omething of the disturbance created by the shattering of these relation~ can be glimpsed in our 
cHvn contcn1porary debates about the 'meaning~· of lCXLS and the location for Lhe production o l 
those meanings. 

u There are man)• more examples of anamorphic image> than one might be led to think from 
the very lew picturt'~ that are regularly discussed. For the mo~t renowned use of Holbein's the 
Ambassadors, with it~ anamorphosis of a skull puncturing the o therwise 'normal' picture plane, 
~ee J. Lacan , u Stminairt, XI, Les <1uatre concepts fondamemaux de Ia psychanalyse (Paris, 
1973). pp. 75- 8-t . 
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the fore in an unsigned treatise e ntitled Perspective: or, thL Art of Drawing the. 
Represe-ntations of all Objects upor~ a Plane in which the author comments on 
per pective, 'this a rt .. in the followi ng manner: 

... it has been objected by some. that this an does not she" us truth. but decehes u with 
false appearances: alleging. that nothing appears to us as it rea II) is. but in a quite different 
form . It is true, if we regard the picture itself as an object, which i~ a piece o f paper. being 
nothing but a plane surface perpendicular to the horizon, with ~everallines and colourings 
laid on it: then it gives us a false appearance of itself. But nobody that draws a picture, ever 
inten<h that it should reprcsenc itself, and therefore this objection will be nothing to the 
purpose. for the picture is a I wars designed to represent a thing that i~ out of the picwre: 
and therefore if the picture truly represents that thing, then it shews ~ truth. And if it 
d~ not in all respects. represent it truly: then so far as that fails. it does not represent the 
thing intended, but something else: and then indeed it shews us falsehood . So that if the 
picture is truly drawn, it shews truth: but it never shews falsehood, but when it i is falsely 
drawn.'4 

We should recall the 'something e lse' referred to at the outset, the excess of 
representation over and above the artist's intentions. Here the author makes it 
quite clear that there is a moral dimension to the realm of representation: the 
image should not be fa lse, it should not lie. This account of representation 
deviates very little from the cndre western tradition of treatises on the subject: 
to represent is to make something absent present. Problems trouble its surface, 
however, when it il> claimed that if the picture ' truly represents that thing then it 
shews us truth', for how are we to tell or to verify that an image i true to the rea! 
when all we have i the image?!~ The statement is clearly inconsi tent in relation 
to a logic of demonstration, but that is not its purpose, since it major aim is to 
legislate the production of images and to make them conform to certain 
conventions. To make apodictic statements such as found in the last sentence is 
to foreclose the argument: the author does not want his reader to question the 
necessary and pure relationship between an object in the world and its 
representation. They are linked as body and soul, intention to representation, 
and the excess produced by repre entation itself must be controlled if these 
relationships are to remain stable. 

The place of the viewer, then. i~ l>trictly confined on moral a11 well as technical 
visual grounds if one holds to this necessary connection between repre emation 
and intention. Such a view wa not, of course. universally held: indeed a very 

24 Perspective: or, the Art of drawing the Represtntatiotts of all objects upon a Plane. {London, n.d.), 
p. iv. 

t& A <Jllt'Stion that WittgcnMt·in ta~kle~ at some length in relation to language and meaning. 
For the most succinct comment see Ludwig Wittgenstein, PhilosophicallnvtStigations, tran\, C. E. 
Anscom be. 2nd t-dn (Oxford. 1958) 504: But if you 53)' 'How am Ito know what he mt'ans, when 
I ~ nothing but the signs he giv( ... ? ' I say: 'How is he to know what he me;m~. when he has noth
ing but the sign~ either?' 
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large_ number of \vorks deal with the problcmatics associated with thee 
quesuons, and addres!> the 'fitness' of the image to the real in 1 

t6 0 more comp ex 
ways. . ne of the .mo t exacting attempts to deal with these questions can be 
~ound tn Adam Smnh's el>Say 'Of the Nature of that Imitation which takes plac 
'"what are called The Imitative Art ': e 

T:c works ~f the great mastc~s in. Statuary and Painting, it is to be obsen•ed, never 
~ oduce ther~ effect by deceptron. fhey never nrc, and it i~ never intended that they 
shoul~ be mrst~ken for the real objects which they represent . Painted Statuary may 
someumes decerve an inallcntive eye: proper Statuary never does. The !"ttl · f 

• • • • 1 e preces o 
perspecuve.'n Parntmg, which it is intended should plea~ by deception, represent always 
some v~ry srm~le, as well as inl>i~,rnificant. object: a roll of paper. for example, or the steps 
of a starrcase, tn the dark comer of some passage or gallery.n 

Smith insists on the fact that a representation is precisely that: a mediated 
presence. The charge of deception or fa lsehood is, therefore. unwarranted and 
unn~ces~ry. Once on~ recognizes this the pleasure in seeing representations is 
pr~ctsely In the experrence of recognition - that the image looks like the real 
obJeCt: 

The proper ple~sur~ which we derive from those two imitative arts, so far from being the 
effect of decepuon, rs altogether incompatible with it. That pleasure is founded altogether 
u~n our ~onder at seeing an object of one kind represent so well an object of a very 
d~ffer~m kr~d, and upon our admiration of the an which surmounts so happily that 
drs_pa~"Y '-'hrch ature had established between them. The nobler works of Statuary and 
Parnung appear to us a sort of wonderful phaenomena, differing in th is respect from the 
w~nderful phaenomena of Nature. that they carr}. as it were, their own explication along 
wrLh them, and demonstrate, even to the eye. the "'ay and manner in which the 
produced." y are 

26 
Som~ of these tex" have already been discu~ in Part 1 of this book: fun her discussion can 

beJo~nd tn Th_oma~ Reid, Luturts on the Fine Arts, ed. Peter Kivy ( J"he Hague, 1973), pp. 46- 7. 
<bm Smrth, The Clasgi1W Ed111on of tlu IVor.U and Corrupondrnu of Ada'" S"'ilh " 1 Ill 

(Oxford, 1980). p. 184-5. • 
0 

• • 
28 

Smith, The CltJsgou• £drtwn, \OJ. Ill , p. 185. Mengs, in hi Sutc,uon tlu Art of Painting trans 
from the Spanish b John Talbot Dillon (london. 1782) claims thatthl' artist, in order to a'chiev~ 
the gTC3test effect an_d att.ain l>ubhmity in h•s representation, must 'employ known appearances, 
and forms of Jll'rcepllon be)ond thl' hne of possibility: and in these pans "'hich he taxes from na
tur~. he mun ab~tract all the s1gm of mechanism from nature iuelr p. 17. Gilpin also a 
ag;unst h" ']f " d d · h . . rgues 1 

IS: m ee . crt cr 111 literary. or in pictu reS<jue com posit ion you endeavour to draw 
:~: reader .. or 'h~ spectator from the subjtctto the modt of extcutir~g it. your affection disgusts. At 

I
. same lime, 1f bOllle C<~rc, and pains be not bestowed on the txectJtion, your slovenliness 

c "gusts as I Tl h h · · · ' ·. • · muc 1• lU per apb I t• anrM has more to s:ry. than the man of leuers for 1)aying 
auenuon to his txe~ut' A h · h · · · • •on. trut tb n trttt . whether delivcrt·d rn the language of a philosopher 
ur a peasant: and the intellect r<>ceive• it ns such.' Thru l·:ssay1: on Pirturtsque B~auty: on Picturuqu; 
Trav~t; and 011 sJc,tching Landscape {London, 1792). p. 18. I h1s po•ition is -.:e~ common in 
rdauon_to the ·~ubhmc 'tile', "'hich ".., gener.all) taken 10 I><' 1mpair(-d by the visibility of the 
mechamsm of reprc-semat1on. ~ttd •• a• e ... ih applied 10 p<~et'"' ilnd mu~ic as visual an. 
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Not only should we see the image for what it is, an image, we must see it as such: as 
Smith explains, the wonder of a represenr.ation is that it comes accompanied by 
its own rules and protocols for decoding. The image. furthermore, not only says 
'read me like this' it should express the means by which it has been produced. 
This is very close to our earlier commems on the distinction between discourses 
on and of omething - it is an echo of our earlier definition of a discrete 
discourse - but it i also close to the methods of control and legislation used in 
the decoding of the image found in perspective theory. While there is no moral 
imperative in Smith's analysis, there is nevertheless a restriction; the difference 
being that it is the object - the image or sr.atue - that tells the viewer how to 
proceed in the work of vision, and not the principles of perspective. 

One might argue that this is small change, perhaps, merely a relocation of the 
legislative domain from the principles of production and their sustaining theory, 
to the product. However, this relocation does affect the position and construc

tion of the subject. 
While perspective theory, in its guise as an ethical system conditioning the 

subject, forces the viewer into one position. and exacts the price of an 
identification between the viewer and the artist thereby restricting the viewer's 
own creative potential,29 Smith in his wonder at the image and willingness to 
allow it to tell the viewer how to proceed in the work of vision, allows the subject 
its own space. lt is this work of vision, the defiguration of the image or statue, 
which produces the distance of the subject for and in itself, and correspondingly 
the resulting sensation from the work of vision is ' wonderment' 'astonishment' 

or the sublime sense of self: 

The eye. even of an unskillful spectator , immediately discerns, in some measure, how it .is 
that a certain modification of figure in Statuary. and of brighu:r and darker colours m 
Painting. can represent. with so much t ruth and ,,i,•acity, the actions, passions. and 
behaviour of men, a.~ well as a great ' 'ariety of other objects. The pleasing wonder of 
ignorance is accompanied with the still more pleasing satisfaction of science. We wonder 
and are amazed at the e ffect: and we are pleased ourselves, and happy to find that "'e can 
comprehend, in some measure, how that wonderful effect is produced. I Ill. 1851 

What is being descr ibed here is the structure of the sublime: the sens~ of w~nder 
which accompanies ignorance exists only to be transcended by the sausfacuon of 

t9 The problem i.s not quite as clear<ut as this, as later theorists t~ke the pre>enc~ of '.he s~b
ject as in part produced by the initial identification. In this case the vtewer docs •:ot 1dcnu:y ':'"h 
the artist's person but with the sensations he was presumed to ha~e fel.t at t~e umc nfpauu.mg. 
This more complex identification is familiar to us from the earher dtscu!>.~.lon of the s.ubh~~· 
which follows precisely this progress. One example will suffice to make th1s larger p~un: n IS 

from Gilpin's Thr11 F:ssa'}S. p. 50: 'Here and there a capital pic~urc will raise ~h~se ernonons: but 
oftener the rough sketch of a capital master. This has someumcs an astontshmg effect on '.he 
mind: giving the imagination an opening into all those glowing ideas, which inspired the artiSt: 
and which the imagination on/7 can translate'. 
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science. The sublime rush which accompanies the passage from ignorance to 

knowledge is here effected through the process of recognition - a recognition, 
in the final analysis, of the human body - and amounts to no less than a reflection 
of the body from the image or statue. Most nor.ably. however, this recognition 
scene invests the subject with its sense of self: 'we are pleased ourselves'. Smith 
wishes to link this sense of self to the faculties of cognition, and to decrease the 
transcendent tendency of this experience in order to ground it in 'science': but 
however much he may wish to do this the discursive excess is overwhelmingly 
present. 

Smith prefers to stre s a cognitive a.speet of vision, and to maintain the 
predominance of the defigurative power articulated in the recognition of 
represenr.ation, in order to value the 'theory', or science, above the practice.30 h 
is the knowledge of how a represenr.ation works that is important not the effect 
of it, be it sublime or not. This insistence on theory is brought out in his 
comments on the difference between a mirror and a picture. He explains that 
even though a mirror re-presents the objects before it more effectively than a 
pictorial representation, its power to r'dise wonder is depreciated because 'the 
"looking-glass itself does not at all demonstrate to the eye how this effect is 
brought about' [p. 185), even though an exterior body of knowledge. 'the 
science of optics', a theory is available to explain the effect. 

T he looking-glass merely reproduces the real, consequently the active mind 
becomes restless and bored with the constant repetition of the same trick: 

In all looking-glasses the effects are produced by the same means, applied exactly in the 
same manner. In every differem statue and picture the effects are produced: though by 
similar, yet not by the same means: and thoM: means too are applied in a different manner 
in each. Every good statue and picture is a fresh wonder, which at the same time carries, in 
some measure, its own ex plical ion along with it. 1 Il l, 185) 

The viewing subject is remade, reconstructed each time it witnesses a new and 
'good' statue or picture; its sense of self is in the same fashion rearticulated, re
animated. This, we may reason from Smith, is why we enjoy represenr.ational 
forms, and also why we need them. We should return, however, to our central 
focus upon the positionality of the body in viewing in order to draw out as fully as 
possible the distinctions being made here by Smith from our earlier examples of 
perspective theory. 

Self-image, or self-reAection could be said to be the horizon of unilinear 
perspective theory. ot only does the artist bathe in and parade his great 
accomplishment in being able to imir.ate reality, the viewer also luxuriates in the 
sensation of mastery as he places himself in the position of the artist. As we have 

so Priestley held the oppo,i ll' \•ie"' · a1 lt•ast in >0 far as schookhildren were concerned. He 
>la tes: 'There is nc> occasion to 1 rouble every boy with the theory or perspective: but I would have 
all young persons. wilhoul exception, made re~dy in the practiu.' A familiar /ntroductiD71. p. xv. 

I 
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seen, to become a viewing subject , to enter into the distance of the subject is, on 
the one hand, to experience one's own sense of self and of self in power. But on 
the other it is to be restricted and restrained by the law of perspective. The posi
tionality of the body is so carefully policed it ultimately negates the subject 's own 
power, and subjects it to the distance of the picture. In relation to the circuit of 
vision and transactions between the distances of the subject and the picture, the 
viewing of an image in a mirror is a special, and complex case. Mirror reflection 
initially appears to reinforce the sense of self, to seal the circuit of vision so that 
the distance of the picture is made precisely identical to the distance of the 
subject. On account of th is it makes claims for being the most perfect form of 
representation, given that it imitates nature exactly: representation, for the 
mirror, is reAeclion.' 1 Smith, however, cautions: 

A looking-glass, besides, can represent only present objects: and. when the wonder is once 
fairly over, we choose, in all cases, rather to contemplate the substance than to gaze at the 
shadow. One's own face becomes then the most agreeable object which a looking-glass can 
represent to us. and the only object which we do not soon grow weary with looking at; it is 
the only present object of which we can see only the shadow: whether handsome or ugly. 
whether old or young, it is the face of a friend always, of which the features correspond 
exactly with whatever sentiment, emotion, or passion we may happen at that moment to 

feel ." 

We may note from this that the only satisfaction to be gained from reflection is 
the recognition of the self as other, as the friend in the mirror whose face 
represents internal states of the self. This is to complicate the construction of the 
subject, but usefully. since without the 'looking-glass' - a term which self
articulate its complex con notations- the self, in Smith's comments. can only be 
seen as a shadow. Consequently. the subject is the only 'substance' that cannot be 
perceived as such: even in the mirror reflection the image is not of self but of 
other, which leads us to conclude that subjectivity is reflective, in between a 

s1 The mirror articulates a number of crucial relations between self and other for the dis
cursive network under examination throughout this book. It places the distances bet"ecn self 
and other. or self and self-image in the scene of representation, and this distancing may have a 
number of disturbing effects. This is discussed in detail below in relation to the women's scene of 

reading. Sec pp. 266- 78. 
" Smith, The Glasgow Edition. vol. Ill , p. 186. We have already noted 1he widespread 

assumptions about the legibility of1he body in the action of oration. Here internal sta tes are pre· 
sumed to be repre~cmed by physiognomy. a theory put forward in most detail and with greatest 
elaboration by J.C. Lav;ncr. Essoys on Physiog·t~omy, trans. Henry Hunter (London, 1789). See for 
example, p. 16: 'The Eye. the look, the mouth, the cheeks. the surf;tce nf the forch~ad. 
considered either in a state of absolute rest. or in the endless variety of their movements: Ill a 
word. all that is expressed by the term Physiognomy, is the most distinct, intelligible and lively dis· 
play of internal fc•eling: of desire, passion, will: of all that constitutes the mcll'allifc, so superior to 
mere animal exisu:nce.' 
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shadow and a reAection of one's self as other." This reasoning can only be taken 
as a rein forcemem of the sense of self if one believes one's essential being to be 
outside lhe circuit of' vision, unavailable to the normal means of empirical 
observation. Smith's comments about physiognomy are pertinent here since he 
suggests that internal states of mind are 'written' on the face, they take on 
substance at the level of the body. 

Furthermore, representation becomes a more complex syste m once the place 
of the subject begins to interfere with the 'sight lines', the "visual rays',. which 
were presumed to constitute the physical reality of vision. and this complexity 
becomes increasingly manifest as the temporal process of vision is taken into 
account. In viewing a complicated visual network which cannot be taken in 'at a 
glance', such as a landscape or a series of pictures, the 'true point of sight' shifts 
both spatially and temporally in ways that closely imitate the movement of the 
subject who views. In this way the time of sight is equated to the time of the sub
ject; and the gaze of subject, its distance to the view, increasingly becomes the 
gaze in the subject, the look which bounds the view, stretched out through time, 
through 11:he sense of self. It is this temporali7.ation of the viewing experience to 
which we now turn. 

As we have seen, works on perspective dictate the position of the viewer in 
front of the canvas, which is usually taken to be a transparent surface through 
which one looks past the representation to the real object. However, when the 
subject enters into the space of viewing, and is identified with the distance of the 
picture, the canvas may take on another function closer to that of the looking
glass discussed by Smith. If this happens the canvas becomes a mirror to 
subjectivity, giving back an image of the self to the self in vision. Perspective 
theor)•, however, attempts to negate the work of the eye and the identification of 
the distance of the subject with the distance of the picture: it places the spectator 
in precisely the position where no imagination is required in order to 'fix' the 
spatial relations. In th is way it suspends and arrests the construction of the 
autonomous subject and pre,•ents its leakage into the distance of the picture. As 
it does this it legislates all other positionalitics, all other poims of view; hence 
while it might outlaw these deviant practices of viewing it necessarily recognizes 

" This applies to men: for women the case is usually perceived as rather different, and is 
explored in lhe chapter on reading. Ho"•evc:r, we may note here that a book intended for the 
improvement of women was entitled Tht Ladies Mirror. or Mtntal Companion for the ytor 1786 in 
which the following comment can be fc)und in the preface· ... in this manner we have pictured a 
MIRROR f-or the decoration of their face. we have equally so. as a mentor for Lhe mind.' The 
mirror not only gives back self-image here. it also suggesiS that "'Omen nc:ed only look a1 1hat 
self-image for instruction. 

~· Th, Artist's Assistant defines them as 'l\cams of light c:onveying 1he Likeness of any Object to 
the Eye or Sight, and the Knowledge dwr<'l)f to the Mind or Understanding·. p. II . 
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that they are present as possibilities. It functions, in this way. as a legislative 

theory par e:culltnce. 
When the time of sight is introduced into this viewing matrix more 

complexities present them elves, most especially in regard to the d ifferences and 
distances between the 'real' world and a representation of it. In viewing a 
landscape. for example, the time of sight clearly conditions the space of viewing 
as the spectator moves through ' the real'; the distance of the subject is, 
therefore, a coefficient of a te mporalized viewing experience. T his is markedly 
not the case in the viewing of a canvas which can be ' take n in at one glance'.'~ 
The mural or painted ceiling lies between these two extremes because it is 
usually tOO large or too distant to be taken in at one glance and from one point of 
sight. It i helpful, the n, to turn to Joseph Highmore's A critic~/ exami~ation . of 

those two paintings on the ceiling of the Ba.nqueting house at Whrtehall: m whrch 
architecture is introduced, so far as relates to the perspective because he discusses this 
from the standpoint of Brook Taylor's method . Having quoted Taylor's dictum 
that the rules of perspective cannot be dispensed with 'upon any account' he 

claims: 

No Painting can appear perfect ly true, unless seen from the Point intended by the Pair~ter: 
because the Picture, being a lways considered as a transparent Surface. or Med1um, 

through which the visua l Rays arc supposed to pass, if the Spectator changes his Situation, 

those Rays (in Naturt) will intersect that Surface in different Points; and therefore (in the 

Picturt). being determined to such certain Points, the Station of the Spectator becomes 

necessarily fixed , and unalterable, and the Picture must appear false seen otherwise: which 

may be illustrated as follows.Sfi 

Highmore goes on to explain that the ceiling is divided imo nine distinct pic.tures 
'evidently imended to be viewed singly, and having each its own proper POint of 
Sight, from which only it can be truly seen' [p. 3]. thus deter mining that Lhe 

,, Access to the 'text' of painting is also a matter for social and cultural privilege: if anyone and 
everyone can read a painting ·at a glance' then an loses some of its elitist value. Barr~. for 
example, made this clear in his ~n ~uount of a Series of Pictures in tht Grwt Room of tht Sootty of 
~rt.s, Manufartures, and Commerce at tlu Adt-lphi (London, 1783): 'The higher exertions of An, as 
in Rafaelle, etc, require. for the developing of all their beauties, not only some degree of 
information in the ~pect ator. but also that he considers them wi th some aucmion and 
study: ... 11 is an absurdity 10 suppose, as some mechanical a r tists do. that the Art ought to be so 
trite, so brought down to the understanding of the vulgar,thatthey who run may read: when the 
Art is solely levelled to the immediate comprehension of the ignorant. th~ intelligem ca1~ find 
nothing in it, and there will be nothing to improve or to reward the auen.uon. eve•.' of ~he •gn~ 
rant themselves. upon a second o r th ird view: so much for what wa.~ wanung Ill H1sto r•cnl An • 

pp. 23- 4. 
S6 Joseph 1 lighmore, A tritital examinotio11 of thost two paintings on the ceili11g of t~t Ba·nqueting 

hou.re at Whitthn/1: in which arc.hituturt is introduced, so Jar ll.l ulatts to the ptr$fJtctrvt (London. 

1754), p. l. 
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spectator move around the physical space of the room in order to view each 
picture sequentially. Here the insistence on the autonomy of each pan is crucial 
and echoes many examples of instructions given for viewing landscapes.' 7 lt is 
this fragmentation of the image or the punctuation of the landscape which 
controls the temporal aspect of viewing, and which, in Highmore's example. 
eradicates the need for a theory that takes account of the impossibility of seeing 
everything at one go. 

While Highmore find this equemial view unproblematic, later theorists 
attempt to take such a fragmenta ry viewing experience into account, thereby 
breaking down the work of vision into distinct parts. T h is fracturing of the Lime 
of sight and the distance of the subject naturally leads to a corresponding 
fracturing of the subject: the self is not unique and produced all at once, it is not 
even the product of each point of view. Rather, it has a persistence, a residue 
which is carried over from point of sight to point of sight, one moment of 
produclio n to the next; il not only has a spatial location, but also a te mporal per
sistence . This feature of viewing ' in the real ' is most forcefully exemplified in the 

'
7 See, for example, J oseph Hecly, ~ description of Hoglry, Envil and the uasowes (Birmingham, 

1775) where the viewer is required tc> move from 'seat ' to 'seat', and to view in only one 
direction. look only at certain features of the landscape, and, furthermore, read an inscription, 
usually by Pope or Thomson, in order to 'see' correctly the prospect in front of h im, to see with 
the eyes of the specified poet. One was encouraged to 'read' a landscape as one read a book. a 
point made qLLite specifically by Lancelot (Oipabi liry) Brown: 'Now THERE. (pointing a finger). 
1 make a comma, and pointing to anochcr spot where a more decided turn is proper , I make a co
lon; at another point (where an interruption is desirable to break the view). a parenthesis - now a 
full stop, and then I begin another subject', quoted by Hannah More in a leuer to her sister, 3 I 
Dec. 1782. The explicit reference made to the grammar and rhetorical ordering of texts noc 
only serves to elevate the landscape gardener's an. it also demonstrates the full complexity of the 
act of viewing. and the demands it made on che viewer, not only tO read che landscape correctly 
but to situate himself as and for ~ubjectivity. The vogue for descriptions of landscapes and 
country houses can also be explained through reference to our controlling metaphor of a 
legi51ative theory over prnctice. Sec for further examples: Thomas Badeslade, Thirty Six VUw.s of 
Nobltmm and Cmtltman's Seats (London. 1750): Gilbert West, Stowe, tlu Gardnl$ of the Right Hon. 
Richerd Lord Viscount Cobham. Addrm'd to Mr Pope (London, 1732): William and John 
Halfpenny, Tlu Country Gentleman's pocltet companion (London. 1753):J oseph Heely. u tters on tlu 
Btauties of H aglry. Envil, and tlu Lta.sOWts (London, 1777): and a later example, J ohn P. Neale. 
Vitws of tht Stats of Noblemen and Gtntltmtn (London, I 824): and for recent discussions of 'The 
Poetic Carden'. Ronald Paulson, t:mbltm and Bxprusion (London, 1975), pp. I 9-34: Christopher 
1-lussey, English Gardms a11d Landstnpu, 1700- 17'0 (New York. 1967). In addition to these, two 
essays have come to my 3ll<'lllion which require noting her<': unfortunately not only this chapter 
but the entire book was wril!en by the time I rl'acl them. They arc both by Carole Fabricant, ~llld 
are both extremely powerful: ' Bindiug ;1nd Oressing Nature's Loose Tresses: The Ideology of 
Augustan Landscape Design', in Studiu in Eiglottttrth-Ctntury Culture 8 and The Literature of 
Domestic Tourism and the Public Consumplion o l Private Property'. in The NnJJ Eighteetrth 
Cmtury, ed. Felici ty Nus~baum and Laura Brown (L<>ndon, 1987), 

-
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com pari on between looking at a landscape painting and at the 'realthing'.SII In a 
real landscape the viewer moves through geographical space in order to 
experie nce various view and distances. If a landscape paiming were to imitate 
nature precisely it would have to lead the eye amund the canvas, in the arne 
fashion a the eye of the spectator moves in or through the real. 

While such a direct imitation of the landscape experience is not usually 
proposed, the structure of viewing a landscape painting should, it was claimed, 
analogically relate to the structure of viewing a real landscape. T his analogical 
viewing experience is directly drawn from the part/ whole se4uential mo,•ement 
discussed in Highmore's A critical txamitzation, and is explained below in terms of 
a doubled t ructure of appreciation, a doubled perspective of viewing. Thus, in 
J. H. Pott's An Essay on Landscape Painting we find that pleasure in viewing a 
land~cape is aroused b)' two d istinct elements of the image: 

In comemplating a pic1ure, the pleasure received generally arises from one of 1wo 
principal causes. Ei1her from an immediate acknowledgemem in the mind, of the skill of 
1he painter. h is knowledge, the grandeur of his ideas, the excellence of his penci lling. the 
effect and propriety of his colouring. and his power of forming a whole; or from the 
perception of a strong resemblance to nature; to scenes, the impre~sion of which the mind 
retains, perhaps. wi thout knowing exactly when they were received. In the first instance 
our admiration of the painter's abilities may take place principally; because, though the 
piece be well composed, well coloured etc yet little attention may have been paid to the 
deta il o f nature in its parts, to its delicate characters and graces. And in the 5eeond 
instance, the beautiful resemblance of nature may make the primar) impres ion on 1he 
mind , although the scene hall not be any way remarkable; although the piece does not 
appear elaborate, neither testifies any part icular or secret knowledge." 

This is close to Smith' notion of the self-decoding image, except that it 
separates out these two criteria: e ither one appreciate skill, or one appreciates 
resemblance to nature. The operation of separation , however , introduces time 
into the viewing experience, since the image, in itself, includes both its mimetic 
qualities and the trace of painterly skill : it is the viewer who must untangle them 
both . 

When the image it elf become doubled in its auempts to combine more than 
one genre the surface of the representation runs the ri k of displaying a certain 
disruption. Thi rupture of the smooth surface of the image i d isquieting 

u In landscape paintings tht· di.tance between the real and the apparent is more problemalic 
than in hi~wry paintings, for eKamplc. where the subject dominates the image. The debates 
surrouuding the differences twt ween the genres are complex and would relluirc wu mm:h detail 
w be discussed here. For the most u~eful account of thi~ see j ohn B:1rrell . Tht Poliricol Theor1 of 

Pninringfrom l~eynolds ro Ha:lirr (New l"iaven, Conn .. 1986). . 
S9 J. ll. Pott, An £ssa1 on Landscape l'nmring (London. 1782). pp. 9 - 11. The conn~uons 

between thi~ doubled apprclOich to the image and the doubling of the reader in the s<.ent~ of read· 
mg are cmponant and will be dabur:ued upon inch. 10. 
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because the viewer i ~o unable to fix his sight on one of the images - the other 
keeps interfering. Moreover . this may not necessa rily be the result of attempting 
to combine genre , as Pou explains. when: 

... two kinds of composition are united, I shall consider i1 in th ree points of ••iew, Fir t, 
where the landscape is subordinate to the hi torical design. being introduced either to 
exhibit local propriety, or merely to give a plea ing background, ... th is I think is the 
happiest , and indeed only proper union of 1he two branches: ... In this case the landscape 
becomes t he embellishmem of the story. from which the eye does not wander till it has 
learned and considered the action represented: by these means, the effect of the piece as a 
whole, is greatly maintained, the transition to the parts is more easy, and the attention is 
not divided. On the contrary, where the painter 's genius and abili ties are most eminent in 
landscape. should he be tempted, when he has ~o·rought his piece to perfection, to 
introduce some historical incident which i to be i ubordinate to the landscape. the 
consequence will be as exactly reversed, as th is proposition is from the former: the 
advantages before enumerated, will not only be waming, bu1 defects int.irely opposite will 
be admiued. And to consider it in the third poin1 of view, should the interest of the piece 
be at all equally divided, il is needless to say that 1he eye must be distracted and unquiet ; 
and one essential point will certainly be lost , the simplicity of the whole. [23-6] 

Part, it would seem, must not distract from the whole, and this for a very good \ 
reason: the. distance of the subject, if it is multiple, produces a multiple subject; a 
fractured tmage leads to a fractured consciousness: the decoding of the 
inharmonious combination of mixed ge nres produces an unstable subjectivity. 
Pott argues against such mixing in order to propo e a viewing situation in which 
the subject is seduced into its subjectivity and where the eye is taken into the 
painting, whethe r it be deceived or no t, and led through the image. Thi~ 
movement of the eye does not echo that of th~ physical eye through a physical 
landscape, rather it represents an interior j ourney, from image to imago, from 
real to ideal, from the representation of the outer world to the experience of an 
inner sense of the self. 

Thus, a picture should have an 'opening' through which the eye moves into 
the interior of the image. This notion could not be further away from the 
Albertian ·frame' through which one peers into the real world. Here the 
e ntrance is described in terms that '''e might want to read, following Freud, as 
ind icative of a barely di~guised sexuality: 

An agreeable opening i necessar)' to every picture, the eye loves to be deluded on: but it is 
a common opinion with dealer~ and unskilful painters, that every landscape. be the subject 
what it may. mu.n have a view of dimuu country for the back ground. This is absurd: for 
instance, in repre)t'nting a forest scene, would it not give a far nobler idea of its depth and 
extent, if t he eye was conducted thro' the natural openings or alleys. so that the scene 
should recede, yet without violating the subject. than where the distance. as it is called , is 
thrust alltogNher into one coruer of the picture, and suggests a totally new and foreign 
idea.[92-31 

This criticism of a conventionali£ed representational practice is, of cour e. an 
exercise of theor) O\ er practice. Its fru~tration with the 'common opinion· stem~ 
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from the overwhelming legislative power of perspective theory. for the 
'distance', the marker which gives the eye the point required to take the 
measurement, take the distance between it and the canvas, and the canvas and 
the real world, has now become internalized within the subject. The re is no 
violation of self because the subject takes to the image its self-awarenes.~ and self
knowledge; furthermore, the viewing situation allows and encourages that 
subject to penetrate to the depths of itself. 

T his doubled structure of sight in which the subject experiences itself is 
directly caused by the restrictive practices of perspective theory. By positioning 
the subject in only one place, the work of vision becomes reflected back onto the 
subject in vision. thereby creating a number of folds in the distances of the 
picture and the subject. T his allows the subject to experience itself through t_ime 
as a sequence of parts, not as a given and always united whole. T hese relations 
between the subject and the practice of viewing are attenuated according to the 
nature of the image. As with almost ever ything else the eighteenth century 
ordered its pictorial matte r, in this case into 'high' and 'low' grades of image. 

T he argument over the relative merits o f the genres is a complex one which 
need not detain the argument unduly. In very broad brush-strokes the foiiO\\'ing 
sketch outlines the main points. English art during the eighteenth century was 
focused on the production of genre paintings, given that English artists, as it was 
commonly held, were not the rival of their Italian or even fre nch contemporar
ies. Most importantly English artists were deemed unable to match the great 
history painters of the various Italian schools, and therefore the highest form of 
pictorial representation. so-called history painting, was thought to be beyond 

their reach. 
During the same period a reordering between genres took place, so that 

portraiture came to take second place to history painting. with landscape and 
low life genre taking third and fourth place. Jonathan Richardson's An Essay on 
the Theory of Painting ( 1725) is generally referred to as the first serious 
attempt made to effect this revision in order of the categories of painting, while 
James Thornhill and George Venue are usually upheld as the exceptions to the 
rule, and are taken as the foremost representatives of an English school of 

history painting. 
1 do not wish to examine this topic in any detail - it is, as one might expect, 

more complex than this sketch might suggest - but to place the theory of 
perspective within a context of the production and commodification of pictures. 
Whether or not the hierarchy was as r igid as suggested above, or whether 
certain paimers belonged to one category or another does not matter. since my 
interest lies in the 'rule o f taste', the fashions which determined the e ighteenth
century context for pictorial production and consumption. This is also an 
extremely diverse and far-reaching topic which will only be glanced at here. Our 
means of entry into it will be determined by the preceding discussion of the 
distances of the subject and the picture: if, as l have argued at some length, 
perspective theory dete rmines the place and space of the subject. if the distance 
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of the subject is legislated by the rules of perspective drawing, then how and to 
what exte nt did this affect the consumption of visual images? 

Two brief ~xamples will have to suffice here, one taken from the mid-century 
and concernmg the first public exhibitions of paintings in England, and the 
other from the furthest end of our period concerning portraiture and the 
di~tinction between genres. Wh ile it is clear that paintings had been hung in 
pnvate households, sometimes specifically in galleries, for over two centuries, 
the first p~blic exhibition of paintings in England took place on 21 April 1760 in 
one room belonging to the Royal Society of Arts and Manufactures in its 
premises on the Strdnd!0 T he show lasted unti l 8 May during which time 6582 
catalogues were sold at 6d each . There were one hundred and thirty exhibits, 
and probably a daily attendance of over one thousand visitors! ' The first 
exhibition had been inspired by the earlier example of the Foundling Hospital: 
Hogarth had donated pictures to the hospital, and had encouraged other artists 
to do the same, in order to attract spectators who might then donate something 
to the hospital charity. 

There was a widespread dissatisfaction among artists and connoisseurs about 
the state of British art in gene ral and painting in particular throughout the 
1740s and 50s, and these early exhibitions should be seen in relation to the 
debates occasioned by it. One of the most prominent areas of discussion was the 
proposal to found a public Academy of Arts. The issues involved here intersect 
very obviously with the discussion of chapter 4, on the fusion of national identity 
with personality. It is also very clear that ethical as well as aesthetic consider
ations impinged upon the desire for a healthy state of national artistic 
production. J. Gwynn, for example, in his An Essay on Design including proposals 
for erecting a public Academy to be supported by voluntary subscriptitm (London, 
I 755) claims that the effects of such an institution would stretch beyond the 
encouragement of artists in the country to the general ethical improvement of 
all: 

In this light our Academy will be as useful as Westminster Abbey: for it will set before our 
View those ver y Actions that g-.tve our Heroes Monuments. Here a young Peer will see 
those Hero isms of his Ancestors delineated, that exahed them above the rest of their Co
temporaries: ... Every wise State, but particularly the Ro mans, well knew the good Effect 
of these Representations. to exci te the Mind to a Sense of public Virtue.•2 

•• For a histo ry of the ga llery s<.'<! Mark Girouard, Lift i11 the English Country House, 
(Harmondsworth, 1978), pp. I 00- 2. 

11 
These details are taken from Sidney C. llutchison, The History of the Royal Academy (London, 

1968). 
12 J. Cwynn, An Essay on the necusity and form of a Royal Academy for Pai11ting, Sculpture, a11d 

Architeclure(London, 1764). p. 20. This is a second edition. slightly altered, of the Essay on Desip1 
published in 1755. Hutchison auributes ir to John Nesbiu. following the cataloguing of the 
Royal Academy library. but this b incorrect . 
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It was not until 1769 that the Royal Academy was given its charter a full eight 
years after the firM public exhibition. These years witnessed a considerable 
amount of jo tling within the artistic community for grace, favour and royal 
patronage. Variou~ societies were founded which merely intensified the rivalry 
already in place between the different schools set up specifically to teach 
drawing and so on. When the first exhibition was mounted it appears to have 
been extremely popular, a fact which led to cenain difficulties in the dispol>ition 
of the paimingl> and the access a pectator had to view them. This point will be 
reinforced below, but a further feature of the first exhibition also needs to be 
commented upon, here explained by Edward Edwards in his Anecdotes ofpairllers: 

The success of this first public display of art was more than equal to general expectation. 
Yet there were 1>0mc circumstances, con~equent to the arrangement of the pictures. with 
which the artiStl> were very justly dissatisfied: they were occasioned by the following 
improprieties. The society, in the same year, had offered premiums for the be t painting of 
hinory, and land~pe: and it was o ne of the conditions, that the pictures produced by the 
candidates should remain in their great room for a certain time: consequently they were 
blended with the rest, and formed part of the exhibition. As it was soon known which 
performances had obtained the premiums, it was natur<~lly supposed, by such persons who 
were deficient in j udgment, that those pictures were the best in the room, and 
consequently deserved the chief auention.4

' 

Concern over the positioning of the pictures is a common feature of these early 
exhibitions, leading in one case to Gainsborough ' refusal to show at the 
Academy Summer exhibition , noted below. The further point made above, that 
a 'common' audience was unable to form correct judgme nt, is also noteworthy. 
These early exhibitions were entrepreneurial activities by which the artists 
gained access to a public who might buy their pictures. If, as seems to have been 
the case, the e exhibitions turned into social evems whereby one might meet an 
attractive partner o r indulge in licentious com•ersation, then the primary 
economic function of the occa ion would be diluted - this because the crowds of 
'improper ' people restricted access to the image and decreased the chance of a 
wealthy 'proper' person admiring. and purchasing, the painting. 

The connection, then, between money, aesthetic value and sound judgment is 
made right from the beginning of public exhibitions. The question over po!>ition 
is, therefore, not cmly caught up within the distance of the spectator and of the 
picture, it also displays value: its position tells the ignorant or ta teless viewer that 
the image is valuable. tasteful. These subtleties are acknowledged by Ed wards. 
continuing from the last citation: 

Nor were they pleal>Cd with the mode of admitting the spectator~. for every mcmbc·r of the 
society hacJ the cJiscretionary privilege o f introducing as many persons as he cho~c. by 

•s Edward ~.dward,. ,O,nudous ofpamttrs (London, 1808). p. xx• . 
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means of gratuitous tickets: and conl>Cquentl)• the company wa.., far from being scl~t . eel h . ~~ • or 
SUJl tOt e WIShes Of the exhibuors. lxxviJ 

In order to restrict emq•, therefore, a charge was levied for entrance to the 
second public exhibition, held in Spring Garden, which opened on 9 May 176 1. 
Edwards comments: 

Here ~ey found it _necessary to change their mode of admission, which they did in the 
followmg ~ethod. 1 he ~tal.ogue was _the ticket of admission: consequently, one catalogue 
would ~dmu a whol~ fam1ly 111 ~ucccss1on, for a shilling, "'hich was its price. But this mode 
of admutance was sull product h-e of CTO\\d and disorder, and it was therefore altered the 
next year.(xxviJ 

By~~~ time of the third exhibition , a year later, the admission price rose to 
one shtllang per pers~n: ~he so called ·academic shilling' charged for the ensuing 
Royal Academy exhtbtt•ons, a nd was justified by J ohnson in a preface to the 
catalogue. He writes: 'Of the price put upon this exhibitio n some account ma)' be 
demanded. Whoever sets his work to be shewn, naturally desires a multitude of 
spectators; but hi desire defeats its own end, when spectators assemble in such 
numbers as to obstruct one another'lxxviiij. 

Here viewing 'in the real' causes considerable friction with the theory laid 
down by w~rks on. per~pective. It would have been almost impossible to occupy 
t~e true poant of stght 111 the crowded room with people constantly entering the 
dtstance between canvas and pectator. Indeed, it is surely likely that the 
enormous popularity of the e events auracted people for a number of reasons 
com~letel~ unconnected with the correct viewing of the image. A poem 
published m 1775 entitled 'The exhibition of painting, addressed to the ladies' 
describes the occasion in social terms a nd makes allusion to the seductive eroti~ 
space created in the exhibitio n rooms. According to this source women should 
go to see pic~ures in or?er to enter into playful conversation, in a new, highly 
charged publtc pace. w1th a handsome stranger in order to learn something of 
taste: 

Confess - (nor blush 10 have it known) 
That by his raste you've form'd your own. 
If merit, sense, and taste, combin'd 
Adorn. and dignify his mind: 
O'er )'Ours, if his sweer converse pour 
Some fresh instruction ev·ry hour -
Is it not glorious, to improve. 
By lessonb from the lips of love? 

These contradictions and fricr ions were identified very early on, as we can 
note from Johnson·b preface tor he catalogue for the second exhibition of 1762: 

Though "'e art' far from wi)hing to dimini,h the plea\ure, or depreciate the sentiment; <Jf 
any class of rhe <.ommuniry. \o.C kno". hn\\t••t-r. what eve I') nne knows, Lhat all cannot be 
judges or purcha~er\ uf \o.'Orks o( art . Yt•r \o.l• ha' c a I read) found b\ experience, thar all are 
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de~irous to see an exhibition. When the terms of admission were low. our room wa' 
throng'd with such multitud~:~. as made access dangerous, and frightened away those. 

whose approbation "'as mo~t de~>ired .44 

Not only was the room full of people, however, it wa also packed with pictures. 
hung from floor to ceiling (see illustration). This second point about the early 
exhibitions is of obvious importance to our di cuM ion of the distances required 
to view. If we take as accurate the illustration by Rowlandson of an Academy 
exhibition we can note some of the features of the hanging policy. Firstly, large 
canvases were hung high on the wall and at an angle. Thi~ make~ perfect sense 
since a large picture cannot be een at eye level if there is a very large crowd in 
from of it. The corollary of thi~ wa to hang the small pictures, nearly alway~ 
portrait , at eye level. T he Academ>· seems to have maintained this as a policy 
throughout the period. The second feature which is notable is the maintenance 
of an uninterrupted line around the room which marks the boundary between 
the larger canvasse hung at an angle and the smaller ones at e)'e level. This was 
termed 'the line', and a picture was said to 'hang on the line' when the top of its 
frame reached to the line. C. D Leslie comments upon this: 

Pcoplt: sti ll speak of pictures being hung 'on the line', but very few indeed, even amongst 
the present members themselves, know the origin of the term; the common belief that it 
implies a place on the walls on a level with a spectator's eye is more or les~ correct: but 
when the Exhibitions were held in Somerset House and Trafalgar Square, the term meant 
something far more definite. In those days people not onl)• spoke of pictures being hung 
'on the line' but 'abov~ the line' and 'below the line'. 'The lin~· "'-as then a regular and 
permanent fixture: it was a hori1ontalline exacU)' eight f«l from the floor. marked by a 
project ing ledge that left the surface of the wall below it two inchei in advance of that 
which was above it.0 

This line constituted a visible boundary, a mark which delimited the space on the 
wall for hanging different kinds and sizes of picture. Leslie cominues: 

T he rule in old times that all very large pictures, as well as whole-lengths and half-length 
portraits, had to be placed above the line, the bottom of their frame~ reMing on the ledge 

•• p. xviii . The same thing h:~ppened with the Academy exhibition which "ere fr~ at first . 
The catalogue for the twelfth, held in 1780. carries the following ad,.eni~ment : 'A5the prt"Sent 
[Khibition is a Part ofth~ I mutution of an Academy supported by Ro)al Munificence. the public 
may naturally expect t ht• Libc:ny of being admiued without any Ex pence. 

'I' he Academicians therelore think it necessary to declare, that t hi~ was very much their dt•sirc. 
butt hat they have not bcf•u able co suggeM any other means, than thai of rc•cciving money for 
Admittance, to prevent the Rooms from being filled by improper Per•om, to the entire 
F.Kclusion of those for whum the F.xhibition is apparently inccndt•d.' Catologut of The Royal 
Academy ( 1780). Quill· who ('(lll\lilutt-d a 'proper' and who an 'improper' person i~ not ~uued. 

u C.O. Leslie. Tl" '"""· lift of tilt RO)YJI MadtmJ (London, 1914), pp. 74-5. 
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' "hich marked the line. but no lo wer. The line was the n preserved leve l, no p ictures 

breaking through it e ithe r from abo ve or below. altho ugh in some very exceptional cases 
th is rule was, by permission o r the Counci l. held in abeyance. j76 1 

As artists submitted the ir pictures for the annual exhibitions in the full light of 
this stricture it must have determined to some extent the size and subject of their 
~ubmissions. Gainsborough's argument with the hanging committee suggests 
that not a ll artists were convinced of the merit of this policy. while they must 
have all recognized that the location of the picture in the exhibition was 
crucial.46 In this sense the earlier complaint about the prize pictures remaining in 
the exhibition room becomes productive once again, since the line around the 
wall displayed to the spectator a boundary, a limir. T o hang above it meam one 
th ing, and below another . 

This brings in the second point I want to make here about the consumption of 
the visual image, the difference be tween the genres. Portraiture, for example, is 
dearly mo re restricted in its possible uses than still life, more rigidly tied to iden
tificatory impulses than history paintings, and more obviously susceptible to 
social uses than landscape. To display a portrait has clear social motives; the 
same mig.ht be said of landscapes if it is clear that the representation depicts a 
view which has some direct relation to the owner of the picture- if it is a view of 
a tract of land he owns for example. In the case of history paintings the moral 
dicta they were generally take n to represent were often supposed to be 
indicative and expressive of their owners' civic virtue. 

T his latte r type of paiming presents us with a number of difficulties in re lation 
w the positioning of the subject, the primary object of perspective theory. But it 
also provides us with a possible answer to the question of the persiste nce of 
perspective theories, their repetition over an entire century. As far as we can 
tell, history paintings. and to a lesser extent portraits and landscapes. were 
widely regarded not only as images to be consumed, ' 'iewed , but also as texts to 
be read, as bearers of specific meanings. An entire tradit ion of comme ntary on 

46 Gainsborough a rgued with the Academy in 1783 over the proposed hanging of h is 
'ubmi>sion~. a set of small ovals of George Ill , Q ueen Charlotte and thei r thirteen children. 
Cainsb<~rough was unhappy a t the pruspect or thei r be in~ hung above the line. T he following 
year he >C il! in e ighteen works. among them a portra it 'The Three Eldest Princesses'. a full 
length . Ga insbnrough again requetcd that the p icture be hung below the line: 
' \i r Gainsborough Compt\ to the Centn of the Commillee. &: be~ pardon for gi,•ing the m so 
much trouble: but as he ha~ painted th b Picture o f the Princesses in so tender a light. tha t not· 
"·ithsta nding he approv~:s vc>ry much of the established Line for Strong EffeciS, he· canno t 
pn~sibly con,c lll tO have it placed higher th:m fi ve fee t &: a hair. because the likene•• & Wo rk o f 
the Picture wil l not be seen any higher: therefore. at a Wo rd, he will not trouble the Gentlemen 
"Kainst their Inclination , but will beg thl' reot of hi> l'ictun-s back again' . Gainsborough never 
\ho"·ed at the Academy again. T hese dl'tail• are taken from John Hayes, Thomas Coinsborough. 
(T he Tau~ Galle ry. 1980). p . :!6. 

\ 
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the subjects of vario us paimings, statuary and so fonh , and their specific 
positions in count ry house bear witness to an extremely well defined semiotic~ 
of the pictorial. Patrons of the arts ve ry common ly commissioned particular 
subjects in o rder to produce new meanings or complement exisling ones 
produced by the semiotic system that was their art collection. The problematics 
of sight, a we ha,re described them. and the result ing positio ning of the subject 
were, in this instance. entirely subjected to the po"•er of the text , lO its meaning. 
In this light we t·an see the continual repetition of perspective theory as a 
counter-tradition, emphasizing the viewer over the image, ownership of the 
subject over ownership of the values and morals presented in the image, 
recognition of the individual body over the collective social body. However , 
perspective theor y il, ambivalent on this, since its insiste nce on the identificatio n 
of the viewer with the painter may be in the service of the opposite ideology of 
the sul:~jec t , precisely its limitation to the circuit of vision delimited by the values 
and ethics embedded within the image. This is to note that perspective theory, as 
are all discrete discourses within the network we are investigating - the network 
o f the subject- is within con testa Lio n; it is open to appropriation, can be made to 
speak in the service of competing and contradicto ry interests. Consequently, one 
of its e ffects is w produce a description of the subject which becomes 
instrumental in the overthrow of those augustan ideals of civic politesse referred 
to above. 

In relation to this the genre known throughout the eighteenth cemury as the 
'conversation piece' requires comment, since its predominant characteristic was 
to display a person or persons in their own 'habitat', in the house. workshop. 
garden or whatever, and usua lly engaged in some semi-private or familiar 
activity, from playing cards to performing some ki nd of work task.47 The genre 
appears to have become fashionable in the late 1720s, but it reached its peak in 
the work of Hogarth , Zoffany and others in mid-century. It is defined by Venue 
in the following way: 

piece~ of Conversations - family pecces- small figures from the life in their habits and 
dre~~ of the Times. wdl disposed graceful and natural easr actions ~uu~ablc to the 
characters of the persons a nd their ponr:riwres wclltouchtro rhe likeness and Air , a free 
pencill good Colouring and ornamcntl"d o r dc:coratcd in a handsom grand manner every 

way Suteablc to p<·oplt• of dislinction.48 

The genre shares some characteristics with po rtrai ture, but its most important 
aspect is its portrayal of owner~h ip: the person or persons displayed are 
demonstrating their ownership of land, or house. skill or whatever. It is in 

47 Thc genre can lx· found discussed ar~:rcater length in l'llul~on, £mblntr a11d Exprenion. pp. 
121 - 36. 

48 Genrge Vertut•. 1\'or.ts. Ill , 81. 
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relation to this sig n of prope rty that the remarks on perspective become 
significant, for what this immensely popular low genre painting does is precisely 
reconstruct the distance of the subject in relation to property and propriety: 
when one views this kind of canvas the immediate context brought to mind is 
precisely that in which one's identity is recognized through ownership. of land 
or buildings. of a 'profession' or trade. of beauty or serenity or any number of 
other qualities: 1 he picture places one in the distance of the subject. and requires 
that the viewer (re)construct his or her own identity. The fashionable and 
popular pastime of displaying these pictures articulates these relations of 
O\,•nership and discourses of propriety, of subjection. T o offer an image of 
oneself, for example, engaged in a pastime which gives one a place, definition , is 
to state that one is someone: to regard an image of someone else engaged in a 
pastime one might regard as 'low' or demeaning is also to expe rience one's self as 
a somebody. 

Portraiture, which became the dominant form of pictorial representation 
during the second half o f the century, also articulates these forms of propriety 
relationships, but the complexities of the dista nce of the subject and the distance 
of the picture are somewhat greater. When one stands facing a portrait o ne is 
immediately led into the relations of ownership so clearly displayed in the 
conversation piece: to place oneself at the true point of sight in front of a portrait 
is to capture the likeness of the sitter, to master the image, and enter into a pro
foundly disturbing economics o f vision. For, while the viewer may look 
improperly upon the po rtrait, the sitter is denied his or her reAective look: one 
may stare a portrait in the eye when one may not a real pe rson. 

This economics of vision is complicated still further by the activity of sitting 
for a portrait. which was an immensely popular pastime for both men and 
women. The difficulties we have encountered in the preceding discussion of 
perspective theory concerning the production and ownership of the self are also 
further complicated in this activity. Issue number 19 of Tht World makes the 
point economically: 'We are easily delighted with pictures of ourselves, and are 
sometimes apt to fancy a strong likeness where there is not even the least 
n :semblance. '49 T he procedure of recognition associated with images of self are 
clearly positioned within the network of discourses we have been discussing 
throughout, and are indisputably connected lO the notions of personality, 
propriety and property we have encountered in theories of elocution and 
perspective. The author of this essay, however, laments the proliferatio n o f 
portraiture. and remarks about 1 he poor quality of 'modern' portrait painters: 
· · ·.our modern artists (if we may guess from the motley representations they 
give us of our species) are so l'ar from having studied the natures of other people, 
that they seldom seem to have the least acquaintance with themselves' 121. To 

·~ Tlu World, no. 9 (10 Ma) t753). 

-
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know oneself i~ a necessary re~uiremcnt for picturing others: but this stricture 

carries along '"ith it the notion that the praetice o f portrait paiming invol\'el> 
rather more than rendering a ' true likeness·: it participatel> within the produc

tion and construc tion of person. of both the subjectivity of the artist a nd of the 

sitter. This inter-subjective activity is commented upon at some length in 
Hazliu's essa)' ·on sitting for onc'11 picture', whic h al though it hails from a 

slightly diffe rent hi l>torical context can usefully help us in summing up the 

complexitie'> imohed in the ituation.~ 
The fi rst point of importance made b) Ha7lill concerns the \'i ual analogue of 

si tting for a portrait : !>illing in front of a mirror. The central difference. bct~'een 
the two is that the mirror reflec tl> the ' true' image. whereal> the portrait pamter 

'is sensible of her charms, and docl> a ll (he) can to fix or heighten the m •M, and the 
image produe<·d, therefore, b most likel)• to improve upon the original. l latlill 

goes on to remark that ' the having one's picture painted is like th_e creatio~ of 

another elf 1 X II , I 081, so that the connections between personaln y. p ropne ty 

and property are forcefully recognized. However, this creation of an alte rnative 

self is, in part at least, a lso one of the ways in which one might arrive at self-

knowledge: 

The sitter. by his repeated. minute,Jicigtl)' in<Juiries abou1 himself may be supposed 1111ake 
an indirect and laudable method of arriving at self-knowledge: and the artiM, in elf
defence, is obliged to cultivate a scrupulous tenderness towards the feelings of hi~ siuer. 
lest he should appear in the character of a spy upon him. lX II , 1081 

T hi summons up a c ries of problems associated with the actual situa tio n of 

portrait painting, and which tend towards the articulation of var ious economies 

o f sexuality, given the potentially improper manner in which the painter regards 

his sitter. A Hazliu remark : 

The relation bet"een the portrait-painter and his amiable si11ers is one o f established 
custom: but u is also one of metaph)siol nicet)'• and i .. a running doublt trtttndrt. The 
fixing an lll<JUI'>Ili'e g;aze on beaut), the heightening a momemaf) grace, the dwelling on 
the heaven of an ete. the losing one's-self in the dimple of a chin, is a dangerous 
employment. T hc.- painter may chance to slide into the lover - the lover can hardly tum 

painter . lXII. 1121 

These comment:. bear out our earlier argumcms about the distance o f the 

p icture and the distance of the subjec t: here the portrait paimer enters into both 

spaces, objectihes his :.iuer. and produces the possibilit of a n improper 

60 Comment> em ~iui nK for ponrai1• can be found in the periodical literature oftlw wccmd half 
or the cightet·nth century but they do not expre~ with ~uch preci,ion and econllnl) the 
diffituhic' ;~rllwl.lted b) the .u:ll\'11) . 

" 1 Willmm ll.uhtc. Tlte Wor.t.J . (-d. J>. J>. Howe. 21 vol> (London, 193 1). XII . 108. 
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production of his own subjectivity according to the wiles of his desire, with a 
corresponding improper abduction through seduction of the ubject siu ing. On 

account of this the portrait painte r must take precautions so that he resiSLs the 
temptations offered: 

l'here is no doubt that the perception of beauty becomes more exquisite (' till the sense 
aches at it") by being •tudied and refined upon as an object of art - it is at the same time 
fortunately neutralised by this means, or the painter would run mad. h is com·eru~d imo an 
abstraction. an idta/thing. imo som(•thing Intermediate bet"een nature and an. ho,·ering 
bet ween a li' ing ~ubslance and a sensel~s ~hadow. 1 X I I , I I !5J 

Once the transformation of the real imo the ideal has been effected, the painter 

ill free to gaze with all his desire upon the image he creates, even endowing the 

image with its own animation: 

The health and spirit that but now breathed from a speaking face, the next moment 
breathe with almost equal effect from a dull piece of canvas. and thus distract attention: 
the eye sparkles, the lips are mobt there too: and if we can fancy the picture alive, the face 
in its t urn fades into a picture, a m<'re object of sight. We take rapturous possession with 
one sense. the eye: but the a rtist's pencil acts as a non-conductor to the grosser desires. 
Besides, the sense of duty, of proprie1 y interferes. 1 XII , 1131 

Hazlitt makes it more than clear that the practice of portrait painting is dee ply 

implicated within the constructio n of the subject: not o nly does the painter 

'capture ' a likeness, render a personality o n the canvas, and there by hyposta tize 
it for posterity, he also participate in the constructio n of his own selfhood 

through the resistance to and articulat io n of his desires. 

The fina l position arrived at by Ha:d iu sta tes that a woman painter at work on 

a portrait of a man is performing nothing less tha n a declaration o f her 

intentions toward her ubject: ' the itting to a lady for o ne's picture is a still more 

trying situation, and amount (almost of itself) to a declaration of love!' I X II. 
114) 

While the problems that arise in relation to portrait paintings are not 
restricted to the actual practice of painting - they surface in the viewing of all 

kinds o f pictures - they are most intense in the example of the portrait since the 

distance of the :.u bject may not only bt• e ntered into by the artist, but also by the 

viewer. Given this the portrait itself may 'master ' the viewer; it may be so good a 

likeness. so 'real' that the viewer i, taken in b)• the picture. Hazliu, o nce again, 
gives us an in tructive account of the viewing exper ience in te rms which will be 
proleptic' of the following account of the reading scene. 

Wri ting about the principal gallt•rie~ of England Hazlitt informs us: 

Wt· know olno gr<·att•r 1n·a1 than w lw ad mined freely 10 a C(J IIcction of this sort. where 
the mind reptJ'<'' wi th full confidence· in it' feeling> ofadmir:nion, and find that idea and 
~r,,,. of conceivable beaut), which it ha' tlwri,hc>d pcrh;cp~ lor a whole life. reflected from 
l''<"f) objec1 awund i1. It i~ a cure (foe thc rime· at lt>ast) for low-thoughted cares anclllllt.':J')' 
pa~\ion~. \\'e are :cb,lracted to anoth<·r 'J>ht·re: "e brea1he emp) rean air: we enter intC> the 

\ 
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minds of Raphael, of Titian, of Poussin, of the Carraci, and look at nature with their eyes: 
we live in time past, and seem identified with the permanent form of things.62 

This interpostioning of the subject is, in Hazlitt's typical style, enmeshed within 
an erotics of the viewing scene: 

We sometimes, in viewing a celebrated collection, meet with an old favourite, a first love in 
such mauers, that we have not seen for many years, which greatly enhances the delight. 
We have, perhaps, pampered o ur imaginations with it a ll that time; its charms have sunk 
deep into our minds: we wish to see it once more, that we may confirm our judgment, and 
renew our vows. (7] 

Perspective theory, then, imagines a viewing scene and generates a theoretical 
description of the practice which erases almost entirely the 'real'. 1L creates a 
fantasy of the identification of the viewer with the painter, an imaginative 
practice it has no trouble at all legislating. In fact, if we take Hazlitt at his word, 
the spectating scene is fraught with dangerous identificator y impulses, and, 
following Jo hnson's account of the first exhibitions, encourages, if not creates, a 
licentious, improper public space. Perspective theory is clearly cognizant of 
these dangerous liminal cases but chooses to evert them, to place a real practice 
outside its theoretical account of the viewing scene. Something of the comple
xities of this, and of the connections between this theory of viewing and a theory 
of reading can be glimpsed in the image that follows. 

~2 1 William Hazli ttl. Slutches of the principal galleries in England (London, 1824). p. 4. 

9 
A Licentious Portrait 

An unexceptional domestic scene; a coherent picture of the past; an image of the 
real, perhaps, e ven an image picturing to itse lf an image of the real. A common 
enough representation, even a trope of Western pictorial art. The artist placed 
in the position of the recorder of reality, wielding and articulating the languages 
of pictorial representation, struggling to utilize only a colourless medium 
permitting the transference of visual reality to the canvas without distortion; 
world becomes image, object becomes represemation. T he problematic, if we 
can use such a loaded term here, is familiar enough; we need rehearse merely a 
couple of names, Plato and Apelles. In our own recent intellectual history the 
image is even more familiar, for it echoes, though by no means reproduces, the 
complexities of Velazquez's Las Meninas. And still closer to this opening, it 
recalls, of·course, Foucault's med itation upon that represemation of representa
tion in The Order of Things. 

1 begin here, then, in order to summon up a problematic and to signal the 
point of departure for the following. In our downgraded image of the 
representation of representatio n, the faded echo of the problematic, we do not 
fi nd the artist staring out of the frame, positioning us as spectators in front of the 
mystery of representation. Rather, sight and insight are internalized within the 
economy of the image, and unlike the economy in Velazquez's image there is no 
d isplaced surplus demanding to be placed, no vacancy which embarrasses the eye 
into its ide ntification with the disturbance of the surplus; our image is fu ll , its vi
sual transactions are complete, so that the eye is not invited within, but excluded 
from the p lay and place of the image. 

We note, however, that someone does look out of the frame, does glance 
askance towards the space outside. but it is not the image maker. He in fact pre
tends to be looking at this person who gazes away fwm him as much as she gazes 
away from us. More precise ly. the artist is looking across the space between the 
canvas and the sitter, articulating the distance of the picture he is creating- that 
space required between the canvas and the object of representation in order to 
fit the object within the pe rimeter of the canvas with correct proportion - in 
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such a fashion that we are excluded from his position of sight, and are placed out
side the network of visual transactions that are presented in the picture. We 
have, then, a slightly different play from the deception of Las Meninas where the 
spectator is invited to take up one or two positions within the framed image and 
at least one outside it. As we know from the large secondary liLeralUre 
surrounding Velazquez's masterpiece all these positionalitics arc games or 
puzzles imended to amuse and trick the viewer. At their furthest edge they state 
quite categorically a problematic, a distance between the real and the image, the 
representation and the represented: in fact we are most comfortable reading 
that image as primarily an image of image making, a representation of 
representation. This is not to say that an entire network of social, economic, and 
political discourses does not also surround and penetrate the image. Nor is it to 

say that the image is exhausted by reading it entirely within the framework of 
this clearly stated problematic. 

So much for the set of difficulties proposed by Las Meninas. But what of the 
difficulties, should there be any, posed by our lower level image, by this cheap 
print of a typical domest ic scene? The interior seems legible enough: the artist 
si ts at the canvas, left leg motioning towards his subject giving trajectory to his 
entire body which is obliquely positioned to the blank space on which he crafts 
his representation of the real. His palette plainly in view held by the left hand 
and his right hand poised at a particular point in the making of the image, the 
temporal hiatus in which the image is suspended, precisely the instant a t which 
he completes his representation of the book. 

Above him two busts direct the spectator's gaze; the male head closest to the 
periphery of the image SLares in the direction of the siuer. who continues the di
rection of the gaze out of the left side of the frame. This line of ight is 
complemented by the the intersecting line from the female head, which suggests 
a trajectory from her to the artist. Unlike the first sight line, however, it does not 
continue beyond the frame. On the wall a canvas depicting a madonna and child 
clearly competes with the unfinished image upon the easel, and signals a further 
possible internalized line of sight designed to draw the viewer 's eye towards the 
subject of the portrait. That sight line is suggested by the mother 's looking at 
her child, which, were it to be continued beyond its own frame, points towards 
the woman sitting below who is clearly absorbed in her pursuit. 

So it comes about that the visual transactions are balanced within the economy 
of image and vision: eyes point towards different sections of the image, leading 
the eye of the viewer around the perimeter and through the image, exhausting 
all possible spaces within the frame. It is, we can hardly fail to note, an image of 
someone painting and is far from unusual in this respect; the image rdle~· t s the 
activity engaged in by the artist, therefore the self-reflection of the image should 
not disturb its smooth surface. Indeed, this is far from a busy pictorial space: 
almost nothing seems to disrupt its ordered positionings, nothing seem~ w rufTle 
its 4uiet calm self-reAection. Consequently the spectator consumes the image 

A41.W __. / 
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Frontispiece from The Female Guardian, 1784, Hope s•. 381; reproduced by lrind 

permiss1on of the Bodleia.n Library, Oxford. 
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with effortless ease: it is, after all, merely a frontispiece for a popular work on 
moral conduct: a pleasing illustration to divert the eye before the real work of 
;-eading begins, the work of instruction and edification that will result from the 
studied perusal of the text. Yet. something does tear the seam of the image, per
haps too softly and subversively to be consciously appreciated at first glance, but 
nevertheless present in the full parabola of the image. 

This small margin of disquiet is most easily recognized when we stop to 

consider tlhe activities that are being pursued: portrait painting figures as the 
most prominent, with sitting for a portrait as the necessary complement, but the 
third activity, that of reading a book, seems almost out of place. Indeed, the re
laxed yet nevertheless charged attitude of the artist, designed to register both 
his distanc·e from the subject and his 'proper' seductive interest in the sitter, indi
cates to u:s, the voyeuristic spectators of this scene, that something is being 
represented which perhaps should not be. Moreover, the artist's smirk of 
pleasure is balanced by the sitter's furious indignation - could we mistake 
indignation for concentration?- as she has been forced to stare out of the image, 
across the frame and in precisely the opposite direction to that which would 
enable her to follow the progress of her own representation, witness her coming 
into representation. For it is, of course, on the canvas where the real of 
representation is taking place, and that space is tantalizingly close to her 
peripheral vision were shew be staring in the opposite direction. Yet she is de
nied access to the picture plane even as she presumes her image, her true 
likeness, to be coming into representation there: she presumes herself to be 
precisely the object of attention, the subject of representation, and as such she 
cannot look, cannot measure the distance between herself and her image as the 
artist does. To be placed within the image is to lose subjectivity even as one's im
age is made more 'true to life' than life itself. 1 

However, when we look a little more closely it is not merely the fact that she 
cannot respond to the seductive gaze of her employee, the servant bought to 
'capture' or 'take' her likeness, translate her visage imo image, and is therefore 
unable to participate to the full extem in the play of this charming scene of capi
tal exchange, but, more disturbingly, that she cannot witness the appearance of 
her likeness, which, as if by some magician's art, emerges from the blank canvas 
as the artist works away at his task of bringing the real into the representation. 
For, what she is debarred from seeing is precisely the activity of the artist, who, 

1 
The crux of portrait painting is precisely this notion of a ·true likeness'. The most succinct 

form of the various problems that surround the debates about the accuracy of portraiture that I 
have come across is E. H. Gombrich's quotation of Max Lieberman's retort to a dis!>atisfied sitter: 

'This painting, my dear Sir, resembles you more than you do yoursclr cited in Art, Perception, 

and Reality, a collection of papers by f..H. Gombrich. Jullian Hochberg and Max black 
(Baltimore, 1972). p. 46. 
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we can now see so clearly, is not painting her but the woman sitting behind her 
reading. 

This woman , we can assume, is inferior in rank: she wears the mob cap of a 
maid and seems to be au.ending the scene rather than participating within it. She 
appears absorbed, even bored by her reading, which we can infer would have 
been aloud. Her purpose, then, is to distract or amuse the artist and he r mistress. 
Perhaps she has been requested to di vert her lady's attention from the tedious 
business at hand. But who has requested her attendance, the artist or the sitter? 
Has the artist in fact stipulated as part o f his contract that amusement should be 
provided while he performs his labours? These questions are compounded by 
further queries concerning the moral force of the image, questions that arise be
cause the image is placed as a frontispiece for a work on moral conduct. What, 
then, does the image set out to tell us, and is this distanced from what we take it 
to be telling us? 

Once we begin to ask these kinds of questions it becomes increasingly obvious 
that what we are looking at is very far from a balanced economy of sight and 
image, and that the image does not necessarily picture to us the representation 
of the real. On the contrary it would appear to present an image of the deceit in
volved in representation. This deceit is the very subject of the picLUre, for what 
we see being performed by the maid, the real subject of the artist's labours and 
attentions, see but cannot hear, is aural distraction, the decoy that leads the 
sitter's attention away from the image being produced by the artist, precisely in 
the direction out of the frame of the e ntire picture. Has the artist, then, 
requested that the maid read aloud - a conscious ploy to distract the sitter from 
noticing his intent preoccupation with his illicit subject? Perhaps he has set up 
the scene deliberately, requesting the sitter to present her 'best side', playing to 
her vanity, feeding her self-image, so that she can but barely register the oblique 
glance of the artist 's eye. Indeed, the arrangement of these bodies is so careful 
that the sitter can only just register in her peripheral vision the direction of the 
artist's gaze; only just compute its trajectory. What she cannot see, however, is 
the placing of her maid who sits completely out of her line of vision, be hind her 
head in fact. Thus, while she imagines that the artist measures the distance 
between herself and canvas, the distance of the picture, the artist really gazes 
upon the maid, measuring the distance of his desire. 

However , w~ile the sitter takes herself to be the object of the artist's gaze, the 
maid is preoccupied in her activity of reading, and therefore cannot register the 
artist's rapt attention. What activity could be better for his purposes, then, than 
reading: an activity which demands conce ntration to such an extelll that one 
abstracts oneself, eradicating all traces of person in order to bring into speech as 
fully as possible the voice of the dead text. The maid, then, could never suspect 
that it is her image, her subject that is being captured o n the canvas. Indeed , she 
is naturally expected by her mistress to neutralize her presence - again, what 
activity but reading aloud could so effectively erase her presence, placing the 
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text in he r ••ead as she speaks with the voice of the text- just as she expects her
self w be i~tnored by the artist's attention. 

An economy, an image of transaction and of deception, o f not getting what 
one pays for: these are the moral lessons being invoked. Yet there is more here 
than just moral force: we should a lso note the spacings of the body, the distances 
between the artist 's body and that of the representation on the canvas; between 
the sitter's proud erect form and the maid's arduous attentive gesture: between 
the mother's cradling arms and her son's calm repose. Everywhere the image 
pictures the distances of var ious bodies, of trajectory, of physical space. These 
are the spaces, the gestures and attitudes we must read if we are to arrive at a full 
decoding of this image. 

Let us !begin with the canvas, which errs in its attempt to present the real , for 
the maid's physique is in fact larger than life: from our distance to the image we 
can note that the painter has magnified his subject, he has distorted the rules o f 
perspective and enlarged his subject in order to place himself face to face with 
his unsuspecting sitter. The distance of desire magnifies the image on the 
canvas, but it also enlarges the distance of the picture, for, as we shall see, it is 
precisely this space which allows the subject its space of representation . Between 
the artist and h is subject a mediating bodily presence intervenes, precisely the 
image he creates. For, if we inspect the angles closely we note that the maid sits 
behind the canvas, out of sight, beyond the gaze of the seducer. The image, 
then, is precisely not one of the real, but one of the desired imaginary object. 

It is this image of the body which causes the disturbance in the picture, since it 
is improper: the artist not only looks through the image he creates of the 
unsuspecting maid, whose eyes in the image on the canvas look in the direction 
of the 'real' subject, the person who has paid for her self-image to be brought 
into representatio n, he also paints his object of desire without her knowing it. 
He is not merely looking at her, as if through a crack in the social space of portrait 
painting, he is gazing upon her with the intent of capturing her likeness, of 
represencing her proper image. Indeed , he propers her likeness, makes it his 
own, without due regard to her own wishes. We are watching the n a 
conversation, and are faced with a conversation piece about conve rsation pieces. 
The conversation being he ld, however, is far from polite, it is, precisely, 
criminal.2 

The picture itself is balanced across the dividing vertical line which demar
cates the distance between representation and represented: two women sit below 

2 Crimin;~ l conversation was the term used throughout the eighteenth-century for adu ltery. 

Hundreds of cases of ·crim. con.'. a~ it was referred to, went before the courts, and were 
jJUblicized in extremely popular broadsheets. The interest in these cases was more often than not 

produced by a curiosity in the noble a nd aristocratic members of society. whose idiocy was often 
exposed in 1 he hearings. T he use of t he term. however, rad ically alters the connotation of 'polite 
converse· in a very la rge number of contexts. from children's conduct books. tO Austen's novt'ls. 
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a canvas on the left side of the picwrc. whereas the a1·1ibl occupies the righ1 side. 
his easel pointing towards the enigma of n:presemation. the blackened space on 
the wall above him. Here we find a completely ill~gible space, a picture 
presumably lies within the frame:, but almost too convcniemly it hal> been 
neglected, the space marks a va<"ancy. the illegibility of the represemcd. Far 
from a balanced economy, then, w<o· have in faCL an una<"countable space, poimed 
out quite clearly b)• the line of the artist's easel, a framed diswrbance within the 
image which would seem to rebist all anemplb to read it . 

While the body of 1 he maid may be represemed larger than life on the artist's 
canvas, her physical space. tlw space of the body neccbsarily becomes flattened, 
placed within 1 he t wo-dimensionali1 y of the image. It is this Aa1tening that ib be
ing played upon by the positioniug or the bodies in different planes, so that the 
sitter, as we have already remarked, i:. unable to see her maid behind her. Again, 
the arrangement of the bodies is designed to highlight this planar organisation 
so that the sitter occupies the same oblique plane as the image being made. with 
parallel plane~ being occupied b)' the maid and the picture on the wall. The artist 
appears to occupy both the parallel plane of the image, and the imersecting 
plane of the back wall containing the busts and the blank picture. The 
intersection or these two planes defines the crux of the image, as it were. since 
the apex point~ to the maid, the unaware object of desire and the illicit subject of 

representation. 
It may well be objected that rather a ~rreat deal is being made out of not very 

much: that thi) low-level image has nothing to distinguish it from hundreds like 
it. and that the moral I have presumed to be illustrated by it is less an ethical in
struction than a piece of wiuy tomfoolery. However, a surrounding context was 
provided for this image in the form ora moral tale which I have until now quite 
deliberately neglected to mention. This tale makes dear a number of the points 
above, although it does not read the image in anything like as much detail. The 
tale is the twemy-seventh of the collection and is entitled 'The j udicious Choice'. 

It begins in the following way: 

They were seated: the painter wok hi> pallet: Miss Pridt assumed 1 he air '"hich she thought 
most engaging, and Molly, at the request of Sir Thomas. read aloud. 

The attitude of which the lady made choice prevemcd her I rom percch•ing how the eyes 

of the painter werl· directed. 
After some time ~I iss Pride expressed a wish that Moll] ~hould judge of the like~~t.-ss:-

Molly looked at the p1cture, blushed exceedingly. and ~poke not a word. 
'You say no1hing: i> it a bad likene,;.?' 
'Much too lavuurable?' 
' I would not haw too much flattery,' ~aid miss, hasteuing to view the performance: but 

what \vas her ~urpri~c at the si~tht ol a lwautiful sketch of Moll)'• sitting with a carde~s air, 
and a book in her hand! - as soon as ~he• could speak her huughtine.s burM forth . 

'Sir! I thought thai I had informed )Oil plainl) of our ~itual ion: but you ma) am us~ )'t>ur
selfat }Our ownl·xpenM-: for I bdi.-,e )OUr 8t4utycannot find thilt) guineaJ> to n·,,ard \our 
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trouble: nor wuuld he ha\•e had the presumption to think of silting to a painter: unless. in
deed: I had been taken as Calypso. and ~he as one of my auendants. agreeable to my first 
plan. 

· Mada~l you ~·· ill par~ on me: we painters claim a privilege of pursuing the bem of our 
own gen1us: the td(:a wh1ch caught me as I entered the room was S(> impressed that 1 cuuld 
not have done. yc>u justice: ~nd for my payment, 1he pleasure of contemplating an 
agreeable fac~ IS rC\vard suffictent' - thi~ he said. bowing gracefully to Molly. 

!he poor g1rl was but the more embarrassed by all his civilities. whilst they exasperated 
m1ss to such a degree off~ry. ~s provoked Sir Thomas to intimate. that the disc:ompo ure of 
her countenance "'as but1ll su11t:d to the occasion of siuing to a painter; but he should hope 
for a more favourable opportunity of obeying her commands. as well as finishing the 
charming portrait which he had begun.' 

The a.rtist, Si~ Tho.mas; ~oes on to marry the servant, Molly, who becomes Lady 
Carm1~e, wh1le M1ss I n~e becomes destitute on receiving nothing from her 
fathers estaw when he d1es. At this point the moral comes to a conclusion: 

Lady. Carmine contrived to afford her former superior a decent maintenance without 
allowmg ,her.to k~ow fT~m whom sh~ received i1. In a few months the heart of this haughty 
lad~ burst wtth d1sappomtmem, pr~de. envy. and a train of tormenting wicked passions: 
whilst her forme r dependant lived happily, and was a pattern of modesty humility and 
every amiable quality. ' . 

Beware of the beginnings of evil passions! (I 03 J 

) 
Thr Femalt Cuardtn••· 110. XXVII. (L.ondon, 1784), pp. 100- 2. 
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Of the Transport of the Reader: 

the Reading Subject 

True eloquence does not wait for cool approbation. Like irresistible btauty, it transporu, it 
ravishes, it commands the admiration or all, who are within its reach . If it allows time to criti
ciu, it is not genuine. It ought to hurry us out of ourselves, to enlarge and swallow up our 
whole attention: to driw everything out of our ·minds, besides the subjtct it would hold 
forth , and the point it wants to carry. The hearer finds himself as unable to resist it, as to 
blow out a conflagration with the breath of his mouth, or to stop the stream of a river with 
his hand. His passions are no longer his own. The orator has taken possession of them: and 
with superior power, worlts them to whatever he pleases. 

Sheridan, A rhetorical grammar. 

THEORIZING T HE ACTIVITY: OEFI lNG THE PROI'ER PLACE 

The second part or this sLUdy has steadily examined how ' theory' sets out to 
legislate and control a practice, how it produces the excess which it cannot 
legislate, and removes from the cemre to the boundary its limit. limiting case. In 
this last example, the scene of reading, the implications of this failure take on 
special significance as the theory attempts to legislate what I want to describe as 
an imaginary practice, a 'real' reading scene which is represented by and in the 
theory as changing with alarming rapidity. The outer edge of this argumem will 
claim that these changes in the practice of reading, most especially in regard to 

the kinds of people engaged in the activity, were to overtake any possible 
legislative theory so that practice itself could be described as the 'excess' 
produced by theory. This turn, which I shall discuss in terms or the resistances 
inherent to the theory. produces the space within which a fu rther leakage 
became manifest, a further excessive production which situates our discussion, 
at last, with respect to a gendcrcd account of the subject. In the interests of econ
omy we may call this further excess of theory's practice the femini~ed subject. 

The obsession with the voice demonstrated by Sheridan's J\ rhetorical grammar 
with which we began, is based in very obvious political and ideological practices: 
not only is the right to speech a fundamen tal index to a particular. political 
formation, the sound of the voice also, ne<.essarily, signifies a number of 
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important social characteristics and ideological affiliations. We have already 
noted the importance of this network for writers on oratory: the same 
importance is attached to the voice by reading theorists, but , as 1 hope to 
demonstrate, the voice performs a slightly different role in the reading activity 
which can best be understood by summoning up the counter-force always 
presem to the reading scene, the text. 

I shall argue that a fear of the text counterbalances the eighteenth-century ob
session with the voice: where the voice indicates one's real or assumed social 
standing, it functions as a marker for social, sexual and political - represen
tational - power: the text represents that which must be mastered, which must 
be brought to the rule of the voice. Not only mus t the author make his views and 
opinions as clear as possible - mastery of the text in that sense - he must also 
avoid the situation in which the text produces meanings he does not intend. A 
large number of eighteenth-century texts are concerned with this dual obsession 
and fear from the common standpoint of the reading activity, of what is read, 
how, where, and by whom, to which I shall refer throughout this chapter under 
the general term' of 'reading theory'. It should be pointed out that such 
enquiries did not always claim for themselves the status of •theory', nor indeed 
could all the works discussed below be said to be pr imarily concerned with 
reading theory per se. As will become clear, however, they share a theoretical 
commitment to the practice which is articulated around the fear of the text and 
its corresponding obsession with the voice. 

An iniLial survey or the field would identify numerous works on the practice of 
reading from their title alone: Rice's An Introduction to the art of reading, or , 
Sheridan's Lectures on the A·rt of Reading are obvious candidates for investigation. 
However, many more announce their interests in less obvious ways, in works 
supposedly devoted to elocution or rhetoric. This is far from coincidental, since, 
as we have already seen, eighteenth-century reading theory begins with the 
voice; it is a legislative discourse that is highly motivated in regard to the giving 
of a voice to the text. This is to say, it is deeply implicated in the restriction and 
delimitation of those voices which have access to the text, that make the text 
speak, and which speak in the name of the text. On account of this it necessarily 
legislates the imervention made by the practice of reading within the network of 
eighteenth-century social and political discourses that surround the activity. 
This is well illustrated by Sheridan's comments upon the deplorable state of 
reading: 

In short, that good public reading, or ~peaking, is one of the rarest qualities tO be found, in 
a country. where reading and speaking in publir. are mMe generally used, than in any 
orh{·r in I he world: \vhe1·c the doing them \ve il is a mat tcr Clf the utmost importance 10 the 
>tate, and to society: and where promotion, or honour to individuals, is sure to au end even 
='~moderate share of merit iu thooe points, is a truth ,,·hich cannot be denied.' 

1 Thoma5 heridan. 1\ Cours' of Luturu on Elocution (Lon(lon. 1762). p. I. 
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It should come as no surprise, then, that the various praCLices of reading, the 
uses to which they may be put along with the ends they may possibly serve are 
carefully policed. These ends a nd means are all articulated around the various 
relationships that pertain between the reader and the text, between one reader 
and another, and between one text and another. Thus, as reading theory 
responds to the increase in the number of readers and the expansion of the num
ber of texts, it must of necessity delimit the practice of reading: it attempts tO 

restrict the number of voices that are able to bring the text to life. Its obsession 
with the voice is, therefore, in part explained by its fear of the text. In this 
respect the following chapter is crucial fot· our continuing examination of the 
change from a voice-centred discursivity to one centred on and in the text. 

The argument following is based on two primary observations: the first is that 
accounts of the reading activity continually draw on those texts which we most 
commonly call works of aesthetics- the analysis and description o f lhe sublime. 
Not only do they use the figures and analyses of the discourse on the sublime, 
they turn to the heightened experience described and codified by that discursive 
analytic as an enabling gesture for their own descriptions and analyses. This can 
be seen from the opening citation in which Sheridan summons up the 'transport' 
and 'ravishment' so clearly borrowed from the discourse on the sublime in o rder 
to give weight, a certain critical mass, to his description of the sensations 
associated with oratorical pe rformance. It is this 'transport' which becomes the 
repetitive trope in descriptions of reading, and which links oratory and the 
reading activity.2 This brings us to the second observation which concerns the 
insistence made by reading theory that a text. be read aloud. This leads to an 
enormous investment in the activity as a public social form, and a corresponding 
strenous resistance to its deformation into a private activity. Consequently we 
may note from the start that if to read a text is to give it a voice, to make it heard 
out loud, and if that activity is carefully determined by a set o f rules - the codes 
of polite social intet·course - which control the transmutation of the dead text 
into the living body of the speaker, then reading theory is inextricably caught 
within the knot of those discourses which surround and articulate the body: 
society, subjectivity and sexuality. 

It is because a theory of reading constantly draws upon and is inserted within 
this knot of discourses that we may feel a pressure towards examining it in terms 
of its own theorization of that knot - as if it threatened to become a 'meta-

2 T he 'transport • of the reading act is most commonly used in the sense of strong and vivid feel

ing: however, the modern usc of the term. meaning form of transportation is very often implied 
as well. Thus Thomas Percival is able to use the tenn primarily in this modern sense in his com· 
menton Homer: ·Homer, whose knmvledge of the magnitude and distances of the heavenly 
bodies, must have been very confined. never displays a mo re glowing imagination, than when he 
in troduces them to our notice. And no one can view this animated picture of a moonlight and 
starry night, without fee ling himself transported to the scc>ne ,,,hich, it exhibits." Percival. Moral 

and l.iterary Disstrtations . 2nd edn (London. 1789). p. 226. 
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theory' of the discourses of the body. We should resist lhis pressure, at least fot· 
the time being, while noticing that this tendency to 'theorize' its own 
contextualizing discou rses. certainly a distinguishing feature of all theoretical 
discourse, is continually placed in tension with its primary purpose, that of 
de limiting an area of practice which it sets out to legislate. Thus, a good case 
could be made for claiming that 'reading theory' is really a misnomer, since 
these texts strenuously attempt to remain 'merely' descriptions of the activity. It 
is this resistance to the status of theory which inte rests me, since, as shall become 
clear, this disavowa l of theoretical status is one o f the most powerful legislative 
moves made by 'reading theory' upon the practice. In this sense the resistance to 
theory can be understood as a resistance to itself, a discussion of which will 
occupy the last pages of this chapter.3 

If we take as our starting po int the two observations above it is clear that our 
description of reading will constantly refe r to the larger issues articulated by the 
knot of discourses surrounding the body. Thus, it will be apparent that at times 
reading theory is more involved in the legislation of social space, for example, 
than the voicing out loud of a text, allhough the two are very much connected, 
whereas at others the differences in social behaviour allowed to men and women 
can be seen as the direct result of the rules governing the reading aloud of texts. 
In other words 'reading theor y' never remains merely a description of the rules 
for reading, rather, it is necessarily implicated within those larger social, sexual 
and ideological discourses which determine the space of the subject. 

In the chapters on speaking and viewing we atte mpted to read theoretical 
discourse as if it were discrete in order to examine lhe use of this strategy as an 
explanatory and analytical tool. Here, in the following argument, the opposite 
pe rspective will be taken in which the discursive network will be the focus of our 
auention in order to see through it to the discrete discourse of reading theory. 
Because of this it will constantly be found difficult to read the set of texts I refer 
to as 'reading theory' as if they only legislated the practice of reading. It will, 
the refore, be very evident throughout the discussion that in describing a 
particular facet of the reading activity and its corresponding rules o r lheory, one 
is always also describing a particular set of assumptions and practices surround
ing the subject. This we should note is a correlative of our attempts tO examine 
the discourse of the sublime and which have led to this particular perspective of 
the subject. We can also note that ·reading theory' may be described from the 
other side, as it were, as if its obverse face articulated the knot of discourses sur
rounding the body. For all these reasons and in the light of the above 

' The use of the term ·resistance· most especially when it is joined to •theory· cannot go 
unremarked since de Man·s essay en titled ·The Resistance to Theory· would seem to claim rights 
over the phrase. At least it s legac)' is perhaps to have claimed those rights. While I cannot but 
'''rite after. in the light of. de Man·s powerful exposition I a lso hope to extend the use <)fthe idea 
lO this historical account of ci):hteenth-<:emury theory. 
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qualifications, the following discussion is disfigured by this rather complex knot: 
in describing the reader's voice. for example, the question over whose voice is 
heard aloud, the reader's or the author's as imitated by the reader, has dear 
ramifications within the eighteenth-century conceptualization of the subject. 
Not only this, however, since the tone of the voice, the gestures used, and the 
precise place of the reading scene all bear importantly upon those implicit and 
explicit codes of behaviour which determine social intercourse. Furthermore, 
the problem over the reader's voice, as to whether it be male or female, is 
necessarily involved in the network of discourses which defined and produced, 
at the very least, public attitudes and conceptions of sexuality and gender 
differentiation. lt is dear from all this that the entire knot of discourses 
concerned with the subject and society is constantly activated by 'reading 
theory'. 

The organization of society, for example, is reflected in eighteenth-century 
reading practice in a dramatic and unignorable way: to read is for the most part 
to indulge in leisure: it is to display wealth and education and to demonstrate the 
acquisition of knowledge.4 Above all else it is to claim for oneself a certain social 
standing, a certain right to a place, a certain situation; it is not necessarily to 
demonstrate one's ability to read. This last point should be stressed, if only 
because of its immediate absurdity. Our information regarding the practice of 
eighteenth-century readers is based in large part on the contemporary represen
tations of people reading, but those representations may well derive more of 
their force and meaning from their articulation within the network of social 
values attaching to that activity, than from a more neutral registration of the fact 
that the individual portrayed was able to read. In other words. a representation 
of someone reading may be an index to the character's presumed or assumed 
social status; it is to be read as a sign within the discourses of contemporary eight
eenth-century society in the first instance, and may only be of secondary 
significance in relation to an accurate portrayal of reading skills. 

Statistics for literacy are notoriously hard to come by~. and this, compounded 
by the problems in setting up useful criteria for ascertainng literacy rates leads to 

4 Many works on education make distinctions between different kinds of texts and the places 

suitable for their consumption. Some texts, for example, should only be read in the country, or 
taken as 'Summer reading'. In this way the indiscriminate consumption of 'trash' novels at 
fashionable country resorts was distinguished from the more serious 'improving' reading 
prescribed for 'normal' daily city life. J ohn Burton, for example, comments about novels: 
'Reading is an amusement, for which the Country is particularly favourable.' Lutures o11jemate 
education and manners, 2 vols (London, 1793), I, p. 181 . 

~ See Lawrence Stone,· Literacy and Education in England. 1640- 1900'. Past and Present. no. 

42 ( 1969), pp. 69- 139 for a discussion of the problems involved. 
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a very imprecise picture of reading skills and habits during the century.6 Even 
more difficult to judge with any certitude, however, are those contemporary 
accounts of reading which survive, for,just as it was hardly like ly for someone to 
write down what they actually did while reading, it was equally unlikely that 
anyone who could not read would write down this fact. Furthermore, a 
representation of someone reading gives us confusing information about the 
level of reading skills generally prevalent: one might have pretended ro read 
then, just as now.7 

If we think of the number of novels in which characters are portrayed reading 
we can see this in operation, although from a slightly different perspective. The 
novel during the period of its so called 'rise' was in direct competition with other 
discursive forms, and, perhaps more pointedly, with other forms of text; it had, 
therefore, manifest reasons for self-advertisement: the people portrayed were 
not reading any old thing, they were reading novels.8 

We must note, then, the revision that takes place during the century to the 
social significance of the reading activity. In the first instance it is an indication 
of money: the ability to purchase reading matter, the possession of the leisure 
time in which to read, and the ownership of the social space in which to be seen 
engaged in the reading activity. It may also signify the desire for self-

6 By far the most useful work that J have come across is that by Paul Kaufman, Libraries and 

their users (London, 1969), in which various statistics for library borrowings are given. He also, 
very pointedly, remarks in the essay 'In Defense of Fair Readers' on the number of women who 
belonged to the Bath Municipal library- less than 30 per cent- and on the borrowing habits of 
its members. His conclusions counter very strongly the general assumption that women made up 
the bulk of novel readers, a point that I take up in the second part of this chapter. However, even 
these statistics are of limited va lue, since membership of a public library would have been self
selecting upon social grounds: the really useful statistics would be those pertaining to circulating 
library borrowings: unfortunately none has, as yet, come to light. 

7 
I mean to refer to the quite common behaviour of illiterate people who pretend to read news

papers and so forth in public spaces. The reasons for this in our OWJ1time are obviously multiple, 
but they are based upon a certain value attached to the skills of literacy: what we do not know is 
the extent to which this was gener<~lly dispersed in e ighteenth-century England. 

8 
Of course the availability of texts changed from one part of the country to another, so even 

the depictio·n of people reading novels may have a very restricted significance - precisely a 
meaning for those people able to buy or borro'" a novel. Thomas Holcroft, for example, claimed 
that after reading the Bible and two chap books he read nothing else for six years on account of 
the scarcity of books. See Mtmoirs of the late TMmas Holcroft, written by himulf. ed. William Hazliu. 
3 vob (London, 1816), I, pp. 134-5. For a good discussion of rhe competing forms of discour·se 
surrounding the rise of the novel see LennardJ. Davis. Factual Fictions (New York, 1983). 
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improvement, the prime example of which must be t.he opening of Pamela.9 It 
gradually becomes, however. a more complex sign, dependent upon the type of 
material read and location of the activity. One of its new meanings. most notably 
in relation to 'trash ', is to indicate indulgence, illicit behaviour and idleness as 
men and women from lower social classes join the ranks of the literate. 

T his change in the social significance of the reading activity occurs alongside 
the other changes that affect both readers and reading: the simple increase in 
the numbers of books produced. the production of cheap editions LOwards the 
end of the cemury, and the entry of a new class of reaclc·rs, women. This last 
phenomenon radically alters the reading scene, as we can see most clearly in re
lation to the material being read. Howeve1-. before we accept the commonplace 
of the history of the reading public which claims unproblematically that women 
increasingly engaged in the consumption of printed material, we should dwell a 
moment on the assumptions and implications behind it. IL is often held that as 
women found themselves relieved of the burden of many of the menial tasks 
necessary for the smooth running of the household they experienced a vast 
increase in their leisure time. In response to this, it is often, but perhaps tacitly, 
assumed that a new category of reading mate rial suddenly appeared, the novel, 
in order to supply the ever-increasing demand on the part of women readers. 10 

T hese assumptions are. of course, based in faCL, but not very much on facts: we 
do not know how many women actually entered into the book-consuming public, 
nor do we know if it was exclusively women who 'demanded' novels. This is dis
cussed at some length in the second part of this chapter. 

Whatever the merits or demerits of such a sketch, the importanLthing to note 
is the perceived relationship of the type of reading matter to the gender of the 
reader. To read, as shall become more apparent, is to make a series of claims for 
oneself within the contemporary network of social and sexual codes of 
behaviour. We can see this in a simple sense in relation to the classification oft he 
reading material, which uses gender specification as one of its primary 
distinguishing features. If reading matter is classified according to gender 
difference, say poetry for men and novels for women, then the activi ty itself is of 
necessity also constructed upon imilar gender differentiation. On account of 
this, reading, in terms of both its controlling theory and as an activity. must. at 
some level. represem an intervention and interpolation wi1hin the djscursive 
thresholds which surround. even if 1 hey do not yet define, exuality. 

9 The term 'improvemem' is. of course. loaded: J ohnson. for example, •~as more concerned 

with women 'improving· their convers:uional skill by learning to read. than anything dse. See 
BoSUJtll 's Life ofjohnson, e<l. George Birkbt•ck Hill. rev .. L.F. P01••cll, 6 vols (Oxforrl , 1934). Ill , P· 
333. 

1° Fora different approach from thi> ~tandard version of the rise of the novel see Davis, Factual 

1-' if.IJO>IS. t\ number of recent book~ hal'e examin<..od this conventional dt·•cription in rt·falion to 
the generic c-.uegory of the novel. St••· Michael McKeon, Tlu Origitu of the English Not~el 
(Balumore, 1987), TeiT) Lovell . Consummg Firtio" (London. t 987)and Jane SJX'nC't>r, Tht Rise of 

th' \\'oman Nowlist (Oxford, 1986). 

Of the Transport of the Reader 237 

One form of the story about this gendered scene goes in the followi ng way: 
women readers, when indulging their presumed insatiable desire for novels, 
practised an erotics of reading that was markedly distinct from the production of 
exual identity engaged in by men when publicly reading aloud to an audience. 

Consequently, as the crotics of the reading activity be<.-ame gradually internal
ized, removed from the public domain to the private, 1he social relations and 
gender stereotyping which constituted the ·real' of sociality must have also 
undergone revision: not only did the existing cartography of sexual differen
tiation become redrawn, the basis upon which sexual identity was determined 
also changed. T his is where the his LOry of the novel and its audience complicates 
things, for such revisions or interruptions within the foundations of the socio
sexual can be seen most forcefully in relation to the novel, a discursive form that 
was certainly seen by most eighteenth- century writers as a feminine form- it is 
of course a commonplace that it increasingly became the territory of women 
wri ters during the later half of the eighteemh-cemury and the early nineteenth 
- but which, as I shall argue, was defined according to gender specificity 
primarily in order to legislate the space of social and sexual representation. This 
point will be made at some le ng th late r, but it can be imroduced here most 
economically by noting that while it was almost obsessively claimed that women 
read ' titillating novels' all the evidence amassed by Paul Kaufman suggests 
precisely the opposite, that men made up the bulk of novel readers. My point is 
that something greater was at stake in claiming gender specificity for particular 
kinds of texts, and that such classifications were certainly not transparent 
descriptions of actual states of affairs. 11 

This change in social and sexual identities is not in any simple way articulated 
around the gender of the author: the reading of novels. for example, was 
recognized by reading theory as a different activity from o ther kinds of texts. 
and this recognition predates the more often cited truism that market forces and 
'taste' by and large determined the massive consumption of novels by women. 
Furthermo re, as novels came to represent a feminine writerly activity. the 
theoretical taxonomy of texts based upon gender specification became even 
more pre,•a le nt.12 My argument throughout is that the activity of reading is 

11 ILshould abo be pointed out 1hat by 'novels' here one is referring 10 Lhose boob classed as 

'UCh by eighteenth-century librarians. Tha mass of Minerva Press ·novels', for example, would 
probably not even have found shelf space in those librnrie• whose records sur-,ive. However. 
e-<•n if one granu tbat women were the main customers of the circul;ning libraries it is still dif· 
ficult to make- any hard conclusions, since these 'vomen may no1 have been only borrowing book~ 
for themselve~. but abo. on the contrary. 'fronting' for their husband or male acquaintances. 

t2 One interesting example of the connection between novel writing and sexuality is given in 
Boswell's London jotu·•wl. B(lswcll\ account or his first few months in London are obsessively 
concerned " 'ith h~ pursuit of Louisa Lewis. On Sunday 2January 1763 he managed at last to 
take her to bed. Unfortun:uely I he couple " 'ere di<turbed by the landlady before Bos"·ell had 
lime to consummate th<· act . After returning w rc:spcctability and the dining room. where they 
'I ell into cadl other·~ arm~. <ighing ami p.1ming'. a short convn.acion follows in which Bo<well 
'told her she might mo~ke a novel'. Bosu:ell's L<mdonjournal l'l62- t76J (London, 1950). p. 117. 
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inextricably interwoven within the theory so that the changing re lat ionship 
between reading practice and its authenticating other should be seen as 
prefigurative of changes to the socio-sexual which surround the discourses on 
reading and its practice 'in the real'. 

J shall argue that the end result of a theory of reading that is based upon a fear 
of the text and a corresponding valuation of the voice is a texLUal commodifi
cation which both reAects and determines the social and political. As Sheridan 
realised, if the project to teach people how to read is taken seriously it ca n o nly 
eventually destroy the fabric of polite society. Indeed, his own analysis of the de
plorable state of reading is based in a quite commonplace topos which links 
unhealthy reading habits with a continuing moral, social and political degener
ation of the state of England. Sheridan may have wanted to believe that by 
making reading healthy once again the country would automatically reLUrn to its 
former health. However, he must also have realized that by changing the social 
constructio n of the read ing public he would al.so change society at large." 

All of the texts in the following discussion are engaged within the politics of 
holding one version of the reading contract over another, as strenuously arguing 
for the subordination of the reader to the text, for example, over the reader's 
mastery of the text. The discussion has been split into two main sections, the first 
describing the auempt to construct a theory of reading during the e ighteenth 
century, whereas the second examines the limits of that theory when it is faced 
with the practice. 

The Reader's Voice 

Isaac Watt's book The Art of Reading and Writing English (1721) is typical of many 
designed for the use of schoolchildren, presuming, as it does, that the children 
who fall under its influence are all male, something which Enfield's Spealter, 
published at the end of the century, does not, and that the method for teaching 
reading is precisely the arne as for writing, namel)'• by rote_l4

• This connection 

" Cf. Sheridan. Ltcturts on Elocution. p. I. Such a change in the social -.•as hardly likely to hap

pen overnight, however. The enormous increase in the number of people who read generated 
by Paine's Rights ofMan was continually countered by reactionary propaganda discouraging the 
reading habit. See l.iberry rmd Proptrt} preserved against Rtpublieans and Levellers; II Collection of 
Tracts (London, 1793), no. 4. p. 8. For information on the popularity of Paine's Rights of Man sec: 
Richard 0 . Altick, Tht 1-:ngli.sh Common Hendt.r (Chicago, 1957), p. 70. and for a contemporary 
account J .T. Mathias, Tht Pursuits of Literature. 2nd edn. (London. 1797). p. 238. 

t• The text which became most heavily used for teaching literacy skills was Thomas D)•t hf·'s 

Guide to tht F.ngli.th Tor~gut which had circulated in 275 000 copies by 1748 and reached its 59th 
editi<ln in 1778. These figure~ are given by Thomas R. PrestOn, 'Biblical Critici•m. liwr:uure, 
and the eighteenth century reader', in Boolts and Thrir Readers i11 Eightunth·Cmtury Bnglat~d, cd. 
Isabel River~ (London, 1982), p. 99. 
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be twee n reading, writing and the correct pronunciation of words is firmly 
embedded in reading theory, even when that connection is not explicitly made. 
William Cock in, for example, in his The Art of Deliverit~g Written Language; or, an 
Essay on Reading (J 775) attempts to break apart the connection between 
speakililg and writing, between the voice and the text, while j ohn Rice signals his 
awareness of the implied assumptions made by a theory of reading that was not 
dependent upon an individual's abili t)' to express him or hersel f.'~ In Watt's 
account the reader simply mimics the thoughts of someone else, whereas Rice 
advises that children first learn how to write in order to express their own 
thoughts: the distinction being made here, between the reading subject, the 
person who reads, and the subject being read, the person who writes, is crucial 
for reading theorists since it articulates the boundar y between the subject and 
the texm in both the process of wr iting and of reading. Many theorists, like Sheri
dan, deplored the situation in which a per on speaking his own thoughts fro m 
his own text tended to put on a ' reading voice'- i.e. one distinguished from his 
normal speaking voice- thereby signalling that he was reading, and in so doing 
denying the possibil ity of his sounding like himself. t6 /' 

Watts states that reading is simply correct speech; in reading with 'propriety' 
one voices out loud the words on the page in a dignified, elegant and correct 
fashion. The tone of voice used is extremely important since it is an index to the 
user's social status. In this sense reading with propriety, as Enfield was fully 
aware, is to read with the into nation of owning property, or as Sheridan 
forcefu lly claims, correct and proper speech is an imitation of court English. 17 

For Watts the reader merely supplies the voice which the text lacks, and that is 
all. He does recognize, however, that the public domain of reading necessarily 
involves a certain display of the voice of the reader, and this presents a problem 
concerning the ownership of the voice: is it the speaker's, o r is the speaker 
simply bringing into speech the absent voice of the author? This problem leads 
to a potential confusion in which the audience may be seduced into listening to 
the reader's voice and imputing the ideas and sentiments contained in the text to 
the reader. Furthermore, the performance of different readers will be distinct: 
one may perform beuer than another, and this leads to the dangerous possibility 
of the audience appreciating more the lustre of the reader's voice than the 
sentiments or expressions in the text. Consequently, the perfo rmance itself may 
take on greater importance than the text being read, which is to recognize 

1 ~ See William Cockin, The Art of Deliverit1g Wrimn Lat~guagt; or, all Essa1 on Reading (London, 
1775), p. 127. and J ohn Rice. 1111 ltitroduction to the art of readir~g. (London, 1765). p. I 0. 

16 See Sheridan. Lectures o" the Art of Rnuling, 2nd edn, 2 vols (London. 1782). I, pp. 107- 8. 
17 Sheridan. A Course of Ltctures on I-: locution, p. 30. 
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already a cenain site of COI'ltestation. In addition to this, a truly uplifting text 
should not only be well read, but also contain fine sentiments. 

From the above we can see that reading. as a social activity. is extremely well 
placed to demonstrate one's aspirations regarding social standing. In part. it is 
on account of this that the struggle between the voice and the text arises. The 
reading scene is invested with a great deal of significance, demonstrating the 
reader's powers of performance, powers that are not on I)' directed at swaying hi 
or her audience - the traditional powers of oratory- but also at the text itself, 
since the competem reader must ·master' the text in order to read it.18 Thus. the 
reading scene is suffused with anxiety over the object of appropriation: if one 
can be said to have 'mastered' a text one has appropriated it to one's voice: if 
on the other hand a poor performance takes place the text can be said to have 
mastered the reader. Thomas Sheridan is terrified of losing this struggle. as can 
be seen from the opening citation. ln his A rhetorical grammar he claims as 
strongly that reading 'is nothing but speaking what one sees in a book, as if he 
were expressing his own sentiments, as they rise in his mind':19 the reader should 
'personate the author', making his person identical to that of the author: 

The very best ... is, that he should become an accomplished actor- possessing the plastic 

power of puLLing himself. in imagination, so completely into the situation of him who he 

personates, and of adopting, for the moment, so perfenly. all the sentiments and views of 

that character, as to express himself exactly as such a person would have done. in the 
supposed situation.tO 

This involves more than simply readers and texts: at its base it is concerned with 
the place of the subject, how it is constructed and who or what can be said to own 
it. When the question being addressed is: should one become the person of the 
author, thereby relinquishing one's O\\•n personality, against the possible 
personation of the author, appropriating the person of the a uthor to oneself. the 
stakes that are being played for ar(. very high indeed.21 

11 John Walker puts it in 1he follo1••ing way: 'The an of reading with j ustness, energy and ease. 

consists chiefly in adopling as much as possible, the words of an author for our own. 110d 

pronouncing them u if they were conceived expressly for the presem purpose; from " 'hich 
position it will necessari ly follow. that those readers arc the best. who approach the nearest to the 
best t-xlcmporary speaker~.' John Walker. Hints for improuement in the art of reading (London. 
1783). p. I. 

19 Sheridan. A Rhetorical Grammar. p. 170. 
20 Richard Wha1cly, Jo:Jemmts of Rhrtoric, rpt (Carbondale. 1963) p . 380. 
21 Cf.John Ma~on. At1 t."ssay 011 e/orutiat1 and pronut~ciation (London. 1748). p. 28. ' If you wuuld 

acquire aju~t Pronunci:uion in Reading you must not only take in the full Sense. but cmer imo 
the Spirit of your Author'. This trope is very common. in 1vhich the reader is not only >upposcd 
w enter inw 1he ~pirit nf 1 he mea11ing. but, seemingly. imo the absent spirit of the au1hor him
slcf. Such 'spiriwalism' may appear an cx<"essh·e reading. but the articulation of1hc spiril/body 
dio.ti11c1ion i ~ more> tha11 e"id..-nt. 
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The situation i~ made even more complex when we consider the different uses 
to which the reading of a text may be put. One of the major drifts in its 
contextual use is from a sacred to a secular domestic framework,22 and the 
ensuing changes in the manner and matter of the audience's participation, from 
passive recipients of words of wisdom and instruction, to active agents in a social 
entertainment and display of identity, produce a new set of contextual markers 
for understanding the reading activity. One marker i undoubtedly the 
definition of sexual roles a the reading of texts aloud shifts from a religious 
scene of instruction to a highly charged scene of seduction.25 

This is very evident in the role of the speaker - Enfield's chrestomathy cannot 
be said to have been named by chance - who assumes the position of the 
powerful orator. We have already een in chapter 6 how the possibilities for the 
display of sexuality in this situation are far from ignored: the reader/speaker 
aims to keep his audience hanging on every word, taunting and teasing 
according to a set of rules which legislate gestures, eye contact, and tone of 
voice: precisely the languages of the body.24 That this scene was so highly 
charged ·Can also be inferred from conduct books which set out to legislate the 
polite behaviour of children. In these texts the scene of reading represents 
something from which children were excluded, both in the aspect of their own 
reading of texts in company, and of their reactions to others reading. This 
exclusion can be noted from the following strictures: 

Study your Exercise when alone: and never read or look upon a Book in Company. 
If a leuer should be sem to you, and requires to be read while you are in Company, bow, 

and say, Gentlemen, or Ladies . I beg your Pardon a few Moments. then read it. 

Never look into Papers which lie about. nor fix your Eyes upon another who is reading.u 

n Of imercs1 in this regard is 1he 'Prt'ad of Methodism. a doctrin<' founded on the notion of 

the ' reading Christian'. The rolt· ofbfl()ki, both for instruction and cmcn.ainmem was ' 'ital for 
Wt-sley. who instrucu~d chapels 10 display his r«nmmend<-d books and to sell them. 
"This is described clearly in PirturtS of Lift: or, a Record of Man nus physical and moral, at the 

close of the tightmrlh t:elltury. 2 vol~ (London. 1790). Picture 24: "Obser"e then this delighted 
>upper party. " 'here two lovers, each wi1h a favourite fair-one by hu side, freed from the peering 
observation of auendanL,, e njoy "'ithoul reMraint the joys nflovc and "'ine. The muse of one, in· 
~pi red b)' champaign. risques a l••arm and very expressive declara1 ion of his love in the poetry ora 
'ong, which he appear> anxiou~ w suppress aflcr i1 has once been read. - What significam 
glances!- what acutcnt-ss in developing ih mt-aning. beam from the <')'CS of the fair reader!.· II . p . 
171. 

24 
Sec notably Sheridan·~ commt·n•~= 'rnrcly. vt·ry rarely s('en among u>. where 1he speaker 

blends the t wo languages> prnperly.1hc fancy.the passion>. 1hc understanding are all pleasingly 
agitated, each individual receive> an addilional ddight. from the sum communicated 10 the 
1,•holc auditor·y reflected I rom eye ltl t'Yt', duri11g a charmed attention to the orator, poured om 
from brca>t to brt'aM, when hi' sileru.c pt·nnii' them 1t1 give way 10 the fulncss of their hearts." 
Tlu Art of Reading. I, p . I 116. 
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Children, of coursc•, should be seen and not look; they should refrain from 
making their presence felt , most especially in a scene of reading in which the 
exchange of glance~ and gestural languages communicate to such an extem. 

The adult, however, should strive to command his or her voice, and lO control 
body gesture for his or her own ends. In relation tO this Sheridan marks for us 
lhe end of the eighteenth-<.:entury obsession with the voice by outlining in 
terrifying detail the implications of raising his master's voice to the highest level 
of amplification. We have already commented upon his infatuation with or 
bewitchment by his own voice: he is con umed by his own power w such an ex
tent that it runs away with himself This abduction of person - the appropriation 
of the self by the voice- can be seen as a form ofauto-eroticism.26 1n Sheridan 's 
case his fascination with the power of the voice stems from his analysis of the 
sexuality involved in the reading scene, a sexuality which may in fact be 
produced by that scene as the power of the voice is reflected from the audience 
back to the reader - precisely a reflection of the seductive male power which 
carries, transports the audience away. Once again we are in the domain of the 
highly reflecLive surfaces of the public space, surfaces which produce as much as 
they reproduce identity. In this scene the skillful reader/ orator obtains his 
satisfaction from his powerful manipulation of the audience. a satisfaction, it 
should be stressed, that is only just short of being explicitly described in terms of 
seduction. In short, the reader comes on to his audience as strongly as possible 
while remaining within the codes of polite conduct. 

As we have seen, that power may also become excessive, and may result in a 
self-awareness that is, effectively. a self-obsession. The power of the orator, his 
expression of masculinity, becomes turned in and on itself, resulting in the 
sexuality of auto-eroticism that so clearly disturbs Sheridan's text, but to which it 
is irrevocably drawn. While such a male version of the scene of seduction is per
haps more prevalent among texL~ on the practice of reading, a female equivalent 

25 The polite atademy. or School of behaviour for young gentlemtll a11d ladies. (London, 1762), P· 24; 
also reprinted in J ohn Drummond, A grammatical irllroduclion to the modern pronounciation and 

spilling of the fo:nglish tongue (Edinburgh, 1767), pp. 91-144. 
26 This is not necessarily the case for women reader . who perform in a different space. and 

with different controlling and comextualizing criteria. The man may produce or display his 
person, his male idemity. but the woman is more likely merely to "entertain" both her audience 
and herself. leaving the<~e problematic areas of identity unchanged. This is commented upon in 
The fnnalt miscellan1: ·But many Pen.ons are defective and erroneous in their monner of Reading. 
And that you may not be of that number. let one put you in mind. that if you observ.- the Point• 
or Stops when you read, which is like keeping time in Music. at the same I ime \'3rying the tone of 
your Voice. the cast of your Eye. and the gesture of your Body. according to the Subje~t you_a~e 
reading upon: in short, if you read :.s you speak when you arc• properly affected. you wtll do It 111 

.uch manner as will be entertaining LO yourself. and thos<" that hear yt)u. · Thtftmalt miscellany. in 
two pans (Salop. 1770). pp. 5-6. 
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also existed in which the woman attempted to 'impress' the minds of her hearers, 
rather less with the substance of her text, one imagines, than with her own 
merits: 

The truth is, you may judge from the air. manner. and gesture of a good reader, or at 
most, from the inarticulate sound of her voice. though you should not be nea.r enough to 
comprehend the sense. what is the general subject of the book. But with a bad reader. you 
must hear and understand the full sense and meaning of every word and expression, 
before you can know what she is about ... Besides, there is another material difference 
between a good and bad reader. which is this. that the former conveys the author"s 
meaning fully and distinctly to her hearers, and makes a deep and lasting impression upon 
their minds: whereas the latter makes little or no impression at all; or, if she does, it is 
rather owing to the merit of the book. than to her insipid manner of reading it.t7 

The change From a sacred to a secular context for reading aloud also affects 
the relative roles of the author and reader. In the sacred situation the authority 
of the text is rarely, if ever, questioned. The eighteenth-century secular version 
of this text reverence is the elevation of the author to the sole ownership of the 
text's meaning. john Rice, for example, insists that the reader should first 
understand a text before he sets about reading it, thereby assuring that he 
convey the 'whole meaning of the author' to his listener: 

... the Art of Reading consists in conveying to the Hearer the wholt Meaning of the Writer. 

To this End, it is evidently necessary that the Reader should himself understand what he 
reads, before he can possibly repeat it intelligibly to others. This is the first and 
indisputable Qualification of a Reader: without which, the most articulate Pronunciation, 
with all the Artifices of Tone, Look or Gesture, will avail nothing, or only serve to mislead 
the Hearer: the Orator. Actor and Reader, being all understood to say, what they appear 
to mean , rather than what they literally utter." 

Rice is arguing against pronunciation per se, against the mere addition of the 
lustre oft he voice to the dead letter of the text. His notion of the play of subjec
tivity in the reading activity is close to that of Enfield, in which two possible sub
jects are engaged, the author and the reader, and in which the model 
approximating their interchange most accurately is the conversation.29 

2
' !Charles Allen]. The poliu lady: or, a couru of fmwle education, irr a series of leiters. Srd edn. 

(London, 1775). p. 144. 
28 Rice. An Introduction to the art of reading. pp. 4-5. See also Sheridan. Luturts orr the Art of 

Reading. 2nd t"dn (London, 1781). p. 117. 
29 This model is not the only one present to the splil subject: the division may al~o take place 

within the reader who adopls two voices. a 'speaking voice· for conversarion. and a "reading 
voice" for reading, thert:b}' signalling the pre.ence of lW<) dl>tinct personae. This i~ warnt'd 
against b) the authOf' ol Instructions for right sptllmg, and plam directions for rtading Dlld writing 
/rut f."ngiJSh. 3rd edn (Dublin, 1726), p. 3: "let the Sou11d of their Voice in Ueo.ding be tht: same, a.s 
in speol!irlg.fru. easy und naturnl. k~t any <hould mistake tht· Rtndtr and Speal!er for 2 different 
Person~. if t!a:ir EytJ did nm •hew the contrar) : 
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But if there are two possibile subjects dispersed in the reading activit}'• then 
the possibility of confusing one with the other arises. or, even more problematic. 
the possibility of the listener taking the reader for the author becomes apparent. 
William Cock. in tackles this problem in his The Art of Delivering Writttn Language: 

The matter of all booh is either what the author sa)'S in his own person, or an 
acknowledged recital of the words of others: Hence an author may be esteemed both an 
original speaker and a repeattr, accordingly as what he \vrites is of th~ first or second kind. 
Now a reader must be suppos~d either· actua lly to personate the a uthor, or one, whose 
office is barely to communicate what he has said to an auditor. But in the lirst of these 
suppositions he would, in the delivery of what is the author·~ own, evidently commence 
mimic; which being. a.s above ob~erved. a character not acknowledged by general nature in 
this department, ought to be rejected as generally improper.30 

The reader should not simplistically imitate the author, he should not step 
outside Lhe bounds of propriety and claim to be someone he is not. Rather, in the 
speech which animates written language the reader should appropriate the 
meanings of the text, and present his oration in propria voce; above all he should 
sound natural, and as if he were in conversation. This conversational model has a 
certain logic to it, since the wc>rds we speak for ourselves are, in some manner at 
least, originated by us. Walker explains this: 

When we speak our own words, we pronounce our thoughb in a direct manner, as it may 
be called. The idea arises first in the mind, and that elects the word by which to express it: 
but in reading, the word suggests the idea. and produces the correspondent sensibility of 
tone. in an inverted order, For in speaking, the accompaniments of tone, emphasis, and 
gesture. are immediately connected with the internal idea or sentimem, and precede the 
words that express them; and thus are spontaneous and natural productions of the mind: 

but in reading, the words precede t11e ideas. and by a retrospection. only, is the mind 
capable of adapting a suitable expression to them. In short, in one case, feelings are Lhe 
natural production of the mind, of which words are only signs: in the other, the feelings 
are produced artificially, and dictated emirely a.nd instantaneously by the word• we read: 
so that those who have the greateSt facility of making an author's words their own, are the 
best readers: or in other words. those readers are the best, "' ho can act the pan of the 
author or speaker most naturally.'' 

This foray into the phenomenology of reading demonstrates the concern 
arou.~ed by the rules regulating the activity and the drive to clarify its procedures 

'° Cockin, The Art of Delivering Wrillen Language, pp. 6- 7. See al~o George Croft. tl Plan ofEdu· 

cation delintated (Wolverhampwn, 1784). p. 18: 'The general Rules of F.mpahsis must be 
inculcated from particular instances, and it is often found that a good voict• :md a good car •••ill 
enable a very slow person to read over what is read to him with wk·r:.oblc accuracy. But unless he 
t•mer into the Spirit of the Writer. hi' reading is butl\·l imickry: and plact' any new Composition 
before him, you will then lind how little able he b to apply and to practice thC' Rule> of Speaking.' 

" Wnlker. Hint.t for improwmrnt, PI>· 2- 3. 
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and protocols. Rice makes the connection between convcrsation,the inmixing of 
two voices. and proper reading even more forcefullr: · ... if the Reader could 
make the Words and Sentiments of the Writer his own. he would deliver a written 
ucture with the same Propriety as he uuers his own Discour e: his reading having 
the same Precision and Energy as his conversation'[?). The corrupt form of this 
correct reading is exemplified by the acwr who ·~mers imo the spirit of his 
character before he hath sufficiently studied the meaning of his author, and 
thus, may personate such character with great propriety in general while he 
perverts the sense of panicular passages' [8[. The acwr may lose his own 
identity, and that, as we have seen. is the greatest risk of all: the reader, if heap
proximates the actor, ma)' deceive himself into thinking that he is the author, 
and, furthermore he may read improperly, giving a sense 10 the words not 
intended by the author. It is this auention to the original place of speech that is 
most important: 

As the Art of Reading docs not consist, like that of Acting, in really adopting the words 
and sentiments oft he Writer; it is sufficient.thatthe Reader recite what is wriHen in such a 
manner. that the Auditor~. ;H the rime of Hearing, might conceive it then first spoken by 
the person reciting; or at least in such a manner as the Person, first speaking it, would nat
urally have uttered it (81 

Here the reader must dissolve his personality, and in so doing he attempts to be
come the mouth through which the author speaks, turning his manifest and 
opaque person - the body present in the reading cenc - into a cipher or 
transparency which can be read by the audience as the complete coincidence of 
reader and text, or the author's sentiments and the reader's expressions. 
Because of' this the reader must lose consciousness, lose his sense of self: he must 

make a strong and continual effort so to withdra"' this mind, not only from studied 
modulation of voice, but from 1 he consciousness that he is reading, - and so to absorb him
self, as it were. not only in tht: general sentiments, bur i11 each separate expression, as to 
make it thoroughly his own at tht• moment or uuerance.' 2 

Here we have the temporalization of the subject , the intense sense of self one 
moment which is followed by its annihilation the next. Thus, paradoxically. the 
reader experience!> an overwhelming sense of hi!> own person by 'absorbing 
himself' 10 such an extent Lhat his identity is dissolved, swallowed up by Lhe text. 
This is almost a kind of texwali7.ation of the !>ubject, !>ince it i ' read' in the pro
cess of reading. 

\.Ve shou ld recall at thi!. point that the primary location for the reading activity 
put forward by 1 hes<· tht·orisrs is 1 he exterior· aural rca lit)' of the voice. That 
voice is seen a~ the translation of 1 he text, and is legislated by the text itself. How
ever, reading theory, as opposed to practice, recognit.cs lh~ need for a further 

32 \\'hatel~. EftmmtJ of Rhttoric, p. 38!1. 
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legislative text - the text of theory. So it comes about that the discrepancy 
between the performance of the text, reading in practice, and the legislative text 
of theory, reading in theory, opens up both the terrain to be legislated or 
brought to law and bears witness to the inefficacy of the law. A theory of reading 
is necessary because of this discrepancy, while at the same time, it is predicated 
upon the existence of such a discrepancy. This awkward suspension can also be 
located in the graphic layout of reading theory to which we now turn. 

The Textual Fact 

We have discussed at some length the various configurations of the author, the 
text, and the reader, but we have not examined the possibilities for cutting up 
the textual face in different ways in order to reflect these configurations. The 
graphic organi1.ation of a text, which I have termed the textual face, will most 
obviously change according to the uses to which a book is intended to be put." 
Once again I shall confi ne my examples to those texts which fall within the 
domain of the theory of reading. 

James Burgh 's The Art of Spealcing was intended to be used as an instruction 
manual; most of the book presents a series of extracts from 'literary classics' for 
reading practice. There is nothing particularly noteworthy about this, the 
number of similar collections of 'elegant extracts' published during this period is 
very large.54 What is rather differem, however. is the graphic layout of the text 
when seen in the light of the overall organization of the book. 

We find in Burgh's primer for reading a series of headings corresponding to 
the 'humours and passions' under which the various extracts are arranged. 
Thus, in order tO fee l 'anguish· for example, one need simply turn to the section 
of the book organized under that head. Here one finds a number of extracts in 
relatively large prim from famous and not so famous texts which are supposed to 
summon up the feeling of anguish . The extract is accompanied by a series of 
words running down the margins of the pages which give further indications as 

" john Rice. for example, commenls on the graphic presentation of texts, comparing a 
newspaper to an epic poem and a tragedy. See An lntrodrution to tht art of rtading, p. 16. 

"' A very impon.am function of the~ primers was to open up the curriculum in order to in

clude works written in the \'ernacular. Women, of course. " 'ere by ttnd large nottaughLthe classi· 
cal languages. which was something of a disadvantage given that Latin wa.s the language used for 
teaching during most of the century in mainstream educational instilutions - henct- their 
dependence on liLerature in Engl ish. That nearly aU Lhe works referred to in this section prim 
selections from English authors is significantlhen. in terms of' the prevailing norms of education. 
It should also be poinLed oul that many of these works were ••ritLen by and for disscmers who 
had been excluded from the trad itional (classical) educational institutions. and had. because of 
this set up their own 'academies'. VarioiJ) studies ha•·e outlined the contribution of dis«:nters to 

educational reform: see above ch. 6. note 21. 
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to the correct feelings w be experienced. In this fashion the 'humour' or 
'passion ' is indicated next to that part of the text presumed to be most efficacious 
in summoning it up. 

The immediate result of this, and something which is strikingly apparent to 
the modern eye, is that the reader's attention is split across the page: the eyes 
must move from 'text', the extract, to the margin. the indicated 'passion', all the 
time. There the reader finds commands to fe·el certain emotions, commands 
which, it should be pointed out, change with alarming frequency. The 
'handbook' nature of the enterprise had also been carefully thought out so that 
the apprentice reader, once practised in this strange kind of textual fusion, could 
turn to an index at the back where all man ner of possible and impossible 
emot ional responses are listed.s& Thus. one day feeling a little low, perhaps. in 
order to rouse his spirits the reader merely turned to 'transport' in the index 
which located the numbr of passages in the main body of the book where this is 
indicated in the margin as being the correct response. 

The relationship between the text and the resulting passion is a curious one 
which seems to short-circuit any possible disagreement on the part of the reader, 
and to negate the interpretive work which we more commonly associate with the 
reading activity: the translation from the passion embedded within the text to 
the emotion felt by the reader is presumed to be comple te and exact. In this way 
the reader could be said to be reading the instruction for the relevant passion 
rather than the text; it should be pointed out that que tions concerning the 
meaning of the cited text never arise. 

The situation is closest to that of being in the presence of a skillful orator. 
where the listener is moved to various emotions by the power of the orator's 
voice. However, these passages are also supposed to be used for reading practice, 
where the novice reader is alone: in this situation a rather different set of 
contextual markers come into operation, where the voice of the solitary reader 
may produce a strange form of vocal auto-eroticism in which the reader is 
stimulated by the power of his own voice.'6 

T his self-arousal is graphically represented at the text's face, since in reading 
this text one does not look within it fot· its meaning; rather, one reads across its 

ss This kind of ·analytical index' is one of the main Lextual characteristics of eighteenth· 

century books. ll<""'ever. in this paniculnr instance Lhe index not only serves as an efficient way 
of loca ting topics in the book. it determine> where one should look for uny particular experience. 
In the same way Kichardson composed indices to Clarissa and Sir Charles Grandison which 
instructed the reader as to the correct moral to learn from particular episodes. In thi• sen~e 1he 
index is less textual apparatus than the 1ext itself. 

S6 Sec Enfield. Tht SfuaMr. p. xxiv. 
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face. from extract to margin. This motion of the eye is precisely mirrored in the 
' live' reading sccnl' where one constantly looks from text to audience. In the case 
of Burgh', book that motion i~ from text w margin, from the body of the text to 
its boundary. Thi~ shuttl ing back a nd forth, acro~s the textual face o n the one 
hand, and from the body oft he text to the bodies in the audience on the other. i~ 
one of the analogue~ of the textual fissure anal}·z.ed in the ection o n the reader's 

\'oice. 
We can see this ~outuring movement in two wa)·s: the fir-;t regards the end re

sult of looking acro~s the face of the text as an harmonious ~ewing together of 
the text and the margin. al>, in te rms of the reading subject. the identification of 
the author with the reader . whereas the second regards the gap between text 
and margin, o r reader and audience as the space tha t allows the subject to 
become manifeM. and within which it resides. ln other words the text. on the o ne 
hand. or the audience o n the other. either functions as a mirror re flecting the 
self to itself, or a) the site fnr the representation of subjectivity. This may be w 
claim more for reading theory than it ca n uphold, but that it constantly draws 
upon and make reference to the interrelated problems of subjectivity and 
sexuality which aribe in this schematics o f the text will become more and more 

apparent. 
The kind of prescriptive reading activity that is produced by Burgh 's book is 

not always repre entcd graphically in the same fash ion." and as the textual face 
changes so the emphasis from one kind of reading practice to another mutates. 
1 n Sheridan and 1/endersotl 's Practical Method of Readittg and Reciting English 
Poetry. a book intended as a preface to Enfield's Spealur. the anonymou:. 
compilers in crt various instructions for the reader into the fabric oft he text , in
ter rupting the cited passage. Thus. for example, Dyer's 'Grongar Hill' is 
interrupted at one point with the instruction to 'look as if you were absolute ly in 
the situation described by the poet'.'8 This lesion within the textual face is 
clearly more of a penetration into the text than the first example of margina l 

reading. 
Sheridan and Henderson's Method oste nsibly se~ out to give examples of the 

practical performances of the two actors- both Sheridan and Hender~on earned 
a living giving public ' readings' of clas~ic texts. It provide:. us with information 
regarding the teaching of reading skills in that its proximity to book~ of practical 

s; Ale-s radical form of this pre~rtptura l textual face can be found in the M..ocond half ofSherr
dun·~ Lu t11rts on tht llrt of Rtnding, in which a new system of nowtion i• proposed in order"' 
allow the author w l{ivc prcci>e dirertions for the vocali7"Hion of his text. In this inswncc th<·tcxt 
i' quitt' clearly de~ignrd for performance a~ tht'graphic marks indicating the length of pauw and 
hrghlightmg those \\Ord~ to be given •pecial emphasis demonstrate. 

31 Shtndmt nnd lltndrrson's Prartiral Mtthod of R~ading and Reciti11g f:nglish Potlry (London. 
I 796). p. I ft6. 
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oratory suggests a number o f legislative manoeuvres concerning the body. We 
have already noted that Gilbert Austin 's Chironomia supplies a number of 
drawings of hand and arm movements for the correct e mbodiment of the text. A 
similar physicalizatio n of the textual body into the body o f the reader i) 
articulated by SheridOil and Hmderson's Method which can be seen as legislating 
for the possibilit)' of a n exec ~ive translation from text to body in order to 
prevent a performance that shatte rs the corect decorum of social space. 

When giving instructions for the correct way of reading Collin's 'Ode on the 
Passions', for example, we find , in common with a large number of works on elo
cution, not only those words requiring e mphasis pec1fied but also the physical 
gestures that should accompany them. The following instruction is typical: 

After the word 'First' in the beginning nfthe \crse we have llO'-' given respecung l'~ar, you 
ought to pause. and then before )OU proceed. b)' your look and manner. express the 
passion in quenion. As you pronounce the second line, put out gently your hand in rather a 
slow fearful \vay, as if to lay it upon the chords of an instrument. and then suddtnly withdraw 

it when you come to the next line. t!.l!.ll 

These kind of instructions have been remarked upon in chapter 6. Here I 
want to draw attention to the textual disposition of the instructions, their siting 
within the text as if they were a part of it: precisely an inclusion of the correct 
physical response in order to delimit the possibilities for realization . Thi 
restriction is abso lutely necessary since the 'transported reader', the habitual 
trope for the eighteenth-century reader, may find that his passions are no longer 
his own in the highe t states o f enraptured reading. T he reader may be 
0 \'e rmaste r-ed by a te xt. which may lead to a lo s of person and a concomitant 
transportat ion to a place the reader may not wish to go w . Per haps even more 
disturbing. the audience may be transported to an a ltogether d ifferent place, 
something which takes on great importance in the ligh t of the h ighly charged 
exual nature of the reading scene: precisely the point at issue is the place to 

which one is transported or led - the quiet seclusion of the bed-chamber is 
governed by a different set of social rules than the rapturous respon e and 
collective ide ntit}' produced in the public drawing room. This restriction ' 'ia 
insertion within the text is one form of text management and control operated 
by eighteenth-century reading theory: by including instructions for physical 
gesture and tone of ' 'oice the possible aberrations in ~ocial behaviour produced 
by an excessi"e rext are avoided. 

If we return to thl' exampk· of Dyer\ 'Crongcr Hill' and the instruction to 
look as if 'absolutely in the situation dc~cribed b)· the poet· we can follow this 
lOntrol of the text more do:.t•ly. The constriction placed upon the text il> 
athit·vcd th rough the g raphic interruption of the cited passage at precisely the 
point wher(! the text threaten:. 10 overpo"•er the reader's ob-.ervance of social 
dt·corum. Oyer ha:. dc:.cribed a tvpical a~cent o f a mountain in terms of the 
natural ublime, and precil>ely ar the point whert· the poet reaches the 1> ummit. 
wh,·rc the sublime ' ru~h· would tran:.pun him. we find the interruption: 
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Still the prospect wider spreads 

Adds a thousand woods and meads; 

Still it widens, widens still , 
And sinks the newly-risen hill. 

Now I gain the mountain 's brow: 

What a landscape lies below! 

Look as if you were absolute ly in the situation 

described by the poet. 1156] 

The threat is effectively defused , the excessive passion or sensation felt by the 
poet in his sublime transport is precisely texLUalized, translated into the body of 
the speaker in imitation of the poet's real rapture. The incision within the text, 
then, adequately conveys the defusal of this potential unruly excess; it brings the 
text to law, curing it of its infectious power and censoring the possible 
translation of the body o f the text in all its sublime rapture into the body of the 
speaker. Consequently the text cannot 'transport' the reader to dangerous 
places, precisely the text-fear of eighteenth-century theorists; the text is not 
allowed to run away with the reader, transfusing the sentiments and emotions 
embedded within it into a series of aberrant gestures and facial expressions, a 
language of the body that may have been far from sanctioned by the codes of 
decorous, polite society.s9 

A more unusual example of this text-fear is James Buchanan's The First Six 
Books of Milton's Paradise Lost rendered into grammatical construction (1773). This 
book, written by a grammarian for the instruction of women, sets out Milto n's 
poem in large type at the top of each page, and gives the 'corrected' version in 
only slightly smaller type at the bottom. However , because Milton's faults were 
of two basic kinds according to Buchanan, those of ' transposition ', the 'placing 
of the words of a sentence out of their natural order', and 'ellipsis', the 
'suppression or leaving out of a word or words in a sentence', one can easily see 
how the expanded Buchanan version tends to take up most o f the space on the 
page. 

T his text follows to the logical extreme the eighteenth-century desire to 
legislate the text at its face, a desire founded within a text-fear that the reader 
may be carried away by a text. It is far from content to write in the margins, still 
less to insert itself within the body of the cited texL Buchanan comes very close 
to reversing the m.ost common forms of subordination of comment to text, as his 

' 9 This imitation of the poet's own ph)•sU:a l responses solders the connection between reader 

and author. it keeps the reader's physicalization within its proper bounds. That this was a 
common topos can be noted by the j ames Cilray print entitled "Tales of Wonder' which depicts 
four women at a table, one of whom is reading a loud a horror stOry to the o ther three who dis
play various translations of the text into facial expression. 
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comme·ntary or 'reading' of the poem takes up the prominent position on the 
page, graphically demonstrating the avowed aim to cure the deranged text of 
Milton.40 

Buchanan claims that after having smoked Milton out of his own text the 
reader is able to 'read this admirable poem with understanding and taste'. We 
should note, however, that something very different is at work in this conception 
of read·ing. Buchanan has effectively taken away the active ro le of the reader: he 
has overmastered the text to such an extent that the reader need not look at Mil
ton's original at all, since, as Buchanan has informed us, the poem does not make 
sense. In graphic terms, the space that the rewrite occupies signifies an 
enormo us increase of the threshold between textual face and margin: the 
Buchanan version is an infectious disease spreading across the page like an 
inkblot, threatening to cover over Milton's original and to terrorize the textual 
face into all boundary, margin, threshold. 

This is the most powerful version we have encountered of an eighteenth
century uneasiness in the face of the text. Buchanan clearly aims to make 
Milton•s text harmless, to sanitize and package the text in such a way that the 
reader is allowed only good clean thoughts and gestures, and in so doing he ef
fectively supplies his own voice in the place of Milton's. The reader is left with 
the single possibility of mimicking Buchanan's voice, the exemplary reader, 
perhaps, but also the voice of the law, of the censor. Above all it is the voice of 
Buchanan and not the text that is 'read', demonstrating the full extent of 
reading theory's fear and obsession. 

Reading theory can be described as the technology of reading: it not only 
supplies the necessary apparatus for bringing a text into speech, it also 
constructs itself as self-sufficie nt. The theory of reading, as technology, hardly 
needs texts at all since its concerns, its forms and objects of legislation are all 
pans of that technology. This is why reading theory is so careful in its definition 
of the proper place, the place where that techno logy will be most effective . If 
reading theory is exemplary for all kinds of theoretical discourse then we must 
assume that theory, as technology, can only legislate the production and the 
products of that technC>logy. In the second part of this chapter we shall see how 
reading theory copes with practice by concentrating exclusively on the practice 
for which it has no theory: the women's reading scene. 

40 There is another tradi tion of te>:tuality, primari ly produc:ed by an e>:egetical enterprise. 
which reorders the graphic system of a te>:t"s face. This tradition is most notable in 
commentaries up<>n sacred texts, and articulates a different set of priorities and relations 
between commentary, instruction and text. I am grateful to Richard Waswo for pointing out to 
me the example of the Glossa Ordi11ari<J (Strasbourg, 150 I}, which prints the Bible verses in the 
centre of the page and surrounds them with commentary. 
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THEORY I N PRACTICE: T HE WOMAN'S PLACE 

The Reading Habit 
As I have been stressing throughout this chapter , reading theory is required in 
order to police the activity, but in order to understand this in its full complexity 
we need to investigate the practice historically. One of our first attempts at 
describing the 'real' o f reading looked towards the social aspect o f the activity, 
noting that the status accorded to someone who could read resulted, at least to 
some degree, from the scarcity of the skill. This does not square very well with a 
number of contemporary accounts, such as the following by Thomas Holcroft; 
indeed if we take this as evidence we might be led into questioning the need for 
any theory of reading at all: 

Books were not then. as they fortunately are now, great or small , on th is subject or that, to 
be found in almost every house: a book, except of prayers, or of daily religious use, was 
scarcely to be seen but among the opulent, or in the possession of the studious ... I neither 
had in my possession, nor met with any book of any kind which I had leisure and 

permission to read through.41 

Holcroft is referring to the 1750s, the decade during which Charles Leslie also 
commented: 'for the greatest part of the people do not read books, most of them 
cannot read at all, but they will gather together about one that can read, and 
listen to an Observator o r Review ... ',42 yet by the e nd of the century the 
impression given, at least by some contemporary accounts, was that large 
numbers of people had j oined the ranks of the lite rate. Thus, james Lackington, 
the London bookseller who claimed to have had some hand in this remarkable 
turnaround of events, comme nts in 1795: 

The poorer sort of farmers, and even the poor country people in general, who before that 
period spent their winter evenings in relating stories of witches, ghosts, hobgoblins etc, 
now shorten the winter nights by hearing their sons and daughters read tales, romances, 
etc. and on entering their houses. you may see Tom Jones, Roderick Random, and other 
entertaining books, stuck up on their bacon-racks etc. If john goes to town with a load of 
hay. he is charged to be sure not to forget to bring home Peregrine Piclcle's Adventures; and 
when Dolly is sent to market to sell her eggs, she is commissioned to purchase The History of 

Pamela Andrews. In short , all ranks and degrees now READ. But the most rapid increase of 
the sale of books has been since the termination of the late war.4

' 

41 Mtmoirs of the late Thomas Holcroft. I. pp. 134- 5: 136. 
42 Charles Leslie, A Vi~ of the Times, their Principles and Practices: in the first volume of the Rehear· 

sals (London, 1750), p. iv. 
4~ James Lackington, Memoirs of the first forty-Jive years of the lift of James LacAington. I Oth edn, 

(London, 1795), p. 243. 
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Lackington is, of course, blowing his own trumpet, since his own hand in the 
spread of reading material depended upon the ' poor country people' wanting to 
get hold of books; it is highly unlike ly, however, that the picture painted here is 
accurate. Although the precise extent of the reading public during the latter 
half of the eighteenth century is very difficu lt to judge, it would appear, at least 
from the figures for the sale of the most popular books, that only a very· small 
part of the population bought books. Of course, this does not tell us how many 
people actually read them.44 Although it is quite clear that the number o f people 
who were able both to read and to buy reading material increased during the lat
ter half of the century, the precise details concerning the social composition and 
geographical location of the newly literate are difficult to find .4~ 

A further general point concerning this increase in the numbers of people 
reading should be made before we can begin to outline the intervention made by 
reading theory within the practice. As has been remarked with great frequency 
the enormous increase in printed materials includes the 'new' fo rm of reading 
matter, fiction or the novel. These new readers were not ploughing their way 
through Harris's Hermes or Hutcheson's Enquiry; rather , so the story goes, they 
were devouring novels and romances at an alarming pace. What is mo re, this 
new form of reading material was, by a nd large, seen as a feminine obsession. If 

44 AI tick in his The English Common Reader gives various figures for the number of copies the 
most popular novels sold; j oseph Andr~s sold 6500 copies in three editions during thirteen 
months: Rodericlt Random sold 5000 in the first year; the second printing of Clarissa Harlowe of 
3000 copies lasted two years: Amelia sold out the first edition of 5000 copies in a week; the first 
edition of Sir Charles Grandison amounted to 4000 copies; the third edition produced within four 
months of the first wa-~ 2500. The population during the period has been estimated as between 
six and seven million, thus, when one considers that the first edi tions of most of the above novels 
seldom exceeded 4000 the number of people who bought these books in relation to the total 
population was very small. Of course the circulating libraries confuse these statistio;, as one copy 
may have been read by a considerably larger number of people. See AI tick, pp. 49- 50; but also 
note that !Marjorie Plant. in The English Book Trade, An Economic History of the Malting and Sale of 
booAs, 2nd edn (London, 1969), p. 92 claims that between 1714 and 1774 on average only I 00 
titles a year were published, rising to merely 372 between 1792 and 1802. For a contemporary 
account see The real character of the Age, in a letter to the Rev. Dr Brown, occasioned by his Estimate of 
the Manners and Pri•1ciples of the Times (London, 1757), p. 16: 'Nor is it true that Novels and their 
kindred Trash employ the Hours of those who read: it was unjust this should be said, and most 
unlucky you should say it. Who has more Readers than you? Not Sir Charles Grandison himself. 
This is an Instance quite unanswerable: the Age is not so idle nor so ignorant as you supposed, 
and you must own you found them better than you fancied.' 

<5 The most useful work I have found on this is Kaufman. Li.braries and their users, which col
lects a series of essays on libraries: it does not, however, give detai ls for the purchase of books, or 
their distribution through the circulating libraries, since, as Kaufman points out, no evidence for 
such borrowings exists. This presents something of an intractable problem for an accurate 
account of the eighteenth-century reading public. 
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we are to take account of the production of a theory of reading in hiswrical 
terms we will need, therefore, to siwate it in relation to these changing contexts 
for the activity. 

Seen in this light the insistence on the public reading of books, the voicing 
aloud that we have noticed in works of reading theory, represems an auemptto 
legislate, if not outlaw, the private consumption of romances and novels. As will 
become apparent. such a legislalion of the reading activity represents a 
strenuous intervemion within the network of social, and more importantly, 
sexual relations and gender distinctions: to read a 'proper' text out loud with the 
'proper' intonation and gestures is lO assert one's masculinity. while to read a tit
illating novel in private is to fa ll into effeminate sentimentality. Furthermore, 
reading theory can be seen as forcing women into the position of deranged novel 
readers, as excluding them from the scene of seduction, the public reading,just 
as the denial of a classical education denied them the possibility of reading the 
traditional staple of educated men, the classics. This is a complicated network, 
since women may also be seen as constructing for themselves their 'reading 
scene', the interior private space of the solitary novel reader, in which they could 
produce or see refleCLed their own self-image, and perhaps construct or 
experience their own subjectivity. Thus, where the male may have needed the 
public reading scene in order to parade and preen his masculinity in from of an 
admiring audience, the female may have taken considerable relief in her retreat 
into the private world of famasy.46 These two competing strains are, of course, 
more than apparent in the eighteenth-century conception of both the place of 
women, and, more to the point, the place of the women's reading scene. 

If one writes the history of eighteenth-century reading theory in terms of the 
disorders within practice which it locates and auempts to contain, then the 
extent to which the theory can be seen as both a response lO and an enabling of 
the practice becomes apparent. This pathology is nowhere more insistent than 
in the interrogation of the place of reading. As we have already noted the textual 
place of the act of reading was deeply problematic for eighteenth-century 
theorists; the place of reading within the text determines the various positions 
that the reader may take vis-a-vis the author or the audience. However, the 
actual physical place of the public reading is also of crucial importance. 

If we begin by noting in the most general terms that the organization of public 
space during the eighteenth century was rigorously controlled, we can immedi
ately see the ramifications of a highly structured social space for the reading 

46 My comments here arc deliberately speculative and noncommital becau~c. as sha ll become 

apparent, the dividing line of gender never cuts cleanly or into two equal sections. This is to ~ay 
that precisely the opposite reasons nnd causes may also have obtained. that the male craved the 
interior private scene and wi~hed to keep that place for himself. This is discussed below. 
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activity.47 Eighteenth-century reading practice not only coded the kind of 
location in which a reader performed, but was also conditioned by the gender of 
the reader and of the audience. Thus, a woman might read out loud in the open 
air but a man would be more likely to read in the interior space of a public room 
within the house to a mixed audience. A woman could read in private on her 
own in a bedchamber. but a man read on his own in a formal public room.48 

This kind of rigid separAtion of activi ties according to gender and localization 
within the interior space of the house \"as gradually broken down as architec
tural logic and taste began to penetrate the social and familial construction of 
the household. The library, for example, became a highly prized addition to the 
country house. Where a century before it had hardly been warranted in view of 
the very small number of books owned by country gentlemen, it became, 
towards mid-century, an increasingly popular interior space. As books became 
more available and the social status of owning a large collection auracted higher 
value the need and desire for a library correspondingly increased. However, the 
need for a neutral social space within the country house where men and women 
could mix in a range of social activities, from card playing to reading silently, 
also contributed to that need and desire. Such a library scene in which a wider 
range of pursuits can be seen in action was described by the Rev. Stotherd Abdy: 

... we rummaged all the book-cases, examined the knick knacks upon the toilet, and set a 

parcel of shells a-dancing in vinegar. Lady Mary and Miss Archer worked: Mr Houblon 

gazed with admiration upon his future bride: Mrs Abdy and Mr Archer were engaged in 

stamping crests upon doilys with the new invented composition: and I read to the company 

a most excellent chapter out of the Art of Inventing, addrtsstd to tlu Patroness of Humble Com
panions.49 

As we can see from this description the library represented a neutral social place 
where men and women could both be found reading in public, either aloud to an 

47 The extent to which public space was policed can perhaps be seen from the period's 
a ttachment to the formal unstructured space. the place " 'here the rigorous policing of the public 
was relaxed. and moreover seen to be relaxed. I am thinking here of the carnival or masquerade 
and of the highly informative account given it b)' Terry Castle in her Masquerade and Civilisation 
(London, 1986). 

48 These commems require historical specificity - the places in "•hich the reading activity takes 

place change over the course of the century. I do not wish to develop this spatialization in an)' de· 
tail, merely to register the fact. At the end of the century. for example, Hannah More can be 
found bewailing the fact that women factory workers might be read to. which would both 
interrupt their work and make one of their number indolent, indicating the extremely rapid 
growth of reading as an activity, and the corresponding increa>e in the number of situations in 
which the activity was carried out. Set• Hannah Morc, St rirturu on the Modem System of Female 
F:ducatwn, 2 vols (London. 1799). l , p. 191. 

49 Cited in Mark Girouard, Lift ifl tht English Country 1/oust (Harmondsworth, 1980). p. 209. 
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audience, or silently to themselves. The visual play of sexual auraction is 
noteworthy since it underlies the full complexity of the scene of reading as a 
scene of seduction , even though in this instance it is not the reader who is 
'coming on ' to his audience, but particular members of that audience to each 
other. The library, then, as a new form of social space enables and participates 
within a redefinition of social-sexual codes of behaviour - a classification which 
is commensurate with the activities sanctioned by or allowed w occupy that new 
space. Clearly one of the activities most like ly to be engaged in was reading. 

However, the intervention of women novel readers into the spatial economy 
of social relations produces a new set of problems: if one was hopelessly addicted 
to narrative, as women were widely held to be, then the 'habit' would be 
indulged at any time of the day, and frequently in any place. T hus, the Lady's 
Magazine comments upon women reading while having their hair dressed: ·Hair
dressing has been very serviceable to reading, look at the popular books of a cir
culating library, and you will find the binding cracked by quantit ies of powder 
and permatum between the leaves - the Booksellers never complain of this -
The book is certainly spoiled. ·so This amusing ponrait of daily life is, as we shall 
see in the section on the place of woman, more significant than first sight might 
suggest. Reading while having one's hair dressed is one thing, but the reading 
disease may lead to far more improper situations, here pointed out by William 
Combe: 

Indeed so infatuated is she to that kind of study that she has the cover of a book 
ornamented with religious emblems, in which she never fails to take a volume from the cir
culating library .. . so that while the .. . clergyman is enforcing the duties of morality and 
religion, she is actually amusing herself with an high Rown epistle from some Lady 
Elizabeth. to some confidential Harriet; considering the difficulties of romantic passion, 
lamenting the miseries of unsuccessful love, or enjoying the unexpected union of some 
persecuted and faithful pair.51 

It is noteworthy that these 'improper' sites for the reading activity are all places 
where women read. 

We can see from this that the most obvious legislative manoeuvres performed 
by reading theory are directed at what it takes to be, positions as, women's 
practice: this, we might assume, is in direct response to the radical increase in the 
number of readers, the greater part of whom we are led to believe were women 
novel readers. Theory is faced, then, \,•ith the task of either theorizing this new 
activity, of finding a place for it within the already existing theoretical 
framework of the reading scene. or, alternatively, with the task of excluding 
such an activity from the domain legislated by theory, a domain we have 

50 Lad,.s Maga:ine XX (April. 1789), p. 177. 
~ 1 William Combe. Th~ Droil upQn Two Stid1s in £11gland (London, 1791 ). II . p. 83. 
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identified as the public reading scene.~2 Indeed, it may be argued that it could 
only have excluded women novel readers since the theory of reading is in part 
based on assumptions \\•h ich are derived from the discourse on the sublime. a 
legislative discour c that openl)' excludes the feminine from the experience it 
describes, the sublime, through its absolute distinction between a masculine 
sublimity and feminine beauty. Thus, reading theory. if it is to hold to those as
sumptions which are founded upon the mimetic model whereby the reader 
imitates as precisely as possible the author, who was, of course, until the rise of 
the novel almost exclusively presumed to be male, it cannot include women 
without e ither revising the notions of gender, and the more general deployment 
of sexuality and gender division in eighteenth- century discourse complicit with 
those notions, or abandoning the bases upon which a theory of reading had been 
founded. This choice, which was very unlikely to have been recognized as a 
choice, produces the tensions we are about to describe. 

The initial attempt made by theory to legislate women novel readers was to 
claim strenuously that novels were degenerate, and that they would corrupt 
their readers. This corruption in its weakest form is seen as the relaxing of the 
intellect, the softening of the mind: 'Novels, therefore, have circulated chiefl y 
among the giddy and licentious of both sexes, who read, not for the sake of 
thinking, but for the want of thought' .b' Hannah More in her Strict·ures on the 
Modern S)'Stem of Female Education insists, as we shall see below. that women 
should read 'hard' books, a comment that compounds the sexual implications of 
the above comment: to read 'easy· sentimental novels is to indulge in trivial 
feminine pursuits and to wallow in thoughtless licentiousness. 

ln nCLion itself one can often find parodic comment on the activity of novel 
reading, which suggest that there was a very high profile indeed of its adverse 
effects. This is compounded by the question concerning the gender of the 
reader, so that a man was certainly made to feel 'unmanly' if he pursued this fern-

5~ This exclusion was cfft>eted as10nishingly easily so that well into the nineteenth century 
Lamb can remark: 'Books of quick interest, that hurry on for the eye to glide over only. It will 
not do to read them out. I could never listen to even the better kind of modern novels without 
extreme irksomen~,: Charles Lamb, The LAst Essays of Elia (London. 1833). p. 50. 

5' Monthly Rroitu• X X IV Uune, 1761 ). p. 415. See alw Richard Steele in Guardia11 60: · ... thi~ 
unsettled way of reading ... which naturally seduces U$ into an undetermined manner of 
thinking ... That as>cmbhii(C of words which is called a style bcromes ulterl)' annihilated . .. The 
common defence of 1his p<'oplc i>, I hat they h:we no ciesign in reaciing but for pleasure, which I 
think should rather arise from reflection and remembrance nf what one had read, than from the 
transient satisfaction of what one doe>. and we should be plca~c<t proponiona1ely as we nrc 
profited.'; Knox. F.ssays XIV: 'If it be true. that the present age is more corrupt than 1he 
preceding. the great muhipli<:'dlion of ovels has probabl)' contributed tO its degeneracy. Fifty 
}t>ars ago there wa~ -carc-el) :t novel in the Kingdom.' p. 27. 
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inine occupation. In fact the stigma attached to novel reading was such that a 
man would have been unlikely to have admitted to pursuing the activity. A 
corollary of this is that the activity became more and more coven as the 'punters' 
felt uncomfortable on entering a bookseller or library and requesting the latest 
steamy Minerva Press production. John Moore comments in 1797: 'many people 
are at pains to declare, that for their pan they never read novels; a declaration 
sometimes made by persons of both sexes who never read anything else. ·~• In 
this sense the novel was increasingly seen as an illicit form of textuality, the kind 
that one might want to carry in a plain wrapper.M This contemporary sense of 
illicit pleasure is present to Courtney Melmoth's Family Secrets, for example, in 
which the bookseller Page describes the various customers who visit his premises 
explicitly in terms of their embarrassment at purchasing the latest fiction. After 
sketching one Lady who is quite bra-zen about her 'habit', followed by a second 
who requests works of philosophy along with 'some nonsense for the servants', 
i.e. some fiction for herself, we are treated to the following description of the 
archetypal 'closet' novel reader: 

'0! but, I must not forget to mention my wh.isperers, most of whom send credentials;- or, 

such as venture themselves, hem, cough, blush. stammer, and so forth - have I got this? 

Could I get that? for - for - for - ·a friend in the country?' Others desire me to make up a 

parcel to penny-post list - ready - money- own price - no queuions asked - to be called 

for, - cash in hand -and all in the way of snug. Thus I dispose of my good things·. quoth 

Page: 'sometimes tucked between muslins, cambrics, silks. satins, and the like, or rolled 

into a bundle, then thrown into a coach by some of my fair smugglers: the older ones, 
meanwhile, Mams and Dads, never the wiser.·~ 

However, while such social s tigma is representative of one form of social 
legislation imposed upon the inexorable increase of both texts and readers, it 
also produces the illicit pleasure attaching to a forbidden activity. Thus the 
social enforcement of 'proper' reading has both positive and negative effects, 
and judging from its failure to arrest the consumption of novels the negative 
pleasurable effects would appear to have outweighed the positive. The reasons 
for this are complex, but certainly have some connections to the formulaic 

S• A View of the Commencementond Progrus of Romance, prefix('d to Tlu WorAs of Tobias Smolltt, 

M.D., with memoirs of his life. 8 vols (London, 1797), I, p. xcii . See also Tlu Autobwgraphy of Francis 
Ploce, ed. Mary Thrale (Cambidge, 1972). p. 223. 

u Th(' persistence of this sense of illicit textua lity is amusingly highlighted by Lamb's 

comments upon being 'diS<:overed' by a 'damsel' while he was reading Pomela to himself on 
Primrose Hill in London. See The lAst Essays of Elia. pp. 52-3. 
~ Courtney M('lmOLh (Samuel jackson Pratt), FamilJ Secrets. 5 vols (London, 1797), I, pp. 

388-9. 
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repetitiveness of these narratives, which enable very unskilled readers to learn, 
almost by heart, one story and to ·read' it over and over again as a kind of pre
tence at 'real' reading. Once the social stigma attached to illiteracy outweighs 
that connected to the type of material read it becomes more and more important 
to give the outward show of being literate, and less important to concern oneself 
with the intrinsic value of the material. It would be well beyond the scope of the 
present work to describe in any detail the longevity and attraction of what we call 
today 'pulp fiction' . Suffice it to note here that the interchangeable nature of 
such narratives was remarked upon even as these Actions were beginning to be 
mass produced. Thus an article in the Artist of June I 807 claims that the addicts 
are 'so devoted to novel-reading, that they admire on novel because it puts them 
in mind of another, which they admired a few days before. By them it is 
required, that a novel should be like a novel'.!>' We can see this constant derision 
of both the novel and novel readers as one of the weak forms of legislation 
against certain kinds of reading activity; however, '~e may conjecture that it was 
clearly far from enough to curb the novel-reading obsession, since reading 
theory nnds rather stronger ways of describing the ill effects of this pastime. 

Beattie, for example claimed that the young readers of novels or romances 
had a high propensity to fall into criminal activity: 'A habit of reading them 
breeds a dislike to history. and all the substantial parts of knowledge; withdraws 
the attention from nature, and truth; and fill s the mind with extravagant 

~7 Cited in J.T. Taylor, EariJ Oppositi(m to tile English Nuwt (New York, 1943). p. 48: the 

present discussion is much indebted to this neglected book. See also Burton. Lectures on ftWJale 
tdueation and manners, I, p. 188: ' But the advantages of Reading can only be d('rived from a pro
per choice of Books. That cour.;e of Reading must be unprofitable, which is confined to Novels: 
and this, 1 am apprehensive, is too much the case with your Sex. The Press daily teems with these 
publications. which are the trash of circulating Libraries. There are but few Novels, which have 
a tendency Lo give a right turn to the affections: or, at least, are calculated to improve the mind. 
A Perusal of them, in rapid succession. is, i.n fact, a misemployment of time: as, in most Novels. 
there is a similarity in the incidents and character.;: and these perhaps are unnatural , or seldom 
to be found in real life: so that young Women. who apply themselves to this sort of Reading, arc 
liable to many errors, both in conduct and conversation, from the romantic notions they will 
thence imbibe. Noveb are the lout Books which they should read: instead of being almost the 
first .. .'. This is a generally held opinion, and can be found in a large number of periodical essays 
and worlc.s on education. See Tht poliu lady, Leuer XVI II, 'On the Choice of Books': Catherine 
Macaulay Graham.l..ttttrs on tducatw" {Dublin, 1790). Letter XV: Erasmus Darwin, A Plan for the 
Conduct of Ftmolt Education in Boarding Schools (Derby, 1797), pp. 33-7: James .Burgh. Thoughts 
Q71 Edueation (Loudon. 174 7), pp. 55-6: Thoughts 071 tht Times. but chit.j/y on tht profligacy of ol'r 
womm , [Fnmcis Foster) (London, 1779), pp. 41 - 4; Honoria. The Female Mentor; or, Select 
Convtrsatioru, 3 vols (Londnn, 1793). pp. I 12-3: Tht World, 11(). 79 (against romances): Tht 
Loungtr. no. 20 {on the d<·basement of the novel): Tht Uoyal Femnlt Magazine, I (on romanceb a. 
unsuitable for women readers): Lady's Musrom, I, no. I: Uterory ,\-togaunt, II (April-May 1757). 
pp. 130ff: Montllly Review, XXIV (April. 1761), p. 260: (Junt', 1761 ), p. 415: XXVI (March, 
1762). p. 236. 

I 
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thoughts, and LOO often with criminal propensities. '58 Such criminal acts may 
range from parental neglect, as the mother indulges her insistent craving for 
narrative: 

Women of ever)' age. of every ambition. comract and retain a tasH• for novel~ ... the 
depravity is universal. M) ~ight is everywhere offended b)• these foolish. yet dangerou~. 
books. I find them in the wilettc of f~hion , and in the work-bag of the sempstre~s: in the 
hands of the Lady. who loung'-s on the sofa. and of 1 he Lady. who sits at the counter. From 
the mistresses of nobl~ tht')' descend to the mistresses of snuff-shops- from the belles who 
rtod them in town. to the chit~ "'ho spell them in the country. I have actually seen mother , 
in miserable garrets, cryngfor tht imogintry distress of on htroint, "•hile their children were 
cryingforbrtad: anclthc mistre~s of a family losing hours over a novel in the parlour, while 
her maid:., in emulation ol the example, were similarly emplo)'ed in the kitchen. I have 
~ecn a sc:ullion-wench "'ith" di~hdoUl in one hand, and a novel in the other, sobbing o'er 
the ~orrows of julio o r a jtmitlo.~9 

to the complete breakdown or familial and social relations: 

The gnllttl cclucatiuu she has received has elevated her above the humble ofli ces of 
housekeeping: she dc~piscs her parents. and their vulgar shop, or loom garret: she seeks in 
novels and dissipation, sorne means of escaping frorn her present condition: and at length. 
as too frequent experience dcmonMnues, she falls a victim to seduction. How indeed could 
it be otherwisc.00 

This last citation demonstrates the full implications of the women's reading 
scene, which i:. entangled within and a necessary part of the debate concerning 
female education. ln :.pite of the efforts of many female pioneers, women's 
education remained throughout the century. by and large. cemred on polite 
skills: dancing, music. and certain 'female' pursuits such as ~ewing. Women, if 
educated at all , were more like ly to receive 'academic' tuition from their 
mothers or fathers, who might teach them how to read for their instruction 
rather than amu ement.61 Because of this, a very common stricture was that 
instruction should be first and foremost moral instruction, and that, therefore, 
the material one chose to read be ethically instructive: one read to 'improve' 
oneself. In the light of this it is hardly surprising that there seemed to be a con-

68 'On Fable and Romanc:e·. in l)isurtatiDru Moral ot1d Critiral (London. 1783), p. 574. 

&9 Sylph No V (6 Oct 179!1), PJ). 3!1- 8. 
60 J. L. Chirol. All 1-:r~quiry irllo tht Btst Sysum of Ftmalt Eduratio11; or, !Joordir~g school and homt 

educatio11 nllmtively considtrtd (London. 1809), p. 234. 
61 Sec Sarah Fielding, Tht Govemess; or, Lillie Female Academy (London, 1749). p. v. · ... what is 

the true u~e of Rc:1din~t: and if you can nnc:c: fix this Truth in your Mind>. nnmcly. that the true 
Use of Books i> w make you wiser and beucr.· 
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stant fight against the licentious and illicit novel, a text which merely enter
tained, and a corresponding insistence on 'hard' or 'improving' literature: 

I rank this lreadingl amongst the elegant and r.ttional Amusements; for there are but few 
things which can afford us greater plea~ure or improvement. especially if we peruse the 
superior works of our fint·st Author , such a~ Lord Lyuleton, Dr Young, Dr Goldsmith, 
Pope, Swift, Addison .... I believe, there are many Ladies who neglect this refined 
Amusement, for want of proper. entertaining. and sensible Subjects: - T he Press issuing 
forth daily such S\\'3rms of insipid Novels. desti tute of sentiment, language. or morals. 
which serve more as a reproach upon our taste than an improvement to our minds. I might 
here expatiate upon the evil tendency of the looser kind of Novels, but this I shall decline. 
as, I think, they carry a kind of protection along with them, in being so exceedingly 
contemptible, that no persons of comrnon delicacy would sacrifice their more valuable 
time upon such barren, wretched performances. 61 

Sadly, although there were by the end of the century a large number of 
'academies' or boarding schools for women, the instruction they provided was 
very often non-existent - a fact often remarked upon.63 Advertisements for 
pupils, fo:r example, would claim all kinds of bogus merits for the particular 
system of .education provided, but a constant feature of these claims was that the 
pupils were not allowed to read novels.64 Such claims cannot often have been 
believed since it was widely held that these female academies provided a large 
part of the market for 'light' reading: 

It is a fact that girls at schools procure what books they please. through the day scholars, or 
the parlour boarders, who have Iibeny to go wher('ver they please, or sometimes through 
the servants. They read them in bed in summer, as soon as it is day-light, they lend them to 
one another: and it is a fact , that there is no book, however immoral and repugnant to all 
the sentiments of modesty, but what finds its way into these seminaries.~ 

62 Ntw and Elegant i\mustmeniJ for the Lodiu of Crtot Britaitl, by a Lad] (London, 1772), pp. 
5 1- 2 . Rather interestingly this book r.1nks two kinds of 'Amu~mem'; the first 'Rational 
Amusements' gives the following hier:~rch)•: The use of the Globes: Geography and maps: 
Astronomy; Reading: Epistolatory Correspondence, or Letter Writing: Poetry; Music: and 
Dancing: while the ~cond, 'Entertaining Amusements' gives: Dancing: Theatrical Entertain
ments: and Singing. 

6~ See among many, Rejfution.s nri.singfrom tht Immorality of the Prumt Age (London, 1750), pp. 
15- 16: 'And under thi~ influence (:111 upper servant! ~he remains till the time of sending her to 
one of those polite repositories of bt•auty called a boarding-school, where some branch of 
unprofitable needle-work, a liu lc reading and writing. with as much musick and dancing as she is 
capable of auaining. make up the bUm tOta l of wh~t sht• is dt'Signed to kno-.·.· 

64 See. on this. Taylor, F.ar/y Opposition to tht 1-:nglish Novtl, pp. 60- 2. 
6~ j.L. Chirol, An enquiry, p. It 0. p. 
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Pan of the reason for the rapid success of the novt:l stems from the fact that 
women were rarely if ever taught to read the classical languages, thereby making 
texts in the vernacular their only option. As we have already seen they were 
often deemed unfit to read the great poetic texLS, such as Paradist Lost, and, as 
the enormou number of 'Elegant ExtracLS' bears witness to, the level of their 
reading kill was assumed to be such that the stamina required for an entire text 
was lacking.ee A further eduction to women readers was pre emed by the 
narrative contained in the novel iLSCif; these often portrayed 'romantic' love 
matche , a fact which needs careful comextualization within the 'real' of the 
social, for it "'ould appear from a cursory glance that marriage based on the star
struck lover · model was heahhily discouraged given that property relations 
were still of considerable importance for the economics of wedlock. 

This is a very complicated issue which need not unduly detain the argument 
since our focus is on the siting of the romantic love match with in reading theory. 
In this regard we can note that such marriages were a lmost universally 
condemned by reading theori st..~. It was claimed that women might be led into 
believing they could behave as the he roines in the novels they read, or perhaps 
even worse be seduced into marrying a look-alike from a sentimental novel only 
to find out that the resemblance was illusory: 

The cmastrOJJhc and the incidents of these fictitious narratives commonly tu rn on the 
vicissitudes and effects of a passion the most powerful of all those which agitate the human 
heart. Hence the study or them frequently creates a susceptiblity of impression. and a 
premature warmth of tender emotions, which, not to speak of other po sible effects, have 
been known to betray young women into a sudden attachment to person unworth) of 
their affection, and thu> to hurry them into marriages terminating in unhappineM.11 

It is clearly the case that the novel is far from innocent in iLS ob essive portrayal 
of romantic love matche : the assault upon eighteenth<entury ideology as it 

61 These' coll«-tiOn\, oftt'n c:1lled 'Beau~ies". were used for the instruClion both of bo)~ and 
girls. Bo)" presumabl)• gnduated to the real thing whereas girls were thought to remain at the 
extraCl le\•el. 

67 Thoma• Ci,borne, An Enquiry mto tlu Duti~s of the Female Stx, 13th edn (London, 1823), 
p. 148. 1t >hould be potnwd out that precisely the opposite reasons for such unhappiness were 
also given, so that the fault wa> sel"n tO lie in the man's court not the woman's. T hu>. I he female 
perspec1ive puts it: 'There is always one hero, on whom the heroine fixes her inclination. The 
girl who is conver>ant with 1his species of composition will expect to find such an lwro in the 
world: the first man who pays her any t>articular attention, will soon make an imprcs>ion upon 
her already-prepared heart: and she will conclude, that her partiality is founded on n laudable 
object. Bu1 when a m;111 i> a•~iduous in his auention. and seems attached. ough1 she always to flal
t<"r hcrse'lf thai h(• i' in earnest? he appears to like her now: will he continue in the same 
1nclination? may not a liule 1ime di>ipate his partiality?', Honoria, Tit~ Fnnalt Mtntor: or, Stlect 
Convtrsattons. 3 vub (London, 1793). I. pp. 113- 14. 
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relate~ to the institution of marriage is a constant factor of the ' rise of the novel', 
just as the insistence on the part of reading theorists that women not read novels 
participates within the ruling ideologies which informed male notions of the 
place of women. J o eph Robert on, for example, states in his An Essay 011 the edu
cation of young ladies: 

A young woman, who employs her time in reading novels, "·ill never find am~ment in 
any other books. Her mind will be soon debauched by licentious descriptions, and 
lascivious images: and she " •ill consequent!)' remain 1he same insignificant creature 
through life: her mind will become a maga,ine of triAes and follies, or rather impure and 
wanton ideas. Her favourite no,els " '•II ne,er 1each her the social ' 'i rtues, the qualifications 
of domestic life, the principles of her native language. history. geography, morality, the 
precepts of christianity, or any o1her usefu l science. For, many of those compositions, 
which are thrown out upon the world by idle scribblers, silly women, or impertinent 
coxcombs in literature, are crude and hasty effusions, written in mean and vulgar 
language, or with an affected pomp of expression: and abound with characters, images. 
and sentiments of levity and licentiousness.fill 

We can note from a number of the examples above that the trajectory of these 
legislative accounts was towards a pathology of the reading activity in which the 
'habit' of novel reading might come to be described as some kind of disease.69 

61 joseph Robertson, An £ssa1 on tAt tducation of JI'U"f lodus (London, 1798), pp. «-!'>. 
69 T his is in fae1 precise!) the form of attack Ill ken in NJMpllomanio.; or a Dis.strtotion C<~nctrni"t 

Furor Utninus translated from che French in 177!), p. 76: "The perusal of a novel, a voluptuous 
picture, a t.ucivious song. the conversation, and the ca,.eu of some seducing man, soon excite 
chose emotions. of which btu the moment before, she declared ht>rself the mistreu, and 
imagined that she could, perpetWIII), h;a,·e •uppressed chem'. This texc, interestingly. clajms that 
the imagination is the cause of nymphomarua. It should also be noted here that I hne neglected 
co pursue the distinccions made between the no'el and romance, preferring to take them as, by 
and large. synonymous. Thas was not taken to be 1he case for many writers, but to include the dis
tinction would have been to complicate che argument unnecessarily. While many felt the noo;el, 
exemplified most often b)• Fielding and Richardson, to be a high and responsible moral form. 
most thought the 'romance'.to be found most oflen in the circulating libnry, beneath contempt. 
However. the distine1ions between the two were no1 so easily maintained or policed, and many 
·no,·els" ""ere also though I to be licentious. This il. further complicated by the history of the 
romance form, which was general!)' held to have been a wonhy and uplifting type of textuali ty 
sometime back in the past - it hQd merely become unworthy and only recently fallen from its 
moral height. A reviewer in the Monthly Rw•"" X X IV (June, 1761 ), p. 415, put it in the following 
'''ay: "The genius of romance .c·em• to have been long since drooping among us; and has. of late 
been genera lly displayed only for thl' bas;o~l purposes: ei ther to nise the grin of idiotism by iu 
buffonery. o r stimulutc the prurit•nce of scnsuali1y by its obscenity. Novels, lherefore. have 
circulated chieAy among the giddy and lice1Hiou' of both sexes, who read, not for the sake of 
thinking, but for the want or thou~eht. 

So shameful a prostitution has brnught 1hi' \p<'Ci<·~ of writing into such disrepute, that if the 
more serious and solid reader i~ a1 any tim<• lempted to ca" an eye over the pages of romance. he 
almost blushed to confc:s• hi~ curimuy." 
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This is the strongebl form of theory's legislation, suggesting that once the 
activity of reading novels is begun it soon develops into an excessive and unruly 
ob ession, an addiction that can only be cured by the strongest remedy. This ad
diction is often seen as the direct result of narrative itself: the desire to follow the 
trajectory of a narrative to its clo!>e, as Thomas Gisborne remarks: 

To indulge m a prawce of reading no.-els is, in se.-eral other paniculars. liable to produce 
mischte\'ious effects. uch compositions are, to most persons. extremely engagang. That 
story must be ~ingularl) barren. or wretched!)' told, of which. after ha,ing heard the 
beginning. we de ire not to know the end. To the pleasure of learning the ulumate 
fonunes of the heroes and heroines of the tale, t.he novel commonly adds in a greater or 
lesser degree. that which ari~ from animated description. from livel) dialogue, or from 
interesting !>Cnl imcnt. lienee the perusal of one publication of thi!> class lead~. with much 
more frequency than i' theca~ with respect to works of other kinds, except of dramatic 
writings ... to the speedy perusal of another. Thus a habit is formed. a habit at first 
perhaps of limited indulgence, but a habit that is con tinually found more formidable and 
more encroaching. The app(•tite becomes too keen to be denied: and in proportion as it is 

more urgen t, grow!> les!> nice and select in its force.70 

A further compl ic:nion arises as the events narrated begi n to take on the :~t~ra of 
the real.71 Such confusion beLween real and imaginary is encouraged by lhc 

' 0 Thoma~ Gi,borne. An Enquiry, pp. 147- 8. This obsession became so worrying and 
widespread during the nineteenth century that it was construed qui te spt!cifically as a disc;l)e to 
be treated by medicme - 'the no,el-reading disease'. 

11 This is connect~'<! to the :mempt to recreate the stories and e•ents found in no,els in real life 
through the wriung of funher novels. Hannah More, for ex.ample, daims that the tr.tnsforma
tion of a no,el rc-;~der 11110 a no,eJ writer is both de\'astatingl) eas). and to be li\Otded at all cc»t: 
'Neither i therT an) fc-;~r that this sort of reading -.·ill com en ladi~ into authon. The direct 
contra f) effect -.ill be hkel) to be produced by the perusal of writers who throw the gener.lht of 
readers at such an unapproachable distance as to check presumption, irntead of exciting it. Who 
are those e•er mulupl)ing authors, that with unparalleled fecundit) are O\erstockmg the -.orld 
with thetr qutck-;ucc«'<<mg progeny? They are NOVEL-WRITERS: the easm~ of -.hose 
producuons ts at oneco the C'AU.)C of their own fruitfulness, and of the almost infinnd numerous 
race of tmitaton 10 -.hom they ghe binh. Such is the frightful facihty of tht~ •pecie~ of 
composi tion, that evcory r.~w gtrl, "hile ~he reads, is tempted to fancy that she can also" rite ... so a 
thorough-paced no\cl·rcading Mis~. at the close of e"ery tissue of hackney'd ad.-t•ntures. feds 
within herself the •lirring impul>e of corresponding genius, and triumphant I)' exclamu, 'And I 
too am an author!' ' St rictures, I, pp. 188- 9. 

This coale>ceure of con>umption with production is perhaps the most troubleM'lme cffeu of 
the novel-reading di>easc bc•t-:tuse it suggesu that there is no end w the com inual >piml: the more 
one read> the mure m•e fancies oneself an author; one book of fiction produce• an01her and so 
on. It can also be rc:mnrkt>d th:u the: c:piswlary form not onl )• enabled this OIX:n·t•nded continu;tl 
production, it al>o t'ncouraged it and was founded upon it. as tht' tc:xtual hhtorics of 
R ichardson ·~ nnrrntlvC'i admirably show. T he most remarkable case of readers atwmptlng to 
p;1rtic:ipatr in the narl"dtive' cnmtructed by an author in the period;, that of Rou»eau and hiJ 
readers. the •ubjct~ of :tn illuminating essa)' by Roben Darnton, Tht Grtot Cnt Mrusncr1 

( llarmond~wtmh. I !l8&). pp. 209-49. 
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'desire' of the reader. the wi~h to participau: within the 'happy family' she sees in 
Lhe narratives she consume~. Thi~ fantal>)' experience, however, should it be 
realized leads Lo di a!>tcr: 

For a week, or possibl) a month :~fter wmmencing the state of wedlock. the parties may 
continue in their mutual decepuon ..•. F.ach is ~urpri!>Cd on discovering the other to be 
merely a mortal: reciproc:~l accu~uons of dissimulation and perfidy ensue, and are 
followed by dislike, and dislike b) detestation: thetr a~perities of temper are not softened 
by the imperious necessit) of pro\lding for the wants of children, -.·hom they can scarcely 
feed, and (for ob,•ious reaso•n) cannot educ-.ue. And thus we ha,·e t-.·o dh·inities 
transformed into two fiends, "ho propagate a race of )()ns and daughters- doomed, like 
themselves. to suffer fu ture miS<'r), and to inflict it : to encumber, not serve, their nati"e 
land; and. imbibing the paremaltaste, to bt:come, not the encouragers of useful an~ and 
elegant studies. but of a tribe of illiterate and rapacious miscreants, who can earn a 
livelihood by infusing immorality and absurdity into the general mind, and accumulate not 
only wealth, but celebrity, by writing novels.72 

The close imita lion of Lhe d isease Mangin wishes to cure is imeresting, as his dis
course swells with ils own sense of'cclcbrity'/3 but even more noteworthy is the 
suggestion Lhat such confusion between the imaginary and Lhe real can only lead 
to social degeneraLion, a fall from the heights of po lite society. 

Mangin is mere ly rearticulaLing the very common conception Lhat a healLhy 
society is reflected or even produced by hcalLhy literalure and reading habits: a 
concept as producLive for Johnson as Sheridan, Leavis or Fish. However , the 
insistence on the novel and its readers as unhealthy has powerful ramifications 
for the place of women. 

12 Re-.•. Edward Mangan. Art CsSGJD" Ltfht Rtodtrtg (London, 1808), p. 21-22. ThisdiscrepanC) 
betw~n the real and the imagin:.ry had b«n commented upon for a considerable Lime. Doroth) 
Gardiner quotes Hicke') Fmtlon to the "'me effect: 'Young -.·omen -.'ithout Lnstruction and 
Application ha,·e alwa)~ a ro' mg Imagination. For -.-am nf solid Nourishment, their Curiosity 
violeml)' turns them toward \'ain and d:mgerou~ Objecb. Such as ha,·e a little Capacit)' are in 
danger to set up for Wits: they read, for 1h1~. all the Sook, that may feed their Vanity; they are 
extremely affected -.ith Romance!>, with Play~. -.nh the Relations of Chimerical Ad,·entures ... 
u>ing themselves 10 the magntficcm Langual(e of llt•rtWs or Heroines in Romances, they •poil 
themselves hereby for Con vet M: in the World: ... A poor ra-.• Girl, whose Head is Iii I'd with the 
moving and surprising Mrains whkh hnvc rharm'd her in her Reading. is astonished not to find 
in the World real Person• whn may <tn,wt•r w the>!' Rnmantick Heroes. Fain would she live like 
those imaginary Pri llceS>C:> .... :tlways Charming, olways Adnn·d, always above all kind of Want: 
What a Disgust must it be then for ht•r to dt·>cend from th is Hcroical state down to the meanest 
parts and Office> of House-.•ifry. ·Cited in Durn1 h)• Gardiner, Knglish Girlhood at School (Oxford, 
1929). p. 365. 

7
' The essay -.·a~ delivered to a literary tlub in Su"t'X, probably mainly composed of women. so 

that the swelling of hi' di">tuur>o: and 1 he t~nnr ol hi' remark. take on a number of intere>ting 
a~~ociations. 

I 



266 OJ the Transport of the Reader 

Women Reading 

As we have seen, reading theory itself constructs its deviant practice, the reading 
of novels in private. It construes this activi ty as an aberrant form in order to 
police the ocial and its auendant constructions of gender d ifference. It is clear 
that it should do thi from every perspective covered in the preceding discussion: 
from the social and political motives which determined the debate over 
education, to the more wide pread problems of proprietorial exchange which 
characterize so many eighteenth-century d iscourses, and which open the 
question of owner hip, of text or voice, or person.14 T he male reader perfects his 
proprietorial manner by practising his reading: he perfects his proper person, 
his personality through the activity of read ing. The woman, unfortunately. 
read the wrong text , in the wrong places, even if she reads in public with the 
right gestures and intonation. None of this matters, however, since she i 
engaged in a private, internalized activity, and her needs concerning the 
ownership of person are radically different from the man's: her position is one of 
adornment, ornamentation, the listener more ofte n than the reader: the 
transported , seduced audience more oflen than the ravishe r or masterful 
readcr.7D 

It is against the terrifying disorder seen in the last section, the possibility of an 
unending series of textual procreations, that the male description and articu· 
lation of a women's reading scene is p roposed. 76 If we return to an earlier point 
concerning the d ifferent perspectives we might take on these que tions, we can 
turn our auention to another possibility: the deliberate encouragement on the 
part of women of the 'disease' or obsessive behaviour attributed to them by 

14 The quation 0\er propeny rights vu-<1-vis texts holds considerable fascinuion for the 
theorists under discu5Sion. Indeed. one funher instance of then~ to bring textuahty to law is 
provided by the debaLe over the ownenhip ofliterary propeny -the ideas, rhyma, harmon1ous 
expression and so forth contained in a text. Essentially this debate followed the s.ame kmds of 
legislati'e problems as the ownenhip of the text to be read or the ownenhip of the ~oice that 
brought the text into peech. The n~ for such legislation "-as also seen as a direct r~ult of the 
chaos that would ensue were there none: see An Enquiry into tlu Natur1and origin of L1ttrary Pro
furry (London. 1762). p. 21 : 'What numerous lnconvenienca would arise, if every Man could at 
his Pleasure, create a new Species of Property,to the Support of which he might demand the Aid 
of the uw, however repugnant to itS principles. As if the wild Imaginations of Men wc:re tO con
trol the uw, and not the: Law to curb their Ex travagancies.' For a collection of tracts on this de
bate sec Stephen Parks. The Littrary Pro(Jtrty Debate: Six Tracts 1764- 1774 (Nc:w York, 197!>). 

n T his vuint b made by reference co the di fficulty of reading in public in thr Polit1 Lady, pp. 
4- !>: 'To be able to read whh propriety. is certainly a very genteel accomplishment, and not so 
easy to be acquired a~ most pt:ople imagine: and. perhaps. you will not find one woman in live 
hundred that i' possessed of it . There are so many faulty ways of reading, which young people 
are a pew run into. that it i~ difficult to avoid them all: and when once a bad habit i• contracted. it 
is almo>t lmpos,ibl(• to correct it.' The telling phrase here, of course, is 'that is pos~e•«·d of it.' 
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reading theory. Conse<1uently. another way of describing the intervention of 
read ing t heory within practice i~ to regard the construction of the woman novel 
reader from the women' ide,~ sentially seeing the pr ivate 'imaginary' reading 
scene as th~ locus f~r t.he expencnce of a femini1ed subjectivity. 77 T his opposing 
symptomau~ descrcpuon ~f the novel-reading ob ession is presem in reading 
theo~, a lbett as the negall\•e or outlawed possibility. so that theory itself, in its 
excluscon of the aberrant feminini1ed reading of novels, can be seen as 
pr~ucing the very pos ibility of its negation. of seuing out the terrain upon 
whtch a feminized subjectivity could be mapped. In conclusion, then, 1 want to 
force reading theory to articulate its own re istance, and to construe that 
resistance as the reali:...ation. the bringing into the real, of a feminized experience 
of person, owner hip of self, . exuali ty. 

In the citation from More's Strictures, for example, the connection between 
read ing. novels a nd producing them is clearly articulated through the notion of 
gen~rauon :. the most basic distinction of gender, the bea ring of progeny, is used 
to dtfferenuate the woman's read ing scene from that of the man. T he woman, in 
reading her sentimental novel, spli ts her attention between the fantasy on the 
page and the fantasy she is stimulated into producing in he r head. She does no t 
fol~o~ W~~tely's command that one must fo rget that one is engaged in the 
actiVIty, gcv•.ng up one's sense o~ self in order to become the mere transparency 
through whcch the text speaks: mstead 'while she reads' she ' is tempted to fancy 
that she can also write'. T his fancy comes over her as she consumes one after an
other of almost undifferentiated narratives, presumably hardly even noticing 
that they are all the same since she is more taken by the capacity of the material 
to stimulate fancie or day-dreams than by the educational or improving value of 
the stories. 

T he woman reads as process not event: he reads in o rder to maintain a 
constant stimulation of her fancy, racing through the narrative in order to bring 
the e\'ents described into~ quick succe ion as possible, and in order to maintain 
her arousal while wishing, at the same time. LO defer concluding for as tong as 

76 
The following analysb i~ to~ ~en as a de~ription of theory's articulation of the "'omen's 

rea~ing scene . . and.not as a ~e.crip~ion of any 'real' female re-.ading activity: precisely as the ideo
logtcal and.lcg1s~auve prac:uce) arucuiJtt•d. by 'male' reading theory. as the exce5S produced by 
them. By male I me~n to refer to :1 d1frcrcnce which is tantamount to biological in the 
dcploy~ent of textualuy. ~ower and •o forth. For chis reason I have not adopted the 
conv~nuonal us~ of ma.cuhne/ ft•minine 10 rt•fer to cunstruct<'d gender difference. ' Male' 
~e~dm~ theory 1s. rleterminiM 1 hrnugh and through sinc11 it is predicated upon the single 
:estncuv~ production ~f~lwory ~y and through the male position. As the argument will goon to 
ar~~e. t~IS allow> a lcmu.mt'd \UbJt'CI pmh IIJn, but that i~ not the same thing as a female position. 

Th1s begs tht· question of "hat 'l11mini1w oubJt•ctivity' might~. how it is described and ex
perienced. I will leave theM: mo1c \•t·~ing qut·\liun' ~ou•pt:nded >incc the present discussion's use 
of the term seems C<>lllllx tuall )' unambiJ(UOu,. 
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possible. She is not bothered by the tcxtuality of the text, its warp and weft. as 
Miss Loyter, a character in Eliza Haywood's The Invisible Spy makes clear, 
complaining against digressions and so forth, urging that all such imerruptions 
to the narrative be prinred in a different kind of type to facilitate her skipping 
them more easily.78 

This rapid consumption of the text coupled with the intense desire to remain 
at the level of the process, in the A ow of the narrative, I take as one of the most 
prevalent and persistent 'male' descriptions of a purported woman's experience 
of female subjectivity. An analogue or symptom of that uniquely female 
experience of self is clearly there on the page for her, represented by and in the 
romantic heroines she weeps over, or whatever. But such representation has far 
less force than the experience of reading itself: the woman is less interested in 
being taken by the characters on the page than in being seduced and ravished by 
her very reading of the texl. Again, in reference w the reading of novels More 
warns against this, but in so doing she makes the point for us: 

. .. however unexceptionable they ma>• be sometimes found in point of expression, 
however free from evil in its more gross and palpable shapes, yet from their very nature 
and constitutionthc>y excite a spirit of relaxation, by exhibiting scenes and suggesting ideas 
which soften the mind and set the fancy at work; they take off restraint. diminish the sober· 
mindedness, impair the general powers of resistance, and at best feed habits of improper 
indulgence, and nourish a vain and visionary indolence, which lays the mind open to error 

and the heart to seduclion.79 

The woman, according to this description. finds her own experience of self is 
generated preci ely by this working of the fancy:80 an oppositional defence 

78 Eliza Haywood. The /nvisibltSpy. 2 vols(London. 1750). I II , p. 267. See also Williamjack~on 
Thirty uuers on various Subjtcts !lrd edn (London, I 795). p. 16: ·A novel, whose merit lies chief!)• 
in the story should be quickly passed through: for the closer you can bring Lhe several 
circumstances tOgether the better.' This form of reading w:u in fact very common, a~ the 
marked-up passages in novels demonstrate. We should pause to note here the employment of 
stereotypical gender divisions: men read hard books, read for the plot. women read as flo"'· pro
cess: men are. women continually become, and so forth. These tropes of weStern conceptualiT.a· 
tions of gender difference are extremely resi~tant to defiguralion. I do not mean to uphold 
them. but to point out their underlying figurative power in the history we are tracing. 

7
Q More, Strictures. l, p. 185. 

80 See De Quincy on this: · o,·el readers are obeying a higher and more philosophic impulse 
than they are aware of. They seek an imaginary world where the harsh hindrances. which in the 
real one too ofttm fret and disturb 'the course of true love·. may be forced to bend to the claims 
of justice and the pleadings of the hean ... They demand at the hands of the novelist a final event 
corresponding to the natural award of celestial wisdom and benignity. What they are striving 
after, in short. is to realise an ideal: and to reproduce the world under more harmonious 
arrangement.s. This is the secret craving of the r('ader: and novels are shaped to meet it.' 'On 

ovels, written in a Lady's Album'. in Tht Unrollected Writings ofThomns De Quincey. ed. James 
Hogg. 2 vols (New York. rpt 1972), I. p. 356. 
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against the restraint she finds everywhere present in the codes of social 
behaviour. 

If this is an accurate dcscrrption of an alternative 'women's reading scene' 
then all of the distinctions we have made about the u e of texts and their 
legislation by reading theory can be sketched in a rather different way. Women 
were notorious for leaving their mark upon the texts they had read: complaints 
about the perfumed books from the subscription library, for example, were 
common, as were the remarks about the traces of powder in the spines of books 
which had been read while at the hands of thefriseur.81 Just as noticeable were 
the fingerprints or scratches from nails on the pages at relevant points in the 
text. Here the relation to the printed page is remarkably different from that de
scribed in the section on the textual face: there is no reverence for the text, still 
less a text-fear as the marks and marginalia bear witness to. Such marginalia 
were even commented upon by later readers of the same book, so that the 
production of further textuaJ material is quite explicitly present in the women's 
reading scene. Where the (male) reader was instructed by reading theory to give 
himself up to the page. to imitate as closely as possible the author, the woman 
reader in her practice makes every effort to make herself present to the text, 
within the text. In this way textuality and the experience of self are fused 
together, the one being read off the text and the other reflecting the subject. 
Textuality and sexuality, in this restricted sense, coincide in the women's 
reading scene, a state of affairs that More, for example, warns against. 

Women, she counsels. should read books \vhich exercise 'the reasoning 
faculties' and 'teach the mind to get acquainted with its own nature, and to stir 
up its own powers'.82 In doing this the female mind is activated, it comes to an 
awareness of its independent power. However, in the extension of this analysis 
More reveals that the purpose of this strengthening and invigorating exercise is 
to remove women from the social, to lift them out of the arena of human 
relations entirely: 

Serious study serves to harden the mind for more trying conflicts: it lifts the reader from 
sensation to intellect; it abstracts her from the world and its vanities: it fixes a wandering 
spirit , and fortifies a weak one: it divorces her from mauer; it correctS 1hat spirit of trifling 
which she naturally contract~ from the frivolou~ turn of female conversation, and the petty 
nature of female employments: it concentrates her artention, assists her in a habi1 of 
excluding trivial thoughts. and thus even helps to qualify her for religious pur~uits. [I. 
184-51 

It seems to me that More is exact!)• mirroring the exclusion of women from the 
public male reading scene: although she may be advocating that women refrain 
from novel reading, in fact in doing so she is recognizing that a place for women 

81 See above Lady's Maga:i>le, XX (April, 1789). p. 177. 
02 More. Strirtures, I. p. 183. 
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has been constructed by reading theory: the private, silent insertion within the 
texl. Again, although More is advocating that women pursue ·serious study' in 
order to improve their minds she grounds her advice in the knowledge that the 
distinctive women's experience is characterized by 'frivolous' and 'trifling' social 
pursuits, among which are numbered the reading of novels. My point here is that 
More, among others, locates a particular set of social activities which are taken to 
be uniquely feminine - nothing remarkable about that - among which are 
numbered the consumption/ production of texts. It is the uniquely feminine 
form of that consumption/ production that allows us to sketch the possibility of a 
woman's scene of reading, a place generated within and by reading theory which 
specifically genders the activity.8

' 

As we have seen above, More cautions that if women indulge in 'soft' reading 
they will lose their grip on the hard male forms of social decorum; they 'take off 
restraint' and 'impair the general powers of resistance'. But what is it that 
women should be resisting, ,,•hat are they exercising such restraint over? More's 
text suggests ' improper indulgence' and 'vain and visionary indolence ' but the 
fear behind these veiled comments is that women will be seduced into an 
experience of their own subject position, into the 'visionary', the fantasy world 
of the novel where there is no ' restraim'. Such experience is, of course, frowned 
upon b)' More since it has no corrective legislating discourse: in this sense 
women's subjectivity i. beyond reason, beyond morality, outside the law. Taken 
from this perspective, reading theory, as one of the legislative discourses which 
control the reading activity, fails to correct the women's reading scene: having 
cast out the aberration it relinquishes its power to control iL So it is that women's 
subjectivity, sense of self comes to be represented by and located in the 
indiscriminate indulgence in fantasy. in the textual/sexual suturing of the 
private interior of consciousnesss with the public novelistic expression of desire. 

Yet one might sense that the lady doth protest rather too much in all this; 
while the excess of reading theory can be described in the terms we have been 
using above, another perspective is possible, from which this strenuous 
legislative activity takes on another shape. For, while More seem to counsel as 
vociferously as possible against the reading of 'licentious' novels. a position 

" I do uot wish to suggestth:u this place i.s where women may have then (or e"en now) experi

enced 'female subjectivity' since the gender spc:-ci fication ma) merely serve to fortify the ' male' 

position of thC{)ry. We should note here that this gendered position is itself produced by. "''ithin 

the theoretical. This i~ a difficult probelm to sort out since the ' feminized' position is clearly a 

less powerful gender specification than the 'female'. Without wishing to know how this might be 
solved, avoided o r e rased it is ne,•enheless po>siblc to do as I hope l<l do here: force rending the

o ry to articulate its construction of the space, to recognize th~t place as a possibility. and merely 
to record that it may be taken as a gift of women, in its own terms. or. equally. as the final form of 

their repression and subjection. 
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which can be construed in the above terms, when male theorists also take the 
same tack it begins to look as if something else is being articulated, something 
else is at stake. Thus, while the position outlined above may seem a coherent 
one, in which the excess, or overplus, of reading theory has been identified as 
the women's place, the site of a femininized subjectivity, there is a further 
position left to be examined, described most easily as a deflection or 'fake' by 
which reading theory claims one thing in order to disguise another more telling 
truth about the practice it uncovers and polices. This more subversive 
interpretation arises when one looks at the massive technology marshalled 
against women reading novels, and when one begins to question the overwhelm
ing domination of one particular description of the reading activity. It may now 
appear that it is not womm who seem to have been caught within the prevailing 
male ideologies which determined their behaviour, or women who were uniquely 
oppressed by male-dominated forms of representation, but that men were also 
forced into a self-image created by theory's genderization of the practice it 
fantasizes . 

This becomes apparent when one considers the possibility that all this 
enormous weight of effort against the reading of novels by women may have 
been a screen to hide the fact that men were the most prolific consumers of illicit 
texts, and that the division of gender in the reading activity was less to oppress 
women than to maintain the fiction of the purity of a certain male ethic.84 The 
presence of such an overwhelming body of literature on the women's reading 
scene, on women's obsessive consumption of novels, should, perhaps, be taken as 
an indication of the large numbers of men who indulged in this pastime . 8~ Thus, 
reading not too strongly between the lines of the following description of the 
novel-reading habit it becomes clear that the obsessive description of the 
women's scene may be hiding another reality: 

•• Thus, while the Lady's Magtuint, X (April, 1789). cited above p. 256 states that women read 

illicit tex ts while having their hai r dressed, Knox, in h is Essay 156 makes it clear that mtn also 

read while in the hands of tht!Jrneur: 'The fine lady and gentleman who have nothing to do but 

to pursue the ir amusement, and in whose delicate minds the dressing of the hair is a busint'Ss of 

the first importance, commonly spend two or three hours every day under the hand of the 
friseur: but then the time is by no means wasted, for it is spent in summer reading; and as the vo

lumes which contain summer reading are not large folios, and neither printed in the smallest 

type. nor on the most crowded page. one of them j ust serves to fill up the hours devoted to the 

artist of the comb. The gentle student rises from his chair when the operation is completed. takes 
off his flannel gown, sends back the half-bound book to the libra ry. and enters upon the 
momentous business without any odious gravit)' or seriousness, which might perhaps have 
remained with him, had his morning studies required deep thought , or communicated to ham a 
M'ries of sober reAections.' 

u The point made by Paul Kaufman. and referred to above. 
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The generality of gay, sprightly females are fond of reading novels: and some parems 
indulge them in it, under an idea. that it is innocent, a nd gives them a knowledge of the 
world: but let them beware of such books, without a proper discrimination. Of all reading, 
that of novels is the most futile. and fTequcmly the most perniciou~. Many of them suggest 
false notions of life. inflame the imagination, and vitiate the heart. A lady whose mind is 
not engaged in more useful. or capable of more rational. employment. sends her servant to 
the Circulating Library: and he rewrns loaded with volumes, comaining pathetic tales of 
love and madness, the sorrows of a disappointed inamorato, or the advemures of a 
debauchee; which fill her head with ridiculous chime ras, wi th romantic schemes of 
gallantry. with an admiration of young rakes of spirit; with dreams of conquests, amorous 
interviews, and matrimonial excursions: " 'ith a detestation of all prudential advice, 
impatience or control, low of imaginary liberty. and an abjuration of all parental 
authority. In many of our novels, such infatuating and inflammatory notions are excited, 
such scenes of villainy and vice laid open, as should never be communicated to the female 
mind. The criminal projects of a romantic hero are usually placed in the most agreeable 
light. His arts of seduction, his flattery. his insinuating address. his personal accomplish
ments. his gallanLry and gaiety, and his enterprising spirit , arc set off to the highest 
advantage. By these means, vice gradually becomes familiar, and no longer excites that 
horror and deteSLation. which it ought to create.86 

All the usual movement of argument is he re, from the e thical w the m edical, a nd 

while the primary object may be to save womanhood fro m itself, which is the 

sam e thing as saving it for men, of course, a secondary purpose troubles the sur

face of its rhetoric. lt is not merely that Robertson seems to insist too much o n 
the implied delicacy of the female mind, a nd he nce on its being unfit for the 

scenes o f 'vice and villany' , but that there e merges fro m be hind his cautionary 

direCLives an a ll too easily detected enthusiasm for such scenes. Indeed , the 

question wh ich comes uppe rmost to mind is 'how d oes Robertson know what is 

in these pathetic tales of love and madness?'87 

Seen in this light f ordyce's almost rabid denunciation of novels ta kes o n 

another, mo re c urio us, sheen: 

What shall we say of certain Books which we arc assured (for we have not read them) are in 
their ature so shameful. and their tendency so pestiferous, and comain such rank 

86 Robertson, An Essay on the edutation ofyou.rtg ladies, pp. 42- 4. 
87 A similar <1uestion might be phrased w Francis Foster, the au thor of lhe following remarks: 

'To prepare her for the Dangers she mun encounter. she should l>t' well acquainted with the 
Spectators - Fordyce's Discourses to roung Women - Dr Gregory's Ad,•ice to his Daughters
Mrs Chapone's letters on the I mprm•ement of the Mind- Guardians - Ram bien. - Advemurers 
- etc ... A Novel should never emer the Door. . (except Lady Julia Mandeville. and Fielding's 
Works) for they give wrong Turns of Thinking ... lead young Minds to form absurd Ideas of 
Characters ... to expect to met't with those. which do not exist - and to act romantically. in order 
to Copy the Painting that is drawn out oJNatv.re - and which abounds in every Novel l ever read. 
except the above. and perhaps one or two others. that I ma) forget. ' Thoughts on tilt Times. pp. 
41 -3. 
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Treason against the royalty of Virtue. such horrible violations of all Deco rum. that she 
who can bear to pursue them , muSt in her Soul be a f'roSlitute, let her Reputation in Life 
be what it will .... Nor do we condemn those writings only, that with an effro ntery. which 
defies the Laws of God and Men, carry on their Forehead the Mark of the Beast. We con
sider the general run of Novels as utterly unfit for you. Instruction they convey none. 
They paint Scenes of Plea.~ure and Passion a ltogether improper for you to behold. even 
with the Mind's Eye. Their De~criptions are often loose and luscious in a High Degree ; 
their representations of Love between the Sexes are almost universally overstrained. All is 
dotage or despair: or e lse ranting swelled into Bur lesq ue. ln short, the Majority of their 
Lovers arc ei ther mere Lunatics or Mock-heroes.88 

It is in t he force of comments such as 'utterly unfit for you', or 'altogether im

proper for you to behold, even with the mind's Eye' that o ne d e tects a 

smokescreen: this raving attack on the women's reading scene, must, one 

suspects, be hiding the fact that men no t o nly read and enjoyed these illicit texts,) 

but that , at some level and in som e fashion , they felt it of the utmost consequence 

that suc h textual forms remained the privileged, if illicit, and therefore often vo
ciferously to be d e nied, terr itory of ma le reading. 

One also suspects that the pleasures oft he text being covered up here did not 
si t happily within the predo minant male social persona, and that the sexual 

excite m e nt aroused by these ' luscio us d escriptions' may have been no t o nly the 

result of common voyeuristic heterosexuaJ curiosity but also a more pro ble matic 

a nd undisclosed homosexual fascination. While it would be wrong to assume that 

sexuality fo r the eighteenth century was consti tuted b y the same rela tions of 

power and •·epresentation that c haracterize our o wn discourse o f sexuality, still 
more fooli sh to imag ine a less e nlig htened set of sexual mores a rticulating the 

e ighteenth-century situation than our own , it is nevertheless important to note 

than a certain crisis did arise concerning the value of gender terms. Thus, the 

common compla int we have already seen in relation to the voice, over its fall 

from manliness into e ffe minacy, may no t have specifically resulted from concern 

over the sexual preferences of individua ls but it did, nevertheless, arise on 

account of a sense of the growing d e p ra"ity of the tim es.89 J ames Fordyce 
addresses this issue in Lhe following: 

l-Ie that, in times like these. when a masculine virtue and deportment are become so 
fashionable. attempts to recommend them, may lay hi~ account with bdng deemed by the 

113 
This is citt-d in Thefrmale misullany. pp. 98-100, and is an extract from James Fordyce, Ser· 

mons to young W#mrn. 3rd edn. 2 ~ol~ (London. 1766). 
89 

My poim hcrt' is nOt about the~~~~ nf the term 'cfft•minate'. or about the referems of various 

gcuder-dbtingui.hcd tt' rms. These maucr• are extremely complex and cannot be easily summt•d 
up here: I wish merdy tu underline that the issue wai wen in terms of the degeneracy of sexual 
mores. no matter how those mores were arranged. For a collection of e~<:I)S on the topic oft he 
\t'XU<II during the period see Paul-Gabriel Boucl':. Sfxuality in t:ightrtnth-Century 8ritai11 
(Manchester. 1982). 
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greater part sufficiently auk ward. or at lea~c romantic, in his notions. Even of the few, 
whose minds and manners are not yet enervated by the surrounding comagion, some will 
probably apprehend that he takes the subject on too high a key. They are willing, for their 
own share, to be as good and wise as they can in private, and perhaps secretly to cultivate 
the seeds ofinternal greatness: but to avow these dispositions OJ>4!nly, in the present state of 
the world, they would consider as the certain "'ay to draw upon themselves a ridicule, 
which they are not so ,.ell prepared to SU5tain. The truth is, that the sentiments of an un
daunted and uncomplying probity are now-a -<lays regarded by the many as mere theatrical 
rant, or, fictitious heroism to be found only in books, and imagination of here and there an 
idle visionary. dreaming in his closet, and wholly ignorant of life and nature.110 

As one can see from the e remarks, the reasons for protecting the force and 
power of fiction take on immense importance. What is at stake i not only the 
protection of a literary culture, and the continuation of its present guardians, 
but also the moral fabric of the nation and the ethical probity of the individual. 
It is of crucial importance, furthermore, that gender determines the re pective 
roles of the individual in this scenario, and that women be assigned the position 
of virtuous mother figures who are ke pt pure in their virtue because of their ex
clusion from panicipating to the full and in all types of textuality: 

But it will be granted by every intelligent and considerable person that ... the utmost 
caution should be observed relative to the kinds of texts which are put into the hands of fe· 
males. That Religion and Vinue ought to form the ruling temp4!r of the mind of females, 
and be the governing principle of their conduct, will not be contested even by professed in· 
fidels. Whatever may be thought of the position, it will yet be found more than a 
speculative idea, that on the virtue of women, in a great measure, depends the security of 

the state. 
Were infidelity and licentiousness to be prevalent among women. all would be 

corruption and disorder. Men are very often restrained within the limits of morality, or at 
least of a decem app4!arance, from their attachment to vinuous women: and it cannot be 
denied, that the infant mind receives its first moral t inge and vinuous bias from the 
watchful care and instructions of maternal affeCLion. Let women then once be supposed to 
regard Religion and Virtue as empty names, and the whole state of societ)' would of course 

be comaminated." 

The e remarks take us further from the argumem to hand, but they do 
demonstrate the complexity of the po ilion taken by reading theorists. This is 
hardly urprising, given that these theories are contextualized by. wri tten 
within, the knot of discourses surrounding the subject. Therefore, to come 
down on one side of this divide against he other - to claim that the excess 

90 Jame~ Fordyce, Addmm to Young Mna. 2 vols (Dublin 1777), II . pp. 111 - 12. 
01 J O)hua Collins. A Prot tuol cu.de 10 Parnau and Cuardions in IM rifltl dtOICI ond liSt ofboolu. 

(Lond(ln, 1802). p . 29. 
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produced by reading theory can onl)• be seen in terms of the women's reading 
scene - is to limit the full play of this legislative discour e. It is also to ignore the 
fact that such discourses are always a matter of contestation, ope n to appropri
ation, and the agents of a certain kind of domination. 

However, some general remarks may be made in conclusion concerning this 
excess since there is a common point of contact between these two ver ions of 
the 'illicit' scene of reading. This point of contact is produced by the relation 
that theory has to practice. for, whether it is the women's place or the male illicit 
indulgence which arises from reading theory, both are disturbing in relation to 
the legislative capacity of theory. What is here being suggested is that reading 
theory produce its own resistance to itself: that it sets itself up as the legislating 
discourse for a practice. but in so doing denies the po sibility oflegislating itself"'" 
- hence the emission or unwanted production of either the women's reading 
scene, or male illicit pleasure. T he full importance of such a resistance to theory 
is brought out when we consider the implications of the following description of 
a woman reading from Mary Wollstonecraft's Mary: 

As she was sometimes obliged to be alone, or only with her French waiting-maid, she sem 
to the metropolis for a lithe new pulications, and while she was dressing her hair, and she 
could turn her eyes from the glass, she ran over those most delightful substitutes for bodily 
dissipation. novel .91 

Textuality and sexuality coincide for this model woman reader, thereby 
demonstraling the fear and obsession of eighteenth-century reading theory. 
T he woman does not bring the text into speech, she does not parade her subject 
in front of an admiring audience, as if the audience constituted the mirror within 
which identity was reflected, nor does she 'ma ter' the text lying supine in front 
of her and awaiting her penetrating gaze. Rather, the woman glances from self
image, the refl ection in the mirror , to text, from Lhe real to the imaginary in a 
uturing of her fantasy and identity: 

When the female attains the age of seventeen or eighteen, and who is not born to the 
possession of an ample fonune. but de tined to mo,·e in a moderate sphere: when her 
looking-glass and her partner at the assembly have told her that he is a beauty: and when 
the fairy tales ha,·e lost their lt'St. the novel i at hand. The fair student sees her own 
picture in the charming and sorrowful heroine: and very naturally tries, as far as it is in her 
power, to imitate what she admires.u 

The woman exper iences her,elf as woman in this textual healing: the slippage 
between her image in the gla~s and the image she projects ofherselfinto the text 
enables her to read for her own subjectivi ty, as the recognition of her own 

9t Mat} Woll~tonec:rafl, Ma ry (Oxf(lrd. 1980). p. 2. 
9

' Re\'. Edward Mangin. An Esjay on Ligllt Reading. p. 13- 14. 
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st:xuality.04 Thus, the 'woman's reading scene' is constituted as outside theory's 
legislative domain, outside the law and the ruling norms of social intercourse, 
and this applies as much to men as tc> women: 

Men therefore in general have recoune to books both for instruction and entertainment. 
This sort of emertainment is in its own nature a selfish one, as the exercise is performed 
alone, and the reader has no one to participate of his sati~faction . Nor is there a greater en
emy to facili ty of utterance, than a habit of silent reading. or \vhich more disqualific~ 

persons from making a figure in conversation.9~ 

The give-away sign of the deployment of sexuality in the reading scene is 
Sheridan's caution that the reader has ·no one to participate of his satisfaction ', 
precisely the absence of the mirror-audience which reflects the male self-image, 
and which produces the divisions of gender in its 'proper' and proprietorial 
place. The production of the excess, then, is construed as precisely an 
aberration, a dysfunction of the social, the sexual, and the theoretical: reading. 
it is clear, must be kept out in the open, and any 'theory' of reading must take 
great care to be no more than a mere description of the practice. Accordingly 
any attempt to move from the public to the private. from the socially constituted 
subject to the self-produced, must be resisted. This, I would mainLain, arises 
from one of the most keenly felt legacies of the discourse of the sublime: the dis
cursive excess operating across the divide of gender. For, if the discourses 
constituting sexuality are themselves given to the production of an unlegis
latable excess, as would appear from the discussion above. then the very 
possibili ty of legislative discourse fades away. That this was so keenly felt is 
demonstrated by the following: 

ll4. The common assumptions concerning female vanity arc connected to this use oft he mirror 

image. and could be termed the other side of the: glass. This is made mnre than apparent in james 
Fordyce's moral strictures to women which preciscl)' idemify the: women's reading scene in 
terms of illicit \oanity. and seek to force women to remain within the limits of the text. thereb) be

ing bound by tex tual law: 'On this lots t particular I am led to observe, that, fora disengaged hour, 
there can be few occupations of greater entertainment or utility, than that of imprinting on the 
mind those passages from any good author, which happen to please and affect more than 
ordinary: either by repeating them often at the time. till they are got by heart, or by writing them 
down, or sometimes by doing both. The advantages of such a practice are sufficient I)• apparent. 
Would it be one of the least, think ye, that the attention of her who was thus employed. would be 

often turned from viewing and admiring her person or dress in the mirror,to the contemplation 
of Truth and Virtue. and fixing their fair and Venerable image in her soul?', Sermons to ;yotmg 

women, I, p. 295. 
9) Thomas Sheridan, LuhJrts onllu Art of Rtading. I. p. 187. Cf. aJ,o The Art of ronu,sing (Lon-

don 1777), p. II : 'Many ladies, and a certain sort of gent leman. arc furnished with a varicty of 
idea.. from romances, nove h.&. )'et are at a loss in rational con,·enation: perhaps their ideas are 

not fit to communkate." 
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It c-o~nnot however bt' dissembled, that the strongest characteristic of the present age, 
considered at large, is a predominant love of show, dissipation. and revelry. Where wealth 
employs genius, dexteri ty. or diligence. to comrive and heighten innocent amusements, 
none but the illiberal or the gloomy can be displea.sc..>d: trade and manufactures arc 
promoted: ski ll is exercised and improved: social delight is varied and exalted: Piety is not 
offended or forgouen: the Virtues and the Graces go hand in hand. But when application. 
taste, and talents, are pro tituted to such as can buy them, for the purpose of de,•ising, 
without limitation and without end, new modes of pleasures ruinous by their expcnce, 
inflammatory to the passions, productive of softcness. idleness, sensuali ty. debauchery; 
tending to alicnatt• the heart from the company of the wise and '"orthy. from the duties 
and joys of domestic life: to indispoSt> it for the sentiments and offices of devotion: to beget 
a disrelish for virtuous auachment in those tha t are not married, to supplant affection in 
those that are: and thus to undermine the very foundations of private, and consequently of 
public, happiness: - when this is the case, can )'OU easily conceive a more alarming 
symptom, or a more fatal perversion?96 

This is, of course, t.he ranr ing of the puritan, the raving of the zealot , but its fea rs 
are not the result of some idiosyncratic reaction to the times. Here we find 
almost a complete catalogue of the discursive knot which has been under 
discussion throughout this book: morali ty and money, wealth and health, 
sexuality and society, pleasure and duty. the public and private. All these things 
are suddenly brought together in order to illustrate one, and only one terrifying 
possibility: once a discourse produces an excess, once it begins to produce to ex
cess, 'without limitation and without e nd' ,there is no turni ng back. In terms of 
reading practice it is the turn from the public to the private that threatens the 
stability of discourse. its obsen•ance of the law. In gender terms it suggests that 
the man, as much as the woman, should fear the interior self-reflection of 
consciousness, and should make every effort to remain within the real, in the 
world. 

The woman, for her part, recognizes her exclusion from the world, but as her 
eyes move within the interior of the text she also recognizes her inclusion within 
textuality. Such a dysfunction of the reality principle may result in madness, as 
nineteenth-century physicians construed it, bur it may also rearrange the 
relations between text and world, so that the fantasy on the page may slowly seep 
into the real. One might . ee the history of nineteenth-century fi ction in precisely 
these terms: as the revision of cenain ideological tenets abou t the place of 
women rather than the mere reflection oftheir actual, or fantasy construction of 
their desired, social and st:xual relations. 

In conclusion, then. we should note that reading theory claims for the man the 
aura l reality of the public reading scene, whereas it attempts to inhibit the silent 
perusal of texts. construing such activity as outside the law. In making this 
distinction the valuation of the voice. and the corresponding restraim of the text 
leads reading theory w a construction of female subjectivity in spite of itself. 

!Ill Fordyct', Addressu to You11g Mm, I. pp. 11 5 - ti. 

-... 
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That su~jcct position is, as we have seen, created by the d ysfunction of the 
reading activity, in the text and not the voice. Thus, the text-fear we have 
indicated as one result of the valuation of voice also enables another kind of tex
tual usc , that represented by women novel readers, though not necessarily only 
performed by them. He nce a kind of textual commodification results, in which 
the text is both an object for the performance of male sexuali ty and the 
repository of female subjectivity. If, as we have seen, the reader a nd author may 
also bo th be figured as texts then this textual commodification takes on 
considerable significance in re lation to the economy of social relations, the 
proprietorship of the subject , and the cons truction of sexual difference: 
precisely the knot of discourses with which we began this chapte r. 

Such a commodification of the text,97 in which the man may purchase the 
pretext for his identity and the woma n the means of pretence fo r hers, splits the 
consumption and production of texts into two forms of use. I have auempted to 
sketch that textual production and consumption during the late eighteenth 
century and early nineteenth in terms of the text-fear articulated by reading 
theory; but the concomitant textual commodification and differ ing values 
attached to use may just as we ll expose something more telling about the writing 
and reading of theory, both for the eighteenth century and for us. 

It is this relationship be tween a legislating theory and its object pr-actice which 
has been the implicit subject of Part II of this book. ln the third and final part 
the wider implications of this will be examined within the initial framework of 
the larger argument of the book. 

97 The connections be tween writing and sexuality have recently been treated in relation to 

eighteenth-century litcrawre by T erry Eagle ton , see The Rapt of Clarissa (Oxf01·d , 1982). 
However, I mean to allude w the more practica l instances of the full complexity oft he knot. su r· 
round ing rtmding and wriring. such as Wordsworth's physical disabilit)• in using a writing 
instrument. of Mary Sht·lley's read inK and wriling on her mothe r 's grave, or Hazli tt '~ ta<·tilc and 
til factOr)' o bscssi()n " 'it.h o ld tex t~. 

PART III 



11 
Of the Sublime 

Two men are sitting in a room in London some time in March 1808, one is 
suffering from a recurrent illness and extreme fatigue, the other has come to 
visit his friend, to lighten his spirits and indulge in frantic intense conversation. 
The sick man has been giving a series of lectures - his first - in London that 
spring, which has been interrupted by his illness. Talk ranges over the topic of 
the lectures, and includes at some stage a discussion of the sublime. The sick man 
has been reading Richard Payne Knight'sAn analytical inquiry into the principles of 
taste and asks his friend to make some marginal annotations to his copy of the 
book. The friend, who rarely if ever writes, and certainly almost never makes 
marginal annotations to books, takes up a pen and acts as amanuensis for the sick 
man. These two men are Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth, 
and this scene, with which the present book began, will serve as the location for 
our concluding speculations. 

The intriguing origins of the marginalia to Knight's book were brought to 
general atitention by Edna Aston Shearer in the Huntington Library Quarterly in 
1937. Something of a mystery surrounds the annotations in the book since the 
earl ier article of 193 1 in the Huntington Library Bulletin by Edwin Berek Dike 
claimed that the marginalia were Coleridge's, whereas Shearer's investigations 
of the handwriting suggest the hand was Wordsworth's. As she po ints out, it 
would have been almost unprecedented had Wordsworth himself taken Colerid
ge's copy of the book and written in its margins considering his lifelong practice 
in relation to marginal annotation and extreme dislike of the physical act of 
writing. In an appendix tO Shearer's article by Julia Ira Lindsay it is suggested 
that Coleridge in fact dictated the comments to Wordsworth, who, we must 
presume, painfully wrote them into the text. As Lindsay points out, this is 
something of a unique docume nt, a patchwork of Wordsworth's and Coleridge's 
thoughts occa ioned by the topic of the sublime layered over one of the ter minal 
works on the eighteenth-century sublime, a work which, as we shall see, takes up 
some of the points raised fifty-one years previously by Burke in his Philoso
phical Enquiry. 
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Thi~ intertextual stroke o f luck provides us with an excellent map for 
recharting the movemem of eighteenth-century aesthetics, and for formulating 
ome concluding remark~ on the discourse of the sublime. These remarks will 

proceed from our initial chronological description of eighteenth-century 
aesthetics which registered that Burke's sublime is not Knight ' which is not 
Coleridge's. Recapitulating economically: this study began with an account of 
the discourse on the sublime as it arises during a very re tricted hi torical period, 
such a discourse having been isolated by sketching a chronology of enquiries into 
the topic of aesthetics during the century. This e nabled us to note that the 
notion of the sublime and of the discourses on it changes from 1757 to 1805, the 
respective dates of publication for Burke's Philosophical Enquiry and Knight 's 
Analytical Inquiry. It hould be clear by now how I regard the necessity of 
attenuating this chronological model, and how the notion of sudde n change. or 
break, or rupture is insensitive to what I understand as a discursive history of 
the e changes. Nevertheless, I propose to begin once again by reading through 
this oversimplified chronological model 'Colerword's' comments on Knight on 
Burke. 

The two marginal comments of subSlance to be found in the Huntington 
library copy of the Atlalytical Inquiry are both concerned with the topic of 
tragedy and representation . The first is inserted in pp. 3 19-20 of Knight's text 
at the point at which Knight discusses the section of Burke's essay 'Of the effects 
of Tragedy'. Burke, we may remind ourselves, claims that stage representations, 
no matter how 'real' they aspi re to be, how advanced the technology of their 
presentation, are always inferior to ' real ' events. The example he gives is 
i nst ructi ve: 

But til en I imagine we shall be much miSLaken if we atLribute any considerable pan of our 
satiofaction in tragedy to a considerat ion that tragedy is a deceit, and its representations no 
realitie>. The nearer it approaches the reality, and the funher it remove~ us from all idea 
of fiction, the more perfect i~ its power. !Enquiry, p. 471 

Knight quotes thi last sentence in approval, and it is at this point that the 
marginal annotation appears, here given in full: 

This is "retched trifting on the part of Burke whose book on the sublime is liule beuer 
than a tissue of trifte . The instance adduced to illustrate his position has no tendency so to 
do. Supposing that it were possible to represent a tragedy in such a manner that the 
delusion dunng the representation would be perfect, then suppose when it i proposed to 
repeat this tr.agedy that at the sarnc time an event resembling it in its main outline, or at 
least 1 he catastrophe of such an event is to be exhibited in the public execution of some 
King, princess or mhcr eminent J>cr~on. We arc then to ask to which spectacle the people 
would repair. But there is in the c~semials of the case no similitude; fo•· wh:uevcr may be 
our sensations when the aucntion is recalled to a scenic representation how far~ocvcr we 
may then lose sight of it~ being a mimic ~how, we know perfectly at the time, when we are 
going to see it, or when assembled at the Theatre in expectation: that it is nothing better or 
"'or.e. II i' J'O'~•blc, that the mind during the representation of a tragedy rna have tit~ of 
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forgetfulness and deception :md belit•,•e the lk tinn to l:x· tlw reality. but the moment you 
suppose it in a condition to make a choice oft hi~ kind. all st·n~c of such delusion \'3ni~hes. 
Therefore howe\er perfect .ttcording to Burke'> notion of perfection a tragedy rna) be 
unless }OU suppose the delusum md~tructible the case~ can admit of no comparison, nor if 
you do can thC)' admit of an) for then they are idemical, bmh becoming realities. But these 
absurdities are too gros~ lor nutice.1 

The first problem ,,•ith Burke's example, according to 1 he romantic hand, is that 
the two examples arc non-concurrcnt, they do not submit to comparison. A 
point needs to be raised here about the nature (I I similarity or difference, and 
whether it is possible to compare like things. If it i , uch comparison might be 
called 'imercompariM>n' and would investigate the ways in which something can 
be understood as like itself. This is a complex arc.."a of !>peculation which need not 
arrest the discussion unduly: it is enough to remark the similarity between the 
problem addressed b) the romantic hand and our own attempt to compare 
Payne Knight, Burke and 'Colerword'. 

We might also note that the annotation is, in its general tenor of remark. 
directed at what Coleridge e lsewhere terms 'the suspension of disbelier. and 

thereby at the most global problematics of representation . A possible gloss to 
these comments might note that for the romantic the subjec t is always present to 
itself as it witnesses the dramatic scene: it is always distanced by and in Lhe 'real' 
of the dramatic representation. In a limited 11ense, then. the self recognizes itself 
as like itself. The romantic, we may infer from this, takes subjectivity tO 
representation. For Burke thi is not quite the case: the subject witnesses the 
representation in the theatre on the same grounds and in the same manner a 

the event in the 'real'. The one may be taken as a fictitious representation. but its 
presrotation constructs the ~ubject in precisely the same way in both situations: 
the subject feels it~elf through sympathy with the events presented, be they 
fictional or r eal, in the theatre or in the public square. The point being made by 
the romantic is chat there is a qualitative difference between a reprcsemation in 
a theatre and one in the real: in the former the ~elf can never be deluded into a 
permanent uspcn ion of di~belief because the subject exists outside the space 
gl''en it, constructed for it, b dramatic repre entation. It both knows this to be 
the case and experienct'S it as 1ouch on account of the fact that it can make judg
ments about the nature of the (re)presemation. In this wa)' the subject knows 
both itself. a nd know1o and fecb the subject effect po1oitioned br the drama. The 
romantic, therefore, claim, that the Burkcan example" i~ a false one: the subject 
in the theatre Subpcnd~ it~ ~elf-knowledge, that which it tells itself as/ of 
subjectivity. This is what it recognizes a~ the tht·atrical cxpcricnce, as the frame 

1 Edna Asron Sht'ilrCr, ' Wnrd,..,cu·th :111d Cul..r•dgc· 1\·l argmalla 111 a Copy of Richard Ptt) nc 
Knight's AnalylicallnquH)' wto tht Pnnnplts ofTastt', llrmtrngtorr /.1brary Quarttrly I. (Oct. 19!17), 
pp.63-94:p. 77. 
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which can never be entirely erased. The subject 'in the rear operates under very 
different conditions and is fu lly inserted within the representation/ presentation 
of reality: that is how it knows itself to be a subject. If these two kinds of 
presentalion, the 'real' and the fictitious drama, were in fact capable of being 
compared one would merely be comparing like things, merely claiming that a 
hanging is like a hanging since the theatrical portrayal would, to all intents and 
purposes, be precisely equivalent to the reality. This would be to give to the thea
trical (re)presentation precisely the same kind of self-identity the self arrogates 
to itself. 

Burke docs not argue the case in this way at all so it is useful to recall his own 
example, that which occasions both Knight's comment and the marginal 
annotation. Burke writes: 

Chuse a day on which to represent the mo~r sublime and affecting tragedy we have; 
appoimthe most favourite actors: spare no cost upon the scenes and decoraLions: unite the 
greatest effort~ of poetry, painting and music: and when you have collected your audience. 
just at the moment when their minds are erect with expectation, let it be reported that a 
state criminal of high rank is on the point of being executed in the adjoining square: in a 
moment the emptiness of the theatre would demonstrate the comparative weakness of 1 he 
imitative arts, and proclaim the triump of the real sympathy. 1471 

The alteration in the romantic text from 'state criminal of high rank' to 'some 
King, princess or other eminent person' is immediately striking. The execution 
of the King, of course, has rather different connotations and implications within 
the theatre of the real from that of a person of high rank. As Boulton, the editor 
of the Burke text points out, the reference is probably to the execution of Lord 
Lovat (9 April 1747); the romantic text, however, works its critique through 
irony and bathos, 'some King ... ·,in such a manner as to elide a substantial point 
about the politic:. of representation. This becomes visible when we note that the 
execution of the King, in English history, brings in to representation something 
'"hich had until that point in time been located within the realm of the 
unrepresentable. It hardly needs emphasizing that the implications of that act 
were irrevocably contaminated by questions of politica l power and political 
representation. To rush from the theatre to the execu tion of a Lord is to witness 
thefrisson of scandal; it is to participate in a social space in which the community 
of subjects witness their exclusion from the aristocracy and demonstrate their 
fascination by it. It is to collectively state per ·on against property, individual 
against institution and class. To rush from no matter how ublime a tragedy to 
witness the execution of the King is to be present at , to be represented within, 
the scene in which collective power speaks for person as it overmasters the 
powers of the state and king. It is to state collectivity against person, and, as such, 
it participates in a reordering of representation, in the dismembering of the 
orders of discourse. 

Furthermore, the scene described by Burke has another register, signalled by 
the 'erection of expectation·. pertaining to what was '''ell known and recognized 
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during the period as a feature of public hangings: the product ion and experience 
of aberrant sexual sensation.~ This is to say that Burke's example underlines 
social, political and sexual constructions of person, of self. The individual is 
created in the spaces of represemation opened up for it in the real. For the 
romantic the political force of the execution of the King, its implications and the 
questions aroust:d by it have, to some extent, been erased or forgotten. The 
romantic uses this example without reflection, without pause, since the 
illustration serves the purpose of registering the difference and distance 
between two separate orders of the discourse of the subject. In this romantic 
description the subject inhabits a more fractured, yet more homogeneous 
ordering of the discursive and it can do this because person or self is constructed 
outside the spaces of represemation opened up by and for the subject effect in 
the discourses of the real. That fractured order can be seen as the reflection of a 
dominant ideology of self, of person, of the individual a~ human agent, and a 
refraction of the corresponding paradoxical homogeneity of the subject 
posilion, the discursive effect of the subject which reduces difference to 
common experience, similarity. Art, or more narrowly the drama in the 
example above, presems for the romantic one of the very few spaces of and for 
representation in which the subject may lose its sense of self and give up its self
centred construction of identity to the process of the play. It does this by telling 
itself the fiction of the willing suspension of disbelief. 

We are caught up here in the complexities of the topology of similarity and 
difference, but not, I hope, inextricably. Once again the invocation of the 
chronological frame will help: difference, for the romantic, is that which 
sanctions individuality, the sign which tells back to the self its sense of self. We 
might say that the reflective surface;: which images the self for the later writer is 
internalized within the subject as that which is not self-identical: difference. For 
the earlier theorist difference represems the division of society and, therefore, 
the division of the self: here the reflective surface, as we have seen throughout 
the second part of this book, is external, public, within the social, cultural and 
political. For Burke the heterogeneous experiences of the real indicate a 
number of differences which must be brought to similarity, which must be 
homogenized into a unitary subject through comparison and combination. 
whereas the romantic takes the flux of the real as indicating the identity of the 
subject with itself, not with the positionings produced in and by the discourses of 
the real. Similarity. the comparison of like things, reduces the subject to an 
effect of the real for the romantic, whereas it legitimates the sense of self and 
mher for the Burkean. This is to compare in an extremely rigid fashion , and to 
enforce the chronological mappiug with which we began; it is to impose the 

t The case .,r George Selwyn is the besr d<>eumt·med in which ch<: ...:xu31 cxcitemcnlarou~Ml 
by the sight of ext't"Ution is treated in detail . 
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division of diffet·ence upon these two historically distanced commentaries 
inte ranimated by the subject's insertion or reflection in representation. 

The second set of questions raised by the marginal note concerns the more 
general problems of the distinction between fiction and reality. These questions 
are elaborated upon in the longest annotation which also includes the greatest 
number of hesitations, signalled by crossings-out in the text (marked as < > ), 
pointing, pe rhaps, to the scene having been o ne of dictation as outlined by 
Lindsay. The annotations are on pp. 33 1- 4, and occur at the point where Knight 
discusses the notion that a drama presents action which is not real, but which 
nevertheless arouses the same sympathy in the audience as gestural and tonal ex
pressions of real feelings in the real. The ro mantic hand begins: 

This is rashly assened. The most extravagant Arabian Tale that was ever formed if it be 
consistent with itself and does not violate our moral feeling, subdues the mind to a passing 
belief that the events related really happened. In reading Hamlet or Lear. though we are 
frequently sensible that the story is fictitious, yet in other moments we do not less doubt of 
the things having taken place t han when we read in H istory about Pompey or Julius 
Caesar , we question the truth of the general story. Yet in Lear and Hamlet we have the 
<almost> arealizing accompaniment of Metre. Nevertheless we believe: Our situation at a 
Theatre is undoubtedly very different, and the question before me now is to determine 
whether (as there can be no doubt that we have various degrees of continuous belief in the 
truth of fictitious stories in verse) whet her by the helps which representation supplies the 
delusion can be carried still further, and we may be made to believe even for a moment 
that the scene before us is not the representation of a transaction, but the transaction itself 

is not a shadow of a reflection but a substance. 179-80 I 

It is helpful to note that the major difference outlined here, between reading the 
dramatic text and seeing it, immediately takes us back to the issues discussed at 
length in Part II of this book. The reading of a text in the above instance is 
clearly dete rmined by prior divisions of experience into inte rior and exterio r: 
reading alone high lights the fictional character of the text. Seeing the drama in 
the theatre, on the other hand, is an exterio r experience, a part o f the subject's 
'real'; it is, therefore, a realization of the text even if the performance is of a 
fictional text. Both instances ar ticulate an economy of the subject divided across 
the bar of internalization. The fiction that the self tells to itself. that it is a sub
je~t. is the interior e xpe rience above all others. The public exterior experience 
of self fo r the ro mantic may be interwoven with an interior experience, may 
operate across the bar of imernalization, or may not. If the latter is the case then 
the subject fo rgets itself, which in Coleridge's terminology is equivalent to the 
subject telling itself the fiction of the willing suspension of disbelief. 

This is markedly distinct from the conceptual framework articulated in 
Burke's treatise which is w a large extent determined by a figuration of the sub
ject construCLed upon the notion of sympathy. This is brought out in Burke's 
comments upon privation, which we will turn to at the end of our discussion of 
the marginalia. We might pause here to reAect on another set of mirrored 
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images put in play by the mention of the Arabian tale, fo r the immediate 
conno tation here, given the context, must be Wordsworth's dream of the Arab 
in The Prelude, Book V, itself a reworking of a dream had by Descartes and pro
bably told to Wordsworth by Coleridge. ' These shadowy intertextualizations are 
certainly complex and indirect, but if we recall the section of The Prelude and 
bring to mind its own fi gurations of the relationship between the book and the 
world, the book and the voices it speaks in foreign tongues, we approach a 
palimpsest of figuration which effects the transformation of the trope of 
fiction/ reality productive in Burke's text, through its reinforcement into a 
figure o f an/ reality in Knight's and into a trope imagination/ reality in the 
romantic te xt. We may note in respect to this transformation that the dream of 
the Arab takes place in an imag inative space o rdered neither by the fiction/ 
reality figure, nor even the art/ reality figure. Its space of representation is made 
yet more complex still by its mis(re)citing of another's dream and siting in 
another text by Cervantes; that is the imaginative space for the romantic, in 
which the tale the self tells itself is figured by its own power to imagination, and 
its imaginat ive figurations of subjectivity. In this hall of mirrors it becomes 
difficult to ascertain the image from the subject, the re fl ection from the 
reflective surface. If I dream anothe r's dream, and that dream is a dream of self, 
whose self is thereby ratified? We are certainly in deep waters, but the fra me 
being constructed here will prove invaluable in the concluding remarks below. 

Let us r·esume by completing the sequence of thought in the long note 
appended to p. 33 of Knight 's text. The romantic hand has become tied up 
somewhat by the discussion of the nature of the theatrical experience, arguing 
essentially for the earlier position, that a representation in the theatre cannot 
attain the same status as a real evem. T he reason for this, no matter how 
convincing the stage representation, is 'that we know the thing to be a <dec> 
representation, but that we often feel it to be a reality'[8 1). Here the crucial 
difference between Burke and his later commentators becomes apparent: the 
romantic splits the subject into knowing and feeling, whereas Burke does all in 
his power to keep the two mutually reinforcing. For Burke what we feel is what 
we know, and we do not know what we know without feeling it. For the romantic 
knowing and feeling constitute two separate modes of experience. two orders of 
knowledge, both of them stemming from and reinforcing in their own ways an 
autonomous subject. 

The hesitation in the annotation over the word 'deception' which is 
unfinished and replaced by 'representation' is also worth comment. If we know 
the thing to be a deception but feel it to be a reality then we are a llowing our
selves to be fooled , LO be taken in by the deception. This would be to lose the 
com mand of the subject, the control of the self, which, in the given formulation, 

' See jane 'Worthington Smy~er. 'Wordswnnh·s Dream nf Pnctry and Science', Publications of 

the ModeYn Language Association of Am~rica, LXXI ( 1956). pp. 269- i[>. 
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continues its exertion of power. recognizing the representation as representa
tion but feeling it to be a pan of the real. 

In the private space of an interior consciousness we can read a fictional text 
and tell ourselves that it is real: we are less able to do this in the public space or 
the theatre since the situation most usually demands that our own sense of self 
take precedence over the representation, that we place interior self over the 
public con truction of an exterior self. The romantic's argument with Burke is 
fundamental on this point. and is illustrated by the first marginal comment made 
in Knight's text. Burke has once again been summoned up by Knight who this 
time disagrees with him on the issue of privation causing pain, and therefore by 
extension the sublime. The romantic hand writes: 

There is scarcely a page in his book without a gross error. Thirst p~rsonified as a power may 
be toler.ued but when thirst is made to scowl a smile, every well disciplined Imagination 
revolts at the Picture. Thi~t considered nakedly as animal sensation has nothing sublime 
in it nor has Hunger or the sexual appetite, or any other of our animal appetites. But to 
understand this subject we must ask ourselves, what Powers may the mind receive from the 
strong domination of one of these appetites, thirst for instance. Suppose a becalmed 
Mariner, or rather take the instance of ]a] tired traveller, in a parched country, upon a 
sultry day. Let him hear unexpectedly a sound which he imagines to be that of trickling 
water, while a raging thirst is upon him, then ask what will be the effect of that sound upon 
his mind while he is yet uncertain whether it gives an assurance of water being within his 
reach, and after his doubts have passed away. The depth of interest with which he hears 
this sound which under other circumstances would either have been missed or slightly 
regarded, is a sublime state of mind. And therefore the sensation of thirst is an efficient 
cause in the production of the sublime as it calls forth the modif>·ing power of the 
Imagination. There is an underconsciousness of the sensation of thirst while the mind is 
affected by a power in the sound never felt but in similar circumstances. 1711 

T he criticism levelled at Burke via Knight is that the sensation of thirst cannot 
be personified, and cannot therefore, of itself lead to the sublime. It must be 
attenuated by the powers of the mind, most notably 1 magi nation, in order for it 
to become ·an efficient cause' of a 'sublime state of mind'. The romantic 
insiste nce on the imaginative transformation of the animal appetite should not 
surpri,e us: we might however, ponder the detour that is made in order to make 
this statement. For, the Burkean step of the argument concerns privation, which 
may be both a positive and a negative cause of the sublime. In Burke's treatise 
the lack of something may not necessarily signal its negative value which, when 
transferred inw the realm of the self, suggests that the absence of self
consciousness may not necessarily be regarded as a fundamental barrier for the 
production of a sense of self. The subjeCL is both presence and absence. a 
product of a number of efficient causes. This is to be strenuously distinguished 
from the romantic conception, which is founded upon a persistence of 
subjectivity to such an extent that ·under-consciousness' may ground all 
experience. 

Of tile Sublime 289 

All of the above opening comments to this chapter suggest that a narrative of 
break or rupture might be appropriate for describing the differences between 
the sublime / subject during the 1750s and the early nineteenth century. They 
point to very different conceptions of subjectivity based in a.nd upon theories of 
the sublime. Indeed, we may now venture a few preliminary remarks 'of the sub
lime', for our concluding example points out extremely well the contested area 
between the present study and what I take to be a generally disseminated 
account of eighteenth-<:emury British aesthetics.• lnveSLigations of the experience 
of the sublime are, as ha been noted since Monk's pioneering work, inevitably 
led to discussions of the subject. To feel extended or enraptured sensations is to 
be made forcefull y aware of one's sense of self. Furthermore, since the crux 
exper iences of the sublime are all concerned with mastery, with limit cases and 
with excess - these are common features of all the traditionally construed types 
of the sublime, be they natural, religious or rhetorical - the subject tends to 
become the prize held out by the fam iliarization of such experiences. H owever , 
as we have seen in the Knight marginalia, it is not the experience, per se, which 
presents d ifficulty for the theoretical account but the space of representation 
opened up by and in that experience for the subject: it is the subject 's insertion 
within var ious accounts of that space which requires elaboratio n, defence, 
investigation . T he sublime is an order of representation, that is more than clear 
for Burke as mucn as for Coleridge, but this only leads to a greater complexity 
when it is also understood as a disturbance within representations of self. To be 
within the su blime, to place one's self within its orders of representation, is not 
by any means to be or accede to the subject. Rather, it is to be placed under the 
sign of a certain contest between a self as the resul t or product of the <Jiscourses 
of representatjon and as the agent active within and upon those- discourses. 
When we speak 'of the sublime', then. we need to be extremely vigilant in regard 
to its interinsemination of various d isfigurations of self. T his is one way of 
describing th e tensions between the romantic reading of sublimity and the neo
classic, and points towards the confusions which arise in Kant ian appropriations 
of the eighteenth-<:entury sublime. 

Such a large comparison, between clearly differing historical periods and very 
strongly demarcated orders of discourse, the neo-classical vs the romantic, shows 
up the divide very forcefully . It may be argued , however, that to poim to a dif-

4 These accounts have been footnoted in the first chapter. A further example which points up 
the problem I am addressing very well can be found in Raimonda Modiano, Coleridge and the con

cept of Nature (London, 1985) pp. 101- 14. Modi::mo conAatcs Burke, Baillie, Gerard. Knight, 
Kant, Rich ter, Herder and Schiller thereby giving the impression that all these writers discuss 
the same thing. from the same perspective, -.•ithin the same discourse. This even as she describes 
differences among these writers. It should by no-.• be more than clear how faulty I regard this in
termeshing of the German and F.ngli~h tradition;,, let alone the conAation of works on aesLheLics 
published in England prior to 1763 with thost: published after. 
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fercnce in conception of bubjectivity between Burke and Coleridge is merely to 

reflect in the mo t obvious fashion historical chronology: such a conclusion 
would indeed be trite. It is not the conclusion which intere ts me in this but the 
chronology itself, and. in relation to the argument of the second pan. the kind~ 
of methodologie e nabled and disabled b)' such a chronology. In common with 
the various methodological and argumentative strategies used throughout this 
book I am intere ted in the unco,ering of what is smothered by thi per pective: 
in thi sense the initial thought is turned around in order to investigate what i 

unthought in and by it. 
From the comparison mounted in thi chapter it seem~ patently obvious to 

conclude that the autonomous subject is formulated, comes into being as it " 'ere. 
between Burke and Coleridge, and that the work of the second part of this Mudy 
has shown how that ~ubject is articulated in a number of fields of enquiry. This 
has clearly been a part of the argument, yet I have taken pains to demonstrate 
that the dibCOurse of the sublime, as found partially theorized in Burke and fully 
in Kames, does not necessarily lead to the autonomous subject found in 
Coleridge. Rather, I have au.empted to demonstrate how the subject arises as a 
functional effect in works o n speaking, viewing and reading. and have stressed 
the need to resist causal connections between the sublime and the subject-effect, 
as I term it, in those discourses on reading, speaking and viewing. This has 
enabled us to note h<'w the subject is positioned. generated by and within a 

discur. ive analytic. 
This re istance occurs because of the model of discour e utilited throughout 

the book, a model which doe not facilitate a descriptio n of the discour e of the 

sublime as a unitary. coherent form. We cannot conclude that such a discourse 
determines the function of other discourses within its range of influence, or 
even that it determine the di tribution of discrete discourse within a particular 
network. Still les can "e claim that it controls or causes the autonomous ubject. 

one of these statements. a ttractive enough though the)' are a models for 
concluding remark , can be made, because the network of discourse) i not 
~table at an)' point in time. We have isolated one set of relations within that 
network. and have pur ued the lines of force between those relation~ in on I)• a 
very small number of fields of enquiry. Furthermore our own analytical 
procedures have stabili1ed the network and allowed u~ to de cribe the strand of 
its knot in nnt• particular way. from one perspective. from the distance of the 
subject. Thi~ di~tanCl' has enabled us to see how the subject i~ one set of 
discursive effect~ at one time, the period before and during the Seven Years 
War. and anotlwr aftt'r it: it has itself ordered the lauicework of the discursive 
network. Fmm another distance the network will appear in a different order, 
perhaps only s lightly rearranged, but certainly containing different relation
ships, exhibiting different fea tures of those discrete discourses which constitute 

it. 
The chronology moumed once again in thi chapter which tend~ toward' an 
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ordering of the past imo a before: and artcr, a subject as socially, politically and 
culturally dispersed against the unitary autonomous subject, is in some sense the 
repressed or silent narrative throughout thi~ bo()k. In this respect the subject has 
functioned as a figure or determining trope for the present analysis. it ha 
directed where and how we ha\'C looked. and at what we have gazed. It is, 
therefore, prefigurative of the conclusion that the !>Ubject as autonomous agent 
is the result or the discursive excess of the discourse of the sublime. This is not to 
claim something which is \'Cf) often said, that the subject is produced ,·ia sublime 
experience, and that the discourses on the sublime during the eighteenth 
century are im-estigation into the \,·ay in wh ich the ubject as indi\·idual, agent 
of social and polilical power, becomes it')elr through sublime sensation. Rather. 
my own focus has been on the space of the subject within the discursive: on the 
subject-effect, the positioning of the subject within discourse. This is to be very 
strongly distinguished from 1 he subject as a gem within the real , the 'real' people 
who lived in and through the history I have de cribed. This kind of subject, the 
individual, is taken as a given by most of the current descriptions of the 
eighteenth-century sublime; my analysis has au cmpted to demonstrate how the 
subject position, as a possibility within a discursive analytic, is not present to the 
works written before and during the Seven Years War, why it arises as a subject 
for inquiry in them, and how this positionulity within discourse is investigated, 
produced and negated in a ~et of e nquiries more obviously concerned with the 
human individual, the agent who speak!>, view and reads. 

Again, to distinguish this study from much of the ex tam literature about the 
eighteenth-century ublime we might draw the following distinction: where 
tho e works are most often historic of the aesthetic, histories of the sublime as a 
topic which, it is more than clear, implicates the subject in a number of wa)'S
most notably in respect of transcendence and self-awareness - this study has 
auempred to generate a historical account of the subject in and of the sublime. 
Here in conclusion we can essa) one further )Ct of remarks about that history by 
returning to the opening of thi chapter and it invocation of the opening of the 
book. 

I hope that the difficult)' of producing a narrative account of the sublime which 
is in some m easure ensitive to itb internal discursive history has been made 
clear. One of the ways I havt: attempted to investigate this difficulty is by 
constantly moving the fram e of analysi~ across chapters and by articulating three 
arguments at once. This has led 10 a very fr:'lctured narrative as the resistances to 
any possible unifying thread have multiplied. The frustration of a controlling or 
unifying 'theme' or argument has in part been the result of a desire on my own 
part to investigate the drive toward' t'nding. the incredible power to closure and 
consistency, coherence and cmnmand which chanlctcri:tes historical narrativity. 
But such resistance ha~ abo bt•come 'ublimatecl within the gaze of the book 
itself, so that in relation to the argument <.onccrncd with theory and practice the 
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chapter on reading, for example. attempts to bring out of reading theory its own 
resistances. and to make it speak a practice which was only ever theoretical . 
T hrough this form of explication I have attempted to make theory confront its 
own imaginary. T aking this a our frame. the discourse of the sublime might 
now be seen as requiring the autonomous subj ect, not as producing it: requiring 
it in order to delay for as long as possible the recognition that the fractured 
social subject, the subject as event not as continuum, i~ the 'real' subject posited. 
by its theory. In other words, the discourse of the sublime produces in theory an 
autonomous unified subject position in order to negate the subject agent it in 
fact confront 'in practice', in the real. This practice it confronts includes, of 
course. itself, the theory of the sublime. In this way the theories of the sublime 
we have been concerned with confront themselves as the practice for \\•hich they 
produce a theory: this is to say the experiential is never a topic for these theories 
which nevertheless posit the 'real' or experiential as their controlling delimiting 
practice. What we have here is the full weight of a theoretic-.tl discourse 
articulating the theory/ practice divide in relation to it& own sense of self. This 
indeed might be a distinct featu re of those discourses we term theoretical. 

If we take this as the true poim of sight for understanding our own theory 
the theoretical substance of the present book - we may note that the subject it 
produces. the subject as effect within discourse, must also be taken as the 
resistance to its own imaginary. It is clear that this is the case for what I have 
termed the subject-effect since the discursive positioning of the subject has been 
investigated entirely from within the perspective of a theoretical gaze: a gaze 
which has infolded. inseminated itself in order to even from centre to margin 
any account of 'real' individuals, historical subjects. This gue has conditioned 
and controlled the analyses put forward in Part ll of this book, analy~s which set 
out to reverse, subject to scrutiny. negate the historical intentions and 
trajectories of the first part. 

Now, as if this were not already too involuted, we may reAectthe e comments 
onto a pos ible narrative of the hi tory of the sublime/ subject. Such a narrative 
must, by necessity, work out its own phantasmic power, and it must do this not 
only on theo retica l grounds, which is to say on the grounds that it articulate its 
objecdfied practice. but also on account of the very nature of the sublime which 
is, r ight from its opening articulation in Longinus, phantasmic. It has been the 
purpose of the argumem throughout the book to investigate the unilinear 
perspective of historical enquiry and to fracture and disrupt the positioning it 
creates: to subject it to an anatopical methodology. T he fantasy of the opening 
dream of theory is w be taken, the n, as the real of a certain kind of theory, the 
practice of a certain kind of staging. siting, positioning. How e lse might we 
understand the perspective of anatOpy. as a methodology. without speaking. in 
another's voice. the dream of theory? Such oratorical visuali7.ation. Longinu!>'s 
phantasia, can now be directed at what I take to be a misreading and mis
understanding of the eighteenth-century sublime. generated in pan by the 
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Mandard works on the topic bu t more pervasively by a widel)' unexamined 
Kantian appropriation of ~ublimity. 

Kant's critical philosophy has become sublimated within our perception of the 
ublime: the extent 10 which a Kantian per~pccth·e direcb Monk's book has 

already been commented upnn. The most notable feature of such a Kantian 
appropriation is the identification within eighteenth-century British ae thetics 
of a drive toward~ subjcctivi m. as Monk terms it, which has now become an 
unexamined tenet of a great deal of work on the eighteenth-century sublime. 
This seem to me to be mi leading, at lea. t in so far as we might distingui h the 
British tradition from its German coumerpan. The purpo~ of doing this i to 
disengage the :.ubjective from the aesthetic in order to phamasize a history of 
the sublime. not, I would want to stress very strongly, in order to 'correct' false 
readings of this tradition. 

The easiest way of beginning this disengagement is to register that mid
eighteemh-century accounts oft he sublime do not assume a unified subject: they 
resist such a concept. What they perform, hm,•cver, is a certain positioning of the 
subject: they generate a subject effect, a siting of a space of subjectivity, or, put 
very simply, a place within their analytic accounts which t:an be understood as 
1 he location for the subjecL. It has been one of the major aims of this entire book 
to effect such a de cription, while noting with considerable force that the 
sublime, when taken in its historical frame\\'Ork, account for, acts out, enables 
the su~sion of a number of related positions. While these all concern the 
subject to some extent. they are to be distinguished from a real subject, the 
human agent who experiences, acts and so forth. 

In order to make this as clear as po sible the following characterization can be 
made: when we read eighteenth-century British aesthetics through the Kantian 
perspective the works of Burke through Alison look as if they a.ssume a subject 
who experiences. acts and so forth whe n, as I have argued, what they set out to 
do is to investigate the theoretical and discursive production of that subject: they 
are concerned with the subject-effect, the subject position. They do this not 
because they take as their object the subject but because the investigation of the 
theoretical power of accounts of the sublime necessarily involves the production 
of a theoretical imaginary. tht• practice it sets out to control and legislate. When 
that imaginary practice is figured as an overplus which the theory cannot 
control. it looks at first as if an autonomous human agent is the excess of the 
theory, or the residue, that which cannot be 1 heorized. If this autonomous agent 
is equated with the ·subjectivism' taken 10 rt·suh from Kant 's critical philosophy 
then the subject as discursive d ft·ct bccomcs translated into a ' real' su~ject who 
experiences, knows and Ml fort h. In thb manner much eighteenth-century 
British aesthetics comes to re~cmble a pre-text for a topography of the individual 
which has its most powerful cxprt·ssion in Wt·iskel's au empt to bring Freud's 
theory of the unconscious in touch with tht· 1 radition of the sublime. 

In distinction to this pen.pt·ctivi'm I h:1w attempted w create a unilinc:ar 
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description of the eighteenth-cemury tradiLion : to stand m}' argument in 1 he 
place where that tradition positions the subject. A~ a sceptical conclusion to that 

I 'proper' reading \\•e can note thilt an imaginary prac1 ice is in fact dt•si red, 
required by the 1 heory, not as its unwanted execs~ but as precisely that which it is 
able lO figure as excessive, as the uverplus. In so doing it defuses the potential 
threat of the practice it in fact ignores, erases, sublimates. This more telling 
accoum of the theory/ practice divide can be read ofT the second part of the 
book which investigates the o called excess of the discourse of the sublime. It 
takes what I am here characteri£ing as a Kantian su~ject as the product of the 
debate during the 1750s and scrutini£es the ways in which the su~jcct is 
energized, freighted, disseminated within three areiiS of legislation. By looking 
at these legislative discourses it became apparent that the autonomous su~jcc t 

was less the exce~s that could not be comrolled than the rC'lJuired sign of the un
ruly, the excessive: nothing less than that which images and reflects the 
legislative power of the theory. While this tells back to theory its own sen~e of 
power- it ~peaking visualizes that power - it also, at the same time. points to. 
names and evicts the overplus 1 hereby rendering it harmless and no longer 
excessive. 

oting this led us to speculate on the devious working of theory and to 
attempt to articulate its other, that '"hich it needs to cover over. In this regard 
the discourse of the sublime can now be seen in terms of its phantasmic practice, 
by which I mean to make allusion to the term phantasia found in Longinus's trea
tise on the sublime where it means something like 'oratorical ,·isualization' or 
'images of me mal representations'. Phantasia is one of the aids used by the 
o rator to assist his audience in imagining, or visuali1.ing, what he persuades them 
of, and it is found. notably, in Longinus's treatmem of factua l description.~ The 
second part of this book has examined the subject in such a phantasmic 
perspective. lL has investigated the subject a it speaking sees itself. This has 
involved a discussion of the extraordinarily reAecti,·e public surface of the 
social and the discursive for the eighteenth centuf) . The self is, then, to be 
understood as both a reflection from the spoken, the discursive in that seQse, and 
a reflecting surface refracted within the social. As we have seen in the activity of 
reading, for example, this produce:. an extremely complex situation in which the 

1 
reflection given back to the speaking seeing subject is now taken from the 
surface of the self. now from the skein of the sodal, now from the inter
mirorring of both. 

I intend to extend this form of analysis in conclusion by returning to my 
initiating perceptions and assumptions, that is, by folding the presem ana lysis 

~ L.onginu~ writt.>S: ' What then is the e rrc•ct of rhetorical vi~ualinuion IPhantasia]r Tlwre is 
much it can do 10 bring urgen~-y and pa~~ion IIllO our words: but it is when it is cloM<ly ill\oh·ed 
" 'ith factual argumem~ that it t:n)l3Vt:> the he:.rer as well,., pe~uading him .. .' 't.onginus' On 
Suhtim•t;r. tran,, O.A . Russell (Oxlord, 196!>). 15.9. 
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back within the past openingsuppositions. ln doing so I hope to be able to articu
late the phanta~mic subject of the discourse of the sublime. This will involve our 
asking two rdated questions: what i~ the subject under the sign of the sublime. 
and what is the sublime under the sign of the subject? These two chiastic j 
questions challenge in a number of ways the Kamian perspective on eighteenth
cemury British aesthetics by operating an everted scheme in which the centred 

1 

subject is moved from the true point of sight to the horizon: it is figurative!)' 
peaking decent red. 

Let us consider the first question. The subject under the sign of the sublime i 
the excess which 1 heory tells itself it cannot control. It docs this in order to dis
guise the practice it cannot account for, precisely its own theoretical work. Care 
must be taken to insist here that the unified subject is not a product of the ex
periential sublime, but of the di course of it. It is not a subject in any real e nse, 
not a human agent, but a position within the discursive, a position waiting tO be 
filled, to be made object, which nevertheless resists that objeCLification in the 
name of subjectivity. Turning to our second question, the sublime under the 
sign of the subject is that which tells the subject it is autOnomous, individual: it 
gives to the subject its sense of self, of unicity, authenticity. However, when we 
inquire into the status o f the sublime itself, into its sense of self, we note that it 
lacks a narrative, a history, a form in which it can be cast unless it resorts to the 
mobilization of the concept of excess, the overplus. When seen under the sign of 
the subject the ublime takes on the contours of a theory which cannot repre ent 
to itself its own practice; it is self-divided across the absolute bar of theory and 
practice, self and self-image, subject for the sublime and subject in the sublime. 
It is this which leads it to theori1.e the excess as the practice of the subject. What 
we are poi ming to here is the absence of a self-narrative of the sublime, and it is 
this which 1 am now attempling to describe in terms of the phantasmic 
experience of theory. 

If we cast our minds back to the opening fantasy sequence, in which a figure 
dreams a dream of credit, of sexual identification, of identity, we can note a 
number of features or a possible self-narrative of the sublime/ subject. In the 
first instance this dream contains real documented practice: it knots together 
various surface descriptions of real subjects from the period. It cannot represent 
these real experiences as real, since the narrative of the discourse of the sublime 
~ituates 'the real' as its own practice, its own production of the overplus. The 
self-narrative of the sublime must, then. be a counter-narrative of the real: its 
imaginary. In the second instance this dream is to be understood as precisely a 
fantasy sequence, constructed by the demands of this text. in order to bring to 

light the imaginary or this theory. When this is later revealed to be anatopically 
related to the Wordsworth and Coleridge marginalia 1 he force of the fantasy 
takes on slighll)' different value:.. Where before it speak!> an imaginar}' in its own 
name. later it tell back the imaginar} to itSell· through the reflection of the 'real' 
scene of writing for Wordsworth and Coleridge. This b tO attenuate what wa~ 
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once a fantasy narrative by invoking the real of the famasy: that i~ to say, by 
invoking the staging, the siring of my own use of that fantasy . Is this a narrative 
model for the sublime? A speaking seeing which reflects off its own ~peech. Is 
that where the sublime tells uself to itself? If it is such a narrative form. 
embedding as it doe~ all the disLUrbances and deviations of this last chapter, it 
clearly tells us a~ much about the dream of theory as it tell~ us about the history 
of the sublime. llere the terms theory and practice are to be under tood as 
endle sly oscillating, so that the dream ortheor)' is10 be taken at one momem as 
the practice positioned by a history of the sublime, and at the next as its 
controlling and legislating force. The imaginar practice of the opening dream 
is a l>ubject. a subject 'iublime, but we have seen just how much that imaginary 
practice is in fact the real practice of this theory, necessitated by the fact that its 
real practice cannot be taken account of, taken within. History from thi" 
perspecthre become the unaccountable real, the de ired imaginary taken as the 
object of the final analysis only to negate and silence its own practice: the theory 
it speaks, the subj<'ct it speaking visualizes. 

These comments, as self-reflexive as they are. can be opened out to bring to 
some kind of condu ion 1 he excessive argumem of this third part. I wish to do 
this by returning to the scene of reading and writing with which the chapter 
began and by rehearsing some comments about the status of the term subject. 
We might begin by noting that the terms 'real'. 'imaginary' and 'phantasy' are 
deployed above in a complicated and self-regarding fashion. The reasons for thi 
can be traced back to the discussion of the trope of eversion in chapter 2. which 
we should recall derives from Coleridge's discussion of the sublime interior of a 
church. I have aucmpted to construct an argument in this last part by the 
operation of the trope of eversion in order to defigure the assumptions and 
phanta~mic speculations of my own theoretical discourse. This has led to an 
awarenc~ or the disfiguring power of the theory/ practice divide utilized 
throughout the second part of the book, itself a mode of interrogating the 
historical narrative ~et up in the first pan. It may now be possible to bring these 
inter-interrogation to some kind of rest br introducing the range of meaning 
attaching to the term subject which '"ere preci ely evicted, cast out as beyond 
the boundaries of this discussion at the very beginning. These meanings are 
precisely those which articulate the subject as agent. the perloon who acts, speaklo, 
reads. The second part of the book continually framed th i~ sense of the subject, 
continually stumbled imo it even as it restricted its access w 1 he subject position: 
it positioned the agent almo~t as the unspoken. unspeakable 'truth' or ·proor of 
the analytic description. Thi' is why the three ·ca e histories' are placed outside 
the main chapterb and why within th<he three chapt ers the gesture wwards the 
·real' of speaking, viewing and reading continually threatt'llb to erupt. a lbeit in 
differing ways and to varying extent~ in each chapter . Thi i~ to note that the 
human agcm who bpoke. who spectated and who read was continually present to 
our discussion at ib beyond. its over there. 

Let U\ return thc.:n to the 'real' reading scene, Word~worth and Coleridge 
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writing in the marginb of a copy or Payne Knight's Analytical Inquiry. The first 
and very obvious thing to note here, everting our earlier discussion of this text, is 
that a' real human agent marks his. or in fact their. presences to the copy or the 
Inquiry. T he text bears witne s 10 the subject as agent. This i no mere cheap 
shot, since the substance of the romantic argument is entirely concerned with 
the difference between a discur ive debcription of the subject and the en e of 
J>elf felt by the subject in the real, at the point where subjectivity becomes 

agency. 
Let us recall the comment upon the various effects of the theatrical 

representation: 'for whatever may be our sensations when the attention is 
recalled to a scenic repre entation how farsoever we may then lose sight or its 
being a mimic show, we know perfectly at the time, when we are going to see it, 
or y,•hen assembled at the Theatre in expectation: that it is nothing better or 
worse'. Here an agent intends, an agent txputs, an agent a.sstmb/es. The subject is 
not only produced by 1 he discursive positioning of the theatrical experience, it 
comes already as agem to the spectacle. This sense of the agency of the 
individual was missing from our earlier discussion, where lhe frame of reference 
was a chronological specification of the differences between Burke, Knight and 
the romantic hand . Now that hand must be seen as precisely the hand which 
writes, as the mark of the subject who speaks, or perhaps dictates in this scene, 
and as the residue of the subject who reads. Inserted into the text is the reading, 
speaking, writing subject: an indentation into the discursive positioning of the 
subject-effect. 

Again let us reconsider the frdming which is being adverted to in the romantic 
marginalia. The hand writes: 'It is possible,thatthe mind during the representa
tion of a tragedy may have fits of forgetfulness and deception and believe the 
fiction to be the reality, but the moment )'OU uppo e it in a condition to make a 
choice of this kind, all ense of uch delu ion vanishe .'The mind here. once it 
arrogates to itself the power of making the choice, once it acts. destroys the dis
tance of the subject positioned by the frame of the theatrical presentation. If the 
mind can make that choice it must be prior to, outside, on the margins of the dis
cursive de cription of subjectivit )': preci. ely positioned in the world of the 'real', 
in action, agency. In the theatre the subject is a discursive effect, a po itionality 
in the ways we have come to understand that term. but in the real the ubject 
acts, talks, spectates and o forth. 

What is emerging here is an absolute distinct ion between discursive descr ip
tion of the subject and the human agent in the real. A problem arises here, how
ever, since the theatrical experience i~. as theatre, as ·real' as any other 
experience. It is a n'al not a f<.nHasy cxpNicnce in itself. In Burke's discussion 
there is a qualitative difference between the real of the theatre and what we 
might quite properly call the theatre of thc real: the public execution of a 'state 
criminal' . When wc return to the romantic in~ertion, however. the problem 
takes on extremely intere~tiiiK conwur~.6 W(• may recall that this discussion 
represent' the large~t interwntion into Knight\ text and that it begins by 
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making. a distinction between reading a text such as Ham let or Lear and seeing a 
dramatiC performance. The citation above (p. 286) ends with the question 
'whether .. the delusion can be carried still further, and we may be made to 
believe even for a moment that the scene is not the representation of a 
transaction, but the transaction itselr. The comment then continues: 

In our attempt to answer this question let us first ask if there be anything in the 
representation of a play that will tend lO strengthen or prolong the first species of delusion 
which undoubtedly exists in reading it, viz that of the facts represented or feigned having 
actually occurred. I believe the answer will be no: the Playhouse, the audience, (the 
persons of the actors, [ the lights, the scenes all (tend] interfere with that de[lusion] 
{ception} and above all the persons gestures, and voices of the actors which (soj 
immediately tell us that it is Mr or Mrs Such a One. These matters of fact, while 
consciously before us, are insuperable bars to the Imagination. Here there is a mighty loss; 
& If[ then[ during the progress of the Piece another species of delusion were not in its stead 
occasionally superinduced [viz that] and by the very reason which had destroyed the 
[former) former, viz that the scene before us is a reality I do not see how it is possible that 
we should be affected to the degree (that] to which a fine tragedy exquisitely represented 
often does affect us. (80] 

In the real of the drama we cannot even the substance of its reality: we cannot 
forget that the people who act in front of us present person. They exactly act out 
person. The secondary sense of the reality of the situation may occasion another 
set of experiential criteria, those which the romantic hand goes on to discuss in 
the note. We need not address these since the substance of the comment has 
been discussed above (p. 286). Here I want to stress the importance of the person 
as agent for this analysis, and lO bring out as forcefully as possible the phantasmic 
description of the subject. 

The romantic claims that if we were to believe that the scenes presented in the 
drama were real we would be 'deluded'. How might this be if the drama frames 
the subject? How can we be fooled into taking a discursive position for the 
subject as the subject if there is only the discursive effect? We have already gone 
some way to answering this above by noting another description of the subject 
which understands it as agent. But let us look a little more closely at the romantic 
a rgument. In the citation above the answer is given as a categorical 'no' which is 
then followed by a quite literal hesitation of the subject, graphically given to us 
within the text by the material c1·ossed out. The romantic doubled subject, the 
'Colerword' who inserts person inro this text, writes: ' I believe the answer will be 

6 A discussion of the marginalia in slightly different terms, bul nevertheless of importance to 
this argument can be found in Elinor S. Shaffer, ·coleridge·s Theory of Aesthetic Interest', 
journal of Aestlutics and Art Criticism, X XV II. no. 4 (Summer 1969). pp. 399- 408. 
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no: the Playhouse, the audience, I the persons of the actors, J the lights, the scenes 
all Jtend I interfere with that dejlusion J {ception} and above all the persons 
gestures, and voices of the actor·s which Jsoj immediately tell us that it is Mr or 
Mrs Such a One ·. Fn1me comes first, the Playhouse, to be followed by the 
audience, the positiont:d subject. T his is then interrupted by the person of the ac
tor, itself a hesitation in the comment as person comes into itself as agent. Having 
•·egistered this presence of person, the next hesitation enacts the dilemma faced 
by the romamic hand: is the real of the dramatic performance a delusion, that is 
the site of a deluded subject, a su~ject blind to itself, o r alternatively is it a decep
tion, that which is seen, taken by the subject to be false, imaginary? The hand 
cannot decide, as we see, and in that hesitation the agency of the subject 
trembles as it confronts its own discursive production of itself as agent, as the 
voice which graphically interrupts (through another's hand?) the Payne Knight 
text. As we c an see, here in this nOLe the writing hand quite literally cannot de
cide, cannot write itself: it crosses out that which would have decided the subject: 
the decision over the choice of delusion or deception. 

Lest this appear roo fanciful we might return to the supposed 'real ' of this 
si tuation in which Coleridge is supposed to have dictated these remarks to 

Wordsworth. For how is the amanuensis behaving here? Is the hesitation 
Coleridge's, as we might suspect from his notebook writings, or is there a 
hesitation in the scribe? If Coleridge is the one who has difficulty in deciding, 
why does the scribe cross out both '-lusion' and ·-ception' thereby rendering the 
sentence senseless - the relevant part of the sentence reads: 'interfere with that 
de and above all. . '. Even though the use of the term 'delusion· becomes habitual 
in the semences which follow, the hesitation over 'deception' comes once again 
in the passage quoted above concerning the difference between knowing and 
feeling. Wha t seems to be happening here is the graphic insistence of the subject 
as agent which is nevertheless erased, made illegible. This much is indeed 
commented upon by the note itse lf at the very end, this time in pencil (the rest of 
the note is in ink). The hand writes: 'The above is happily illegible, as it is very 
confused; but it would be easy to give it devclopment"j81J. The hand writes out 
its sense of the illegible even as the reading eye rereads the comments which 
have been dictated. These are clearly not illegible in the literal sense of the 
word, as is nndeed made apparent: 1 he~· are 'confused·, hence metaphorically 
illegible. 

This. it seem~ to me, is a possible frame fo r the subject under the sign of the 
sublime. It works in and out of the phantasmic reality posed by our discursive 
analytic in order to bring into the perspective of ou1· view th(' subject as agent. 
the subject who he re speak:., reads and spectate:. at the scene of writing: 
Coleridge dictating the:.e marginal annot<llion:. to Payne Knight 's Analytical 
Inquiry. And what it write:. i:. the hesitation of 1 he ~u~jen. the indecision which 
falls between the sul~ect a:. agent and tht' ~u~ject as dbcursive effect. It~ result is 
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to represent the subject to itself as 'i llegible' , not literally, but figuratively. I take 
it that such illegibility reflects upon our own analysis of the subject as effect, an 
investigation which has manifestly rendered the subject as agent unintelligible as 
well as illegible to the discourse of the sublime. The ramifications of this say 
something about a possible history of the subject but they also say as much about 
a practice of the politics of subjectivity under, within the discourse of the 
sublime. 

If we invoke only a small part of what I take to be that practice it is possible to 
see one ofthe directions in which further work might proceed. If the phantasmic 
description of the subject in the contemporary sublime is understood as the 
desired excess of theory then it becomes possible to unmask, interrogate and 
defigure this subject position. Such an analysis would seek to make more precise 
how it is that the contemporary sublime has overmastered to an extraordinary 
extent certain discourses of politics and survival, of the subject and state. l f the 
distinguishing feature of the discourse of the sublime is that it produces an 
overplus which it cannot command or control, then our contemporary figura
tions of the sublime moment and of the sublime object in terms of apocalypse, of 
the nuclear sublime' need perhaps no further explanation for their non-logics of 
control and deterrence, and their app~opriations of holocaust and annihilation. 
Yet their description in terms of a discursive excess outlined in this study may 
enable us to disable their supporting technologies even if we are unable to defeat 
their sustaining ideologies. The urgency with which this task is addressed will say 
something about our need for the subject no matter how described. 

To leave it here, however, is to echo the movement and rhythm of the sub
lime - something which the entire book has attempted to subvert, circumnavi
gate, interrogate. Such an ending in apocalypse is too much a discursive effect, 
too much a subjected position for an argument which has insistently refused or 
resisted the thought it silently thinks, the seduction it constantly creates and 
confronts. As a history of that refusal and resistance it presents a record of its 
own coming into being as history, the history of the thought it wants to think 
differently, over there. It is, therefore, only appropriate that its conclusion 
should gesture towards the limit, risk the reinversion of the boundary by 
speaking from the other, refusing silence to what is unsaid. 

7 See Frances Fe rguson. 'The Nuclear Sublime·. diacritiGs, 14:2 (Summe r 1984), pp. 4- 10. 
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