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This paper engages some key dynamics of the theory and criticism of the sublime clustered around a tension between how this aesthetic mode is sometimes characterized as dependent on the overwhelming of the subject such that he or she is in no position to know or articulate his or her experience of the sublime situation and at other times how it is characterized as a vehicle of or means to freedom.  This plays out differently in some of the canonical and not-so canonical theorists as well as practitioners of literature.

The point of departure will be an analysis of figural discourse in Longinus’ inaugural and massively influential treatise on the sublime, for which the paradigmatic figure, I argue, is hyperbaton, a figure of pathos, the key one that marks the departure from nature in order to constitute art, or techne, as concealed nature.  The technical analysis of figures will be articulated regarding implicit structures entailing freedom or its loss and explicit talk about freedom, including the enigmatic closing section of On the Sublime on politics and literary decline.

In Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, words emerge as the proper medium for “conveying” affections, and I track how this process works in some of the blockbuster examples mainly from Milton’s Paradise Lost, where once again the figure of inversion is the paradigm, high suitable for the narrative of the loss of the natural and sometimes bound with the threat of revolution.  The Burkean subject, whose integrity is predicated on a correlation of the internal and the external, is shown to be not simply the expression of inner emotions but also potentially prey to the mechanical imitation of the external.

I turn next to Kant’s Critique of Judgment, where the focus will be on the curious array of sublime emotions from high pathos to utter apathy, all of which inform aesthetic experience divided between being free and not free, partly corresponding to the split character of the faculty of imagination and partly due to the vexed role it is assigned in delivering materials to reason for the ultimate goal of the exercise of freedom.  I will also pay particular attention to the status of enthusiasm and its precarious place in politics. 

I will then consider briefly Schiller’s post-Kantian writings on the sublime for their near-obsessive preoccupation with freedom, in general and in his curious interpretation of the Laocoon statuary group.  Time permitting, I will also take up, at least briefly, the striking analysis of wrath in Hölderlin’s “Notes to Antigone,” where that sublime emotion informs the actions of human beings and gods alike, effecting an infinite unification and division between the two forces and resulting in the infinite political reversal—the terms are Hölderlin’s—staged in that tragedy.

Intermittently the discourse of the sublime in the long 18th century will be thought in relation to the almost default preoccupation of 18th-century thought, not least in terms of its imagining of the primal emotions, of which sympathy and fear are the two prime candidates.

