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Introduction
Music is to be assessed according to entirely
different principles than all the plastic arts and
not at all according to the category of the
beautiful, although an erroneous aesthetics, in
the service of a misleading and degenerate
art, has become accustomed to the idea of
beauty ruling in the world of images, and
demands from music an effect [Wirkung]
similar to the effect of the plastic arts, namely
the arousal of pleasure in beautiful forms.
Friedrich Nietzsche
Yet, Palemon, it seems strange that a Being so
simple, so much one as the Mind, shou’d at the
same time feel Joy and Grief, Pleasure and
Pain, in short be the Subject of Contradictions;
or can it be true that the Mind can feel
Pleasure and Pain at the same Instant? or
rather, do they not succeed each other by
such infinitely quick Vicissitudes, as to appear
instantaneous; as a lighted Globe, moving in
quick Revolutions, seems one continued Circle
of Fire? John Baillie

Orientations
Presenting the musically sublime, this book presents at once a systematic
and historical exploration. On a most basic level, it aims to show that a
critical history of the idea of the sublime in Western-European thought
remains necessarily incomplete without an attending focus on
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century philosophical notions of
(contemporary) instrumental music. More specifically, it aims to show
how the aesthetics of the sublime and the aesthetics of music have
mutually informed each other in the eighteenth-, nineteenth-, and
twentieth centuries, and how this interaction between the two can be
used as a basis to question traditional, normative conceptions of the
sublime feeling.
Within these parameters, I have ordered my account around a
triple thesis. First, I have posed the question if, and in what ways, the
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century cult of the sublime has at all
informed contemporary musical practices and criticisms in Britain and on
the Continent, and in how far it has contributed to the canonization of
instrumental music. Second, and in reverse, I have set out to consider
the ways in which eighteenth- and nineteenth-century notions of
instrumental music may have infused contemporary speculations on the
conditions of possibility of an artistic sublime: the ways in which the
v

semantically indeterminate ‘ways’ attributed to instrumental music
came to function as a basis for evocations of the sublime in the arts of
poetry and painting. Or, differently and more pregnantly put, the ways
in which eighteenth- and nineteenth-century theorists and philosophers
presented the sublime as being already at work in instrumental music,
and how in this way the latter started to function as a ‘model’ for the
literary and pictorial arts where evocations of the sublime were
concerned.
The ambiguity of the term ‘musically sublime’ sums up this double
nature of my enquiries into the interactions between the sublime and
‘musical’ in the eighteenth- and nineteenth centuries. It refers not only to
the sublime in (or of) music, but also to – what I would like to call – the
musicality of the sublime: to the manner in which (proto-)Romantic
conceptions of contemporary instrumental music have largely informed
theories and practices of the artistic sublime, and to the manner in
which instrumental music was eventually made into a privileged vehicle,
if not an embodiment, of the sublime in the nineteenth century.
Third, but from a more systematic perspective, I have probed the
idea of the sublime feeling in relation to (proto-)Romantic and
postmodern varieties of musical experience. In this matter, I have
critically distanced myself from ruling notions of the sublime feeling as a
successive feeling of a pleasure mediated by – and thus removing – a
displeasure. By way of alternative, I propose to (re)read the sublime
feeling as a simultaneous and unresolved experience of pleasure and
pain (or: tension and respite) that, precisely due to its paradoxical
double-nature, precludes a definite and satisfying moment of closure.
My aim is to show, firstly, how this alternative sublime feeling can be
traced in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century theories that have not
been given (full) credit in present-day criticisms of the sublime, and,
secondly, how this alternative sublime feeling – as an unresolved or
indeterminate feeling – can be thought from a current critical
perspective in relation to both Romantic and contemporary instrumental
music.
Approaching the musically sublime in this triple way, I hope not only
to point out how ideas of the sublime and ‘musical’ have mutually
inscribed – and perhaps also reinforced – each other in the history of the
aesthetic. Rather, I also hope to transform the aesthetics of the sublime,
now normatively thought as either an aesthetics of elevation (John
Baillie, Immanuel Kant) or of intensification (John Dennis, Edmund Burke),
into an aesthetics of indeterminacy. To show, more precisely, that the
experience of the sublime can not just be thought as a conclusive
feeling of transcendence or existential rejuvenation, but can instead be
(re)read in terms of an aporetic structure of hesitancy or irresolvability. To
illustrate my point, I will start out here by presenting an overview of the
dominant varieties of sublime experience, indicating in what ways, and
on what grounds, I will deviate from – what has grown into – normative
standpoints and approaches. Subsequently, I will elaborate in more
vi

detail on my approach to the musically sublime in particular, followed
by an outline of the book’s structure and contents.

The Sublime as Elevation

Ever since the late-seventeenth century, the sublime has been
associated with mighty and (apparently) boundless nature: deserts,
oceans, mountains, volcanoes, earthquakes: everything overwhelming
that made one feel vulnerable and small, but exerted a fascination and
attraction at the same time. Yet what precisely made up the sublime
feeling? A pain (tension) released in a pleasure (relief), a terrible ecstasy,
a delightful terror, a sense of elevation, or a frustration and elation at the
same time? Even a brief historical overview shows that the possibilities to
circumscribe the sublime feeling are – surprisingly – diverse. ‘The’ sublime
feeling does not exist, even though nowadays it has become customary
to think the general structure of the sublime feeling in a rather
monolithic way.
This general structure boils down to (what Samuel Holt Monk has
long ago presented in The Sublime (1960) as) a successive pattern of
“effort and difficulty overcome”: a pleasure (a sense of relief or
elevation) mediated through a displeasure (a painful effort or sense of
difficulty) (Monk 1960: 9). No matter how dated Monk’s account is now
considered to be, this successive pattern of effort and difficulty
overcome detected “from time to time” in eighteenth-century British
debates, but most “brilliantly” in Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgement
(1790), has quietly cemented into a normative conception of the
sublime feeling (ibid.: 9).
However, present-day critics have little realized that the structure of
‘the’ sublime feeling as outlined above is in part the product of a
selective historical reading recasting the “extremely diverse and
individualistic theories of sublimity” in eighteenth-century Britain, Ireland,
and Scotland into the framework of the Kantian sublime (ibid.: 3). Thus,
nowadays the structure of the sublime feeling is familiarly represented as
a three-stepped process of, successively, confrontation, conflict, and
resolution paralleling the pattern that Monk had described: a subject is
confronted by an object too great for comprehension, or too mighty to
be resisted, experiences a painful ‘difficulty’ in trying to measure itself up
to, or resist, this object, but then overcomes the pain in a delightful
moment of release or self-transcendence. This is something of a textbook
sublime. It is typified by what has been commonly referred to as a
sublime ‘turning’ that signals a (guaranteed) transformation of
‘negative’ into ‘positive’ feelings – a pivoting point leading from a
painful conflict to a new-found opening, a newly felt sense of freedom
or joy.
In whatever ways the sublime feeling may have been rethought
during the last two decades of the twentieth century, this (narrative)
pattern of effort and difficulty overcome has firmly stood its ground. Up
to this day, the structure of the sublime feeling is still familiarly thought of
vii

as a successive structure, with the moment of ‘bafflement’, the pain or
difficulty, functioning as an intermediary stage in a larger process of
being lifted upward, or delightfully relieved and invigorated, by negative
means. And up to this day, the necessity of a ‘turning’ signalling a move
from pain to pleasure has not been questioned. Why has it been so
persuasive, and how precisely has it informed the structure of sublime
experience?
To start with the last question, Neil Hertz (1993) has proposed to
trace the idea of a climactic turning in ‘the’ experience of the sublime
to early modern discourses of religious conversion – not an unusual
proposal in the light of the religious connotations of sublime experience
in the seventeenth- and eighteenth centuries (cf. Hope Nicolson [1959]
1963). Thus, Hertz refers to the discourse of conversion as a “literature
that describes a major experiential transformation, the mind not merely
challenged and thereby invigorated but thoroughly ‘turned round’ ” – a
challenge and a turning that is accompanied by physical or psychic
pain (Hertz [1985] 1993: 85). This is an experience of an opening, of
another way, that is achieved through a ‘difficult’ passage-way, a rite
de passage leading to a radically altered perspective or outlook: a
pleasure mediated by a displeasure.
A similar pattern can be detected in eighteenth- and nineteenthcentury tourist accounts of the sublime. As Malcolm Andrews has shown,
the comfortable way was not the way for the adventure-seeking
travellers to the Alps, the Lake District, and the Scottish Highlands: “In
Sublime scenery particularly, much of the Sublimity arose from the sense
of difficulty, even peril, in negotiating a way into the landscape”
(Andrews 1989: 219). Sublime landscapes were not to be ‘packaged’
but instead to be rough and hostile, hard to resist, and hard to traverse.
In this way, in the absence of all too obviously prepared, easily
accessible paths and viewpoints, at least the illusion of “accidental
discovery”, of suddenly and delightfully hitting on a ‘new’, impressive
view would be preserved (ibid.: 233). Consider, for instance, Mrs. Henry
Warwick Cole’s account (from A Lady’s Tour Round Monta Rosa, 1859)
of her 1850 climb of the Aeggischhorn in Switzerland:
On reaching the summit, one’s first difficulty is to discover a
secure resting-place from which to make observations, for there
is no level spot on which to stand; but having done this, I found
myself poised on a pile of huge, loose rocks, which are heaped
together on the top of the mountain in so strange a fashion that
one wonders the heap does not separate and tumble down
the Aletsch Glacier below. This feeling of insecurity is however
soon forgotten, and the mind becomes absorbed in admiration
and delight at the wonderful view. This is almost unparalleled in
extent and variety. (Mazel 1994: 29)

The delight is an exclusive delight, enjoyed in and because of its
exclusiveness, and ‘earned’ precisely through an act of self-defiance –
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the whole uneasy setting adds to it, the difficulty, the over-stepping of
one’s insecurity, one’s possible fears and real (or imagined) dangers
being an integral part of the experience of wonder.
This comes even more dramatically to the fore in Jacques Balmat’s
(self-centred) account of his 1786 ascent of Mont Blanc with Michel
Gabriel Paccard, dictated to Alexandre Dumas as follows:
I felt as if my lungs had gone and my chest was quite empty. I
folded my handkerchief over my mouth, which made me a little
more comfortable as I breathed through it. The cold got worse
and worse, and to go a quarter of a league took an hour. I kept
walking upward, with my head bent down, but finding that I
was on a peak which was new to me, I lifted my head and saw
at last I had reached the summit of Mont Blanc!
I looked around, trembling for fear that there might yet be
further some new unattainable aguille. But no! no! I had no
longer any stretch to go higher; the muscles of my legs seemed
only held together by my trousers. But behold I was at the end
of my journey; I was on a spot where no living being had ever
been before, no eagle, nor even a chamois! I had come alone
with no help but my own will and my own strength. Everything
around me belonged to me! I was the monarch of Mont Blanc!
(Kenny 1991: 85-86).

Perhaps the pains of physical exertion in climbing mountains or
negotiating rough terrains – which John Evelyn, John Dennis, and later
Thomas Gray and Horace Walpole had already described in the
seventeenth- and earlier eighteenth centuries – followed by the delight
of reaching the top and being rewarded with a marvellous, surprising,
and elevated view, were inscribed into the tension of terror or frustration,
followed by relief or transcendence, in eighteenth-century theories of
the sublime. Or perhaps, conversely, what Herz calls the “rhetorical
concept of difficulty” central to the discourse of religious conversion, but
also to the labour involved in biblical exegesis, was absorbed into an
“experiential notion of blockage” in eighteenth-century literatures and
tourisms of the sublime (Herz 1993: 85).1 One way or another, the idea of
1An

early of example of this absorption would be Petrarch’s ascent of Mount Ventoux.
Thus, in a letter to an Augustinian monk (written when he was around 32 years old),
Petrarch reports how he was constantly, but vainly, tempted to linger on ‘easy paths’
during the ascent of Mount Ventoux with his brother, as if constantly postponing the
arduous climb upward: “I was simply putting off the trouble of climbing; but no man’s
wit can change the nature of things, and there is no way to reach the heights by going
downwards” (Musa 1985: 13). In Petrarch’s hands, this becomes a metaphor for the
struggling journey toward the “blessèd life”: “straight is the way that leads to it.
Many…are the hills that stand in the way that leads to it, and we must ascent from
virtue to virtue up glorious steps. At the summit is both the end of our struggles and the
goal of our journey’s climb” (ibid.: 14). When he finally reaches the summit, standing
there “like a dazed person”, Petrarch’s initial bafflement is succeeded by a double
illuminating insight, triggered by a recollection and a reading respectively of the words
of St. Augustine. Thus, first, he recalls his “perverse and wicked” desires and expresses
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a cathartic ‘turning’ brought about with pain or labour features
frequently – thought not exclusively – in treatises on the sublime feeling
from Joseph Addison to Immanuel Kant (ibid.: 85). In their hands, the
sublime feeling is represented as a feeling with a high ‘difficulty degree’
– a feeling involving a painful check or ‘blockage’ – that is its own
reward: the difficulty conditions an eventual feeling of invigoration or
elevation.
To illustrate the point, Hertz refers to a passage from Alexander
Gerard’s An Essay on Taste (1764). Gerard here posits the feeling of the
sublime as a triple process of confrontation, opposition, and
transcendence: the mind is presented with a large object, tries to
expand itself with great difficulty to grasp or match it, overcomes the
difficulty or opposition, and finally identifies itself with the object
contemplated. As Gerard says, the mind “sometimes imagines itself
present in every part of the scene which it contemplates; and from the
sense of this immensity, feels a noble pride, and entertains a lofty
conception of its own capacity” (Herz 1993: 86). The mind is blocked,
does battle, and expands beyond its own limits. Experiencing the
sublime, it experiences its own limitless potential.
Before Gerard, John Baillie (1747) had already stated as much. The
greatness of nature and immensity of the heavens, he argued, may
affect the mind in such a way as to remind it of its own grandeur and lift
it far above the physical world:
Hence comes the name of the Sublime to every thing
which…raises the Mind to Fits of Greatness, and disposes it to
soar above her Mother Earth; Hence arises that Exultation and
the wish to “tell the truth” about them – just as Augustine had done so about his “foul
past and the corruption of his soul” (ibid.: 15). A literal and liberating ex-pression, one
could say, a release, and perhaps also a confronting of “past storms” that can not yet
be recollected in full tranquillity (ibid.: 15). Contemplating a hopeful, calm future,
Petrarch is then once more absorbed by the view, but is also ‘awakened’ to turn his
eyes away, to turn inside. For while his thoughts are “divided thus, now turning my
attention to thoughts of some worldly object before me, now uplifting my soul, as I had
done my body”, the inner conflict is resolved – or broken through – when Petrarch
reads the following words from Augustine’s Confessions: “And men go about admiring
the high mountains and the mighty waves of the sea and the wide sweep of rivers and
the sound of the ocean and the movement of the stars, but they themselves they
abandon” (ibid.: 17). This once more brings about an in-sight, a turning round or
conversion from outside to inside, which boils down to this: “I closed the book, angry
with myself for continuing to admire the things of this world when I should have learned
a long time ago from pagan philosophers themselves that nothing is admirable but the
soul beside whose greatness nothing can be as great” (ibid.: 17). It is this conversion
from outside to inside, and the felt awe for an external greatness that is really a
misplaced awe for a greatness within, forcing the subject into introspection, that will
resurge most prominently in the Kantian sublime feeling: a self-experience turning the
eye of the (now half-secularised) subject inward to admire the supersensible destiny of
‘man’. As with Petrarch on the mountain-top, the experience of effort and difficulty
overcome becomes, in Kant’s analytic, an experience of groping insight and delusion
(or, as he calls it ‘subreption’) overcome: the soul, not nature, deserves to be the
object of the respectful awe typical of the sublime feeling. I thank Arjo Vanderjagt for
pointing me to Petrarch’s text.
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Pride which the Mind ever feels from the Consciousness of its
own Vastness – That Object can only be justly called Sublime,
which in some degree disposes the Mind to this Enlargement of
itself, and gives her a lofty Conception of her own Powers.
(Baillie [1747] 1953: 4).

Although Baillie is not willing to renounce the idea of sublime
objects, and only embrace the possibility of sublime subjects, the
sublime feeling here nevertheless boils down to an “Effort of the Soul to
extend its Being” and, in this way, realize its own supersensible capacities
(ibid.: 8). Delight and exaltation arise out of a newly felt selfconsciousness: the subject looks into the mirror of nature and sees that it
is not bound to the confines of (significantly enough) Mother Earth. It
becomes aware of the vast extent of its own mind as it finds its soul
stretching itself to ever “larger scenes and more extended prospects”,
quitting “the narrow earth”, darting “from planet to planet” and taking
in “worlds at one view!” (ibid.: 4).2 A restlessness and insatiability attest to
a side of its being that transcends the sense-bound world, and in this
way makes it aware of its own, exalted position above that world. Vast
nature here thus only functions as an occasion to awaken the subject to
its ‘higher’ faculties of mind: a “great part of the Elevation raised by vast
and grand Prospects, is owing to the Mind’s finding herself in the Exercise
of more enlarged Powers, and hence judging higher of herself” (ibid.:
11).
The idea of a (laborious) exercise of self-expansion and selfelevation thus elaborated in British critical theory would be taken up by
the German writer-theorist Carl Grosse in his Über das Erhabene (On the
Sublime) (1788) – a work recently retrieved from obscurity by Carsten
2These

remarks could well be traced to the Classical text Peri Hypsos (On the Sublime)
attributed to the pseudo-Longinus that – through the translation of Boileau – (partly)
triggered the eighteenth-century debate on the sublime. Though familiarly classified as
the rhetorical sublime, the discourse on the sublime style by the pseudo-Longinus also
anticipates the sublime feeling that I am here describing. Thus, in the last chapter of
Peri Hypsos, the pseudo-Longinus describes what would, in the eighteenth-century, be
frequently referred to as a ‘sublime sense of self’ on viewing the grandeurs of nature
and contemplating the vastness of the universe: “…nature has adjudged us men to be
creatures of no mean or ignorance quality. Rather, as though inviting us to some great
festival, she has brought us into life, into the whole vast universe, there to be spectators
of all that she has created and the keenest aspirations for renown; and thus from the
first she has implanted in our souls an unconquerable passion for all that is great and for
all that is more divine than ourselves. For this reason the entire universe does not satisfy
the contemplation and thought that lie within the scope of human endeavour; our
ideas often go beyond the boundaries by which we are circumscribed, and if we look
at life from all sides, observing how in everything that concerns us the extraordinary, the
great, and the beautiful play the leading part, we shall soon realize the purpose of our
creation” (Dorsch 1965: 146). It is for this reason, the pseudo-Longinus continues, that
‘we’ do not admire small streams and confined vistas, but are drawn to such
spectacles of grandeur as the Nile, the Danube, the Rhine, and the Ocean (ibid.: 146).
This is what answers to ‘our’ great purpose or destiny, this is how ‘we’ come to
recognize that purpose.
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Zelle (1990). Grosse here reflects on a “sublime sense of self”, and
emphasizes that the sublime feeling revolves above all around a felt and
active “enlargement” (Erweiterung) of the soul (Grosse [1788] 1990: 63,
14, my translation). Thus, he states, one calls sublime (erhaben) only “the
actual extension [Ausdehnung] of the soul, the exertion [Anspannung] of
higher, noble [mental] powers, the enthusiasm [Begeisterung] to perform
great acts”, as well as the effects of this enthusiasm on others (ibid.: 15).
Sublime is what inspires admiration: for the operation of the ‘higher’
mental faculties, and for great, heroic deeds – in others, but perhaps
mostly in oneself. Thus, the pattern of effort and difficulty overcome is
inscribed into a discourse of transcendence and heroism, a discourse of
introspection and (triumphant) self-recognition.
It is in this tradition that the Kantian analytic of the sublime can be
situated. Not, as Monk would have it, as the apotheosis or the
“unconscious goal” of eighteenth-century British, Irish, and Scottish
critical theory, but as an(other) exponent of an already-established
variety of the sublime feeling that can be most aptly called the sublime
as (self-)elevation (Monk 1965: 6).3 I will tackle this Kantian version of the
sublime as elevation in chapter 1, but here it should already be
emphasized that Kant – in my view – never so much presents a
revolutionary ‘turn’ in the aesthetics of the sublime as elaborates in not
all too surprising a fashion on well-known, and well-thought, eighteenthcentury themes. One cannot, of course, think away Kant’s systematic
inclusion of the aesthetic in his critical project, or the Kantian
construction of the transcendental subject as an autonomous subject
that was to be reinforced in and by his reading of the sublime. To that
extent the ‘revolution’ holds its ground. Nevertheless, the feeling of the
sublime revealed as a ‘sublime sense of self’ is by no means the Kantian
invention that Monk, Guyer (1996), and others have made it out to be.
3Despite the obvious datedness of its teleological thrust, Monk’s history of the sublime as
a history slowly but inevitably progressing toward its Kantian end-point has strangely
persisted in present-day conceptions of the ‘development’ of the aesthetics of the
sublime. If anything, this can be witnessed by the fact that the third Critique continues
to stand as the apotheosis of eighteenth-century aesthetics in the work of (leading)
present-day critics (cf. Guyer [1993] 1996), and is almost by implication taken as a
landmark or starting point in historical and theoretical explorations of the sublime (cf.
Lyotard [1983] 1999). Recently, in 1996, Andrew Ashfield and Peter de Bolla openly and
critically distanced themselves from, what they still consider to be, a ruling “scholarly
tradition that has repeatedly told a story about the beginning of aesthetics in
eighteenth-century Britain in terms of the gradual shift towards the Kantian critique of
judgement. Such a story invokes a teleology, explicitly casting the British discussion as a
kind of dress-rehearsal for the full-fledged philosophical aesthetics of Immanuel Kant
and his heirs…As a result of this, pre-Kantian texts are read through the lens of the third
critique thereby distorting the differences between the English and the German
traditions” (Ashfield and De Bolla 1996: 2). The reader of British, Irish, and Scottish
theories of the sublime that Ashfield and De Bolla have compiled - The Sublime: a
Reader in British Eighteenth-Century Aesthetic Theory (1996) – has proved invaluable in
countering this distorted vision of eighteenth-century aesthetics. Interestingly, they have
put forward Adam Smith’s writings on the sublime as an alternative to the Kantian
climax.
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Most tellingly, the hackneyed presumption that the third Critique
embodies the ‘full becoming’ of a subjective approach – as contrasted
to earlier, presumably objective approaches – to the sublime, easily
collapses in view of the theories put forward by Baillie, Gerard, and
Grosse. What Kant has to say is, basically, what these writers had to say:
a subject contemplates vast nature, feels frustrated in its laborious but
fruitless attempts to take in at a glance this vast extent, but then
experiences a turning from outside to inside that parallels a turning from
frustration (or intimidation) to transcendence and liberation, an
overcoming of a felt difficulty. What this subject realizes is that not even
nature’s vastest extent can measure up to the power of its own mind
(more particularly, for Kant, its supersensible faculty of reason to think the
infinite). The delightful awe it then experiences is, consequently, not
directed at ‘sublime’ nature, but at the extent of its own mind. In this
way, just as with Baillie and Gerard, nature here only serves as an
occasion and a setting for a self-experience in which the subject is
triggered to exercise and become aware of its own mental capacities:
to transcend nature by trying to measure up to its apparent limitlessness
and then rise above it. Indeed, I will point out in chapter 1, with Kant the
spectacle of ‘sublime’ nature becomes a mere screen for the subject on
which to project its felt superiority or Erhabenheit.
Thus, if anything, the sublime as elevation revolves around a turning
or conversion from outside to inside (a liberating self-insight achieved
after painful labour in the face of nature), which posits the soul, rather
than the ‘worldly’ sight of nature, as the true object of the sublime. This
will, perhaps, also account for the persuasiveness of the pattern of effort
and difficulty overcome informing the sublime feeling here considered:
as Hertz observes with respect to Gerard, this pattern seems like a
strategy “designed to consolidate a reassuringly operative notion of the
self” (Herz 1993: 86). Adjusted to what Kant would label the autonomy of
the transcendental subject, it revolves around a pain or crisis that never
so much undermines as reinforces the privileged, self-sufficient status of
the (Kantian) subject as a rational and moral being. For the crisis is a
purposeful crisis: not despite, but because of it, the subject is triggered to
break free from the bounds of the sensible world and experience a
delightful, ‘sublime sense of self’.

The Sublime as Intensification

In more and less obvious ways, the idea of a sublime ‘turning’
central to the pattern of effort and difficulty overcome also defines
other varieties of sublime experience. Most well known, in this respect, is
the Burkean intensifying experience of terror and terror relieved as
outlined in A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the
Sublime and Beautiful (1757). Though honourably marginalized as a
sensational sublime, a cosy shivering in the face of distanced or
imagined terrors, it has continued to capture the popular and critical
imagination. Briefly put, Burke’s sublime of terror boils down to a painful
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anxiety arising out of a confrontation with one’s own mortality. This
anxiety is subsequently moderated in the awareness of one’s own safety
from any real mortal danger. The moderation may concern a
moderation in place (witnessing a terrible spectacle from a safe
distance, or in the presence of a safety net or framing device, as is the
case in art) or a moderation in time (reflecting on dangers and perils
that are past), but it is always this moderation that signals the ‘turning’
from a painful experience of terror to a delightful feeling of relief that
would invigorate a sense of being alive.
This variety of the sublime as intensification or invigoration – the
sublime feeling as a moderated terror – harks back to John Dennis’s The
Grounds of Criticism in Poetry (1704). Dennis’s significance to eighteenthcentury theories of the sublime is little realized today (Simon Schama has
referred to him as “one John Dennis”) but his presence in the British
debate is not to be underestimated (Schama 1995: 449). Thus, fifty years
before the Enquiry, Dennis already stated with reference to the text on
the sublime attributed to the pseudo-Longinus (ca. 1st century BC) that
“[i]deas producing terror, contribute extremely” to the sublime (Dennis
[1704] 1939: I, 361). He goes on to argue how terror involves admiration,
astonishment, and surprise all at once, and then observes the following.
First, Dennis remarks, “as Terror is perhaps the violentest of all the
Passions, it consequently makes an impression which we cannot resist,
and which is hardly to be defaced”: terror captures the soul and makes
an indelible impression, which in fact make up the fourth and fifth marks
respectively that the pseudo-Longinus attached to the sublime style
(ibid.: 361, 360). Second, Dennis maintains that no passion is attended by
a greater joy than terror, because this joy “proceeds from our reflecting
that we are out of danger at the very same time that we see it [i.e. the
terror-inspiring object or scene] before us” (ibid.: 361, my emphases). All
this evidently antedates Burke’s famous dictum that “whatever is in any
sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a
manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime” – and that this
terror, “the strongest emotion”, can become delightful when “it is not
conversant about the present destruction of the person” (Burke [1757]
1990: I, sect. VII, 36; I, sect. IX, 38; IV, sect. VII, 123). When, that is to say, a
threat is kept at bay and the terror is moderated by relief.
However, what Burke would add to this is that terror can be
considered the strongest emotion because it turns on self-preservation:
on ideas of pain and danger, on ideas, more specifically, bearing on the
crude fact of mortality. The experience of terror has such a strong
impact because, in one way or another, it is an experience of the
possibility of one’s own death. Precisely because of this, however, terror
can also have a positive effect: it would violently awaken the urge to
preserve life. For Burke, terror breaks through the possible dullness of daily
existence that may dull the desire and passion to live that existence: the
dullness that can bring about the boredom and melancholy signalling a
rejection of life. As Burke maintains, moments of terror can thus
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effectively release one from a deadly monotony of everyday life:
something happens, something shocks one out of the routine of
experience, and, without being actually hurtful, reminds one of (the joy
of) being alive. This, Paul Crowther has shown, adds a deep existential
dimension to the experience of the sublime as an experience of terroronce-removed:
Horrifying events involving death and destruction – be they
actual, or mere representations – cast an especially profound
spell on us. We are fascinated, and unable to look away, even
though we may want to. This fascination extends far beyond
any sense of pity for real or imagined victims of the horror, or
any sense of relief at the fact that it is not we who are suffering.
For here, a spectacle of mortality – of life under attack or threat
– rejuvenates our sensibility. In such an experience, the present
moment of consciousness – our very sense of being alive – is
intensified into a felt quality, precisely because it is directly
underscored by some actual or represented negation of life.
(Crowther [1993] 1996: 127)

In chapter 2, I will consider this existential sublime in more detail. For now,
it will suffice to state that the pattern of effort and difficulty overcome
becomes especially meaningful in this context. For on answering the
question how pain can be a cause of sublime delight, Burke observes:
the best remedy for evils such as melancholy, despair, dejection,
boredom is “exercise or labour; and labour is a surmounting of
difficulties, an exertion of the contracting power of the muscles; and as
such resembles pain” (Burke 1990: IV, sect. VI, 122). The delight of the
sublime is achieved through a surmounting of difficulties rejuvenating
sensibility, it is a lived experience, to put this in twentieth-century
phenomenological terms, of one’s being-in-the-world.

The Sublime as Inspiration

As the aesthetics of invigoration thus casts the model of effort and
difficulty overcome into a no less dramatic but perhaps less ‘rational’
existential context than the aesthetics of elevation, this model has also
informed a variety of sublime experience that has come prominently
into view during the last two decades of the twentieth century. Thus, the
French philosopher Jean François Lyotard (1988) and, in critical
elaboration on him, the Dutch philosopher Renée van de Vall (1994)
have reworked the sublime feeling into an experience pertaining to the
vicissitudes of the creative process: sublime experience as a creative
experience.
Indeed, Van de Vall has hypothesized that in the eighteenth- and
nineteenth centuries the experience of the sublime may have been a
creative experience in disguise. More precisely, she has suggested that
poets and theorists “started to experience the fascination of sublime
nature or art as a combining of…a feeling of self-loss or fragmentation
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with…a feeling of transcendence, just as it occurs in every form of
creativity. And that, in reverse, one started to conceive of creativity in
terms of sublime phenomena and processes of nature” (Van de Vall
1994: 402, my translation). More than Van de Vall realizes, this hypothesis
holds ground: the experience of the sublime as an experience of – one’s
own – creativity takes root in the late-seventeenth century in elaboration
on the text of the pseudo-Longinus.
Thus, the pseudo-Longinus had already stated that “by some innate
power the true sublime uplifts our souls; we are filled with a proud
exaltation and a sense of vaunting joy, just as though we had ourselves
produced what we had heard” from an orator or a poet (Dorsch 1965:
107). While this already pushes the sublime into the direction of creative
conception – the listener or reader experiencing the sublime in
identifying her- or himself with a product of genius – John Dennis would
do so even more explicitly in his reworking of the Longinian sublime. As I
will show in detail in chapter 7, Dennis relates “poetical genius” to the
sublime by defining the former as “the expression of a furious joy, or
pride, or astonishment, or all of them, caused by the conception of an
extraordinary hint” (Dennis [1696] 1996: 31). What may happen in the
creative process, Dennis argues, is that the poet suddenly hits upon a
thought or image that surpasses everything s/he had expected or
intended to present. The soul, he comments, is “transported upon it, by
the consciousness of its own excellence, and it is exalted…and
lastly…the soul is amazed by the unexpected view of its own surpassing
power” (ibid.: 30). ‘Something’ happens that overtakes the soul, arrests it
in astonishment, but then exalts and elevates it: it is awed by the
consciousness of the depth and extent of its own creative capacity. The
“well-timed stroke of sublimity” that the pseudo-Longinus described as
scattering “everything before it like a thunderbolt” becomes, essentially,
a self-revelation (Dorsch 1965: 100).
This connection between the sublime feeling and the experience of
one’s own creativity – perhaps already crystallized in the possibility of an
artistic sublime – can be easily recognized in the poetry of William
Wordsworth and Percy Bysshe Shelley. It would, however, not be until the
late twentieth century that the idea was fully elaborated in the
philosophical debate on the sublime. Mainly informed by the
postmodernist rejection of the supersensible, the rewriting of sublime
experience as a creative experience meant a rewriting of the sublime
out of the sphere of transcendence into that of immanence: it is an
experience that takes place strictly in the sphere of sensibility, in the
sphere of imagination, rather than an experience lifting the subject
above the bounds of sense. Nevertheless, in spite of this, the pattern of
transcendence as a pattern of effort and difficulty overcome, of pain
turned into pleasure, curiously persisted.
As I will show in chapter 7, Lyotard set the terms for this rewriting of
the sublime in relating the sublime feeling to a feeling of passibilité: a
(creative) mind emptying itself of its intentions, a mind willing to be willxvi

less, so as to create an open space in which something (unexpected)
may announce itself. A mind, more precisely, suspending the known and
familiar to allow itself to be impressed and overtaken by something
wholly other (Lyotard [1988] 1998: 18). The Lyotardian sublime thus no
longer turns on a mind suspended by shock but on a mind willingly
suspending its own intentions to welcome the unknown. This more or less
matches the open receptivity that – the Romantics had already
ordained – is required for the ‘visitations’ of inspiration informing creative
conception.
With reference to the paintings of Barnett Newman, I point out in
chapter 7, Van de Vall has used this notion of passibility to recast the
sublime feeling as the experience of a self-surpassing imagination, as an
experience of creative inspiration. Briefly said, this creative experience is
thought along the lines of a triple process which, in the first instance,
applies to the productive act of creativity, but also to the ‘receptive’
act of reading, looking, or listening. A production-aesthetics, in a word,
that at once (and to my mind all too easily) bears on a receptionaesthetics. The first phase of this experience, which I here restrict to the
productive act of creativity, consists of an unproblematic phase, a safe
stability. The second phase, however, heralds the uncertainty that
Lyotard associated with passibility: there is a sudden disturbance in the
creative process that leads into a crisis of indeterminacy, into an
unknown way that had not been planned or programmed in advance.
The artist stands arrested, disoriented, not knowing precisely how to
proceed. For Van de Vall, this is “the moment that constitutes the
pivoting point of the sublime turning. There is an emptiness which
contains the threat of chaos, but also the possibility” of an opening
leading to the conception of something wholly other or different (Van
de Vall 1994: 401).
Out of this emptiness then arises the third phase of stability and
orientation regained: the delight of creative release. Something has
happened, a difficulty has been overcome, and one senses the joy of
having baffled or surpassed – as Dennis already said – one’s own
expectations. In this way, significantly, sublime experience as creative
experience retains the self-affirmative import of the sublime as elevation:
here too, to recall the words of Herz, the pattern of effort and difficulty
overcome tends to consolidate a reassuringly operative notion of the
self. A self, that is, confronted with but subsequently surmounting the
anxieties of creative blockage in what remains essentially a process of
self-transcendence.

Alternatives

Glossing these varieties of sublime experience, they all feed on the
same, narrative pattern of confrontation–crisis–resolution that, in my view,
takes the sting out of the sublime feeling as a paradoxical mix of pain and
pleasure. If the sublime, as theorists now generally tend to agree, breaks
through the forms and networks of ‘ordinary’ experience, it would
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certainly have to break through the kind of narrative networks that –
twentieth-century philosophers like Paul Ricoeur claim – condition
‘ordinary’ experience: that allow one to shape experience and process it
into a meaningful whole with a beginning, a middle, and an ending. As
Antoine Mooij has remarked with reference to Paul Ricoeur in an essay on
experience and experience disrupted: “Feelings are articulated in, and
habits are part of, a narrative that gives meaning to them. The world
of…experience – though in itself not textual in nature – is nevertheless
dependent on language and narrative” (Mooij 1993: 10, my translation).
Elaborating on the postmodernist notion of the ‘world as text’, Mooij
suggests that ‘ordinary’ experience is built on a “narrative infrastructure”,
allowing one to digest the world of experience in a (pre-)structured way
(ibid.: 10).
Seen in this light, it seems strangely artificial to present the sublime
feeling as, precisely, evolving along the lines of an Aristotelian plot: a
feeling by definition involving a narrative ‘turning’ from pain to pleasure –
and thus ultimately conforming to, rather than irrupting, the narrative
rhythm of ‘ordinary’ experience. Could not, instead, the pain and the
pleasure be said to be intersecting and intertwining in such a way as to
become interlocked, inseparable, indeterminate?
Seventeenth-, eighteenth-, and nineteenth-century accounts of the
sublime do seem to point in that direction, though the twentieth-century
focus on the sublime as an experience of effort and difficulty overcome –
no victory without a struggle – has typically blocked this possibility from
view. And yet, such pioneers of the natural-religious sublime as Thomas
Burnet (1690-1691) already attested to the paradoxical double-bind of the
sublime feeling as a mixture of ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ affections at
once, gluing apparent opposites like pleasure and debilitating stupor:
…whatever hath but the shadow and appearance of INFINITE,
as all things have that are too big for our comprehension, they
fill and over-bear the mind with their Excess, and cast it into a
pleasing kind of stupor and admiration. (Burnet [1690-1691]
1965: 109-110)

Crossing the Alps in 1688, John Dennis was even more explicit:
In the very same place Nature was seen Severe and Wanton. In
the mean time we walk’d upon the very brink, in a literal sense,
of Destruction; one Stumble, and both Life and Carcass had
been at once destroy’d. The sense of all this produc’d different
emotions in me, viz. a delightful Horrour, a terrible Joy, and at
the same time, that I was infinitely pleas’d, I trembled. (Kenny
1991: 65)

In eighteenth-century theories of the sublime, this possibility of a
coexistence of terror and joy would be frequently addressed, but never
unambiguously resolved. Thus, though elaborating the sublime as
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elevation in terms of effort and difficulty overcome, John Baillie (1747)
nevertheless also wondered if the feeling of the sublime could not be
thought as a simultaneity of pain and pleasure:
…it seems strange that a Being so simple, so much one as the
Mind, shou’d at the same time feel Joy and Grief, Pleasure and
Pain, in short be the Subject of Contradictions; or can it be true
that the Mind can feel Pleasure and Pain at the same Instant?
or rather, do they not succeed each other by such infinitely
quick Vicissitudes, as to appear instantaneous; as a lighted
Globe, moving in quick Revolutions, seems one continued
Circle of Fire? (Baillie 1953: 31).

The question is therefore: can the mind, which in its eighteenthcentury conception is typically represented as integral or unified rather
than potentially self-conflicting, be subject to two (apparently) opposite
feelings of pain and pleasure at the same time, can it be, after all, the
“Subject of Contradictions”? Or is the coexistence of pain and pleasure
not an actual but imaginary coexistence, brought about by an infinitely
quick succession of the two, so that the one cannot be distinguished
from the other? Some forty years later, Frances Reynolds – Sir Joshua
Reynolds’s sister – would suggest in her Enquiry (1785) that the sublime is
to be thought not so much in terms of a neatly organized development
from pain (bafflement, terror) to pleasure (transcendence, relief), but as
an interplay of apparent opposites that paradoxically meander back
and forth. The sublime, she observes, is “composed of the influence of
pain, of pleasure, of grace, and deformity, playing into each other, that
the mind is unable to determine which to call it, pain, pleasure, or
terror…It seems to stand, or rather to waver, between certainty and
uncertainty, between security and destruction” (Reynolds [1785] 1951:
17-18). The sublime feeling vacillates in-between coexistent ‘states’.
It is this idea of vacillation that I will explore in the following chapters
as an alternative to the pattern of effort and difficulty overcome that
structures dominant varieties of the sublime feeling. This alternative, I
hope to show, resists the movement of transcendence as a movement
from crisis to resolution, and instead addresses the impossibility of a
satisfying, or clearly articulated, sense of closure: as a Janus-faced
experience of pain and pleasure, the experience of the sublime here
remains ultimately dogged in its own internal duality, oscillating between
conflicting intensities that are paradoxically at work in each other.
In chapters 2, 4, and 5, I will trace this alternative in eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century theorists, critics, and philosophers, each in their very
own way illustrating how the allegedly binary opposition between pain
and pleasure (marked by the climactic turning from the one into the
other) is really no binary opposition at all but rather a complex and
ambiguous interlocking that resists a dialectic moment of reversal and –
subsequent – closure. In chapter 7, I will show that it is perhaps JeanFrançois Lyotard’s notion of the différend or differend (1983) that comes
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closest to articulating the sublime feeling in this self-contradictory way:
as a feeling without end or purpose that is trapped in its own aporia or
irresolvable double-bind. Thus, referring to an unsolvable conflict
between two ‘parties’, or at least to a conflict that cannot be solved
without causing one of the parties to suffer an injustice, the differend
epitomizes a pattern of contradiction that lacks a redemptive moment
of closure. Indeed, Lyotard observes in his Lessons on the Analytic of the
Sublime (1994), the quality of the sublime feeling can be defined as such
an internal conflict: “Violent, divided against itself, it is simultaneously
fascination, horror, and elevation” (Lyotard [1991] 1994: 231).
With reference to William Jones (2000), I will explain how the
differend can thus recast the feeling of the sublime as the feeling of an
irreducible difference: of a felt gap between two ‘sides’ or ‘positions’
that cannot be integrated as one, and it is this gap that halts the mind.
Two feelings – such as hope and despair, or tension and respite – co-exist
without a means to bridge their differences, because there is no ‘third
instance’ to mediate their respective positions as (successive) stages in a
finalized process that, for instance, typifies the sublime as elevation or –
as it can also be called – the sublime as a spiritualising moment of
sublimation.
Nevertheless, despite its focus on irresolvable conflict instead of
resolution, my objection to the Lyotardian sublime as differend will be
that it casts the double-bind of pain and pleasure (terror and
fascination, frustration and elation) only as an opposition between two
‘moments’ located, as it were, on either side of a felt gap. To my mind,
however, the double-bind of the sublime should be thought as a crisscrossing between and an interweaving of apparently opposite intensities
that, precisely, constantly reinforce and even presuppose each other.
Rather than a felt gap, I show in chapter 8, the feeling of the sublime
boils down to a felt intertwining of conflicting intensities. It is this
intertwining – rather than a mere absence of mediation – that precludes
an articulated, harmonious sense of closure. To illustrate my point, I
deconstruct the binary opposition of pain and pleasure in dominant
varieties of the sublime feeling by showing that the feelings of pain and
pleasure cannot be thought as separate entities or principles, but rather
as tones in a fluctuating rhythm that are already inscribed in each other:
the criss-crossing between them comes before an opposition can at all
be thought.

Approaching the Musically Sublime

Embedded within the current, interdisciplinary debate on the
sublime, my approach to the musically sublime is philosophical and
historical rather than (strictly) musicological in nature. On the one hand, I
try to situate music firmly in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century cults of
the sublime through an analysis of contemporary music criticisms and
performance practices. This involves, amongst others, the reception of
Handel and Haydn in eighteenth-century British musical culture, the
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massive music festivals during the Reign of Terror in France, the
canonization of the symphony through the discourse of the sublime, and
the reception of Beethoven in the late eighteenth- and nineteenth
centuries (chapter 3). Peter Gay (1969) as well as Jean-François Lyotard
(1999) have suggested that the sublime in nineteenth-century art can be
generally thought as a rule for breaking or evading the rules of tradition
and convention: the sublime resists and contradicts ‘good’ or
‘agreeable’ form. This has, in turn, led me to reconsider the subversive
musical practices and transgressive virtuoso performances of the
Romantic era (Paganini, Liszt) in the light of the cult of the sublime as a
cult of – to use a term coined by Arthur Seidl (1887) – Formwidrigkeit or
form-contrariness: a form undermining or turning against itself,
contradicting the senses in such a way that it gives rise to an idea of
something other resisting (imaginative) formation (chapter 6). Perhaps
not surprisingly, the sublime here manifests itself in its more traditional
aspects of (Longinian) transport, power and might, difficulty and
elevation, or in the intensifying thrills of the horrific, the uncanny, and
unheard-of.
On the other hand, however, I show how eighteenth-century
aesthetics of music have contributed extremely to a poetics of
indeterminacy in which an alternative sublime feeling can be seen to
announce itself. This contribution is, for one, witnessed by the fact that –
as Kevin Barry (1987) has shown – mid- and later eighteenth-century
British poetics (in the service) of the sublime depended heavily on
contemporary conceptions of the so called ‘empty’ or (as I prefer to call
it) ‘open’ sign associated with then dominant and emerging forms of
instrumental music. Growing into a suggestive mode of mediation that
would, for instance, epitomize Burke’s account of verbal mediation in his
Enquiry, this ‘musical’ mode of mediation has played an unsuspected
but significant role in the development of a poetics of obscurity and
indeterminacy that evolved under the banner of the artistic sublime
during the latter half of the eighteenth century (chapter 2).
A condition of possibility for artistic evocations of the sublime in the
work of Burke, James Beattie, and Usher, this indeterminacy gradually
evolved into an artistic norm in early German Romantic poetics. A
poetics, most theorists have till now failed to notice, that has been duly
influenced by British critical theorists and their fascination with the
fragmentary, unseen, unsaid, and unknown: an unsuspected
Romanticism, one could say, of the British Enlightenment. In the
nineteenth century, blindness, obscurity, and indistinctness gained pride
of place in a fully blown Romanticist poetics that inclined more and
more toward the ‘uncertain’ ways of instrumental music than – as the
Horatian tradition dictated – the ‘method’ of the pictorial arts. Thus, the
visual and semantic indeterminacy associated with the ‘open’ sign of
contemporary instrumental music no longer pointed to its supposed
inferiority to the other arts, but rather signalled the sublime (Dahlhaus
1978). In this way, I explain in chapters 2 and 4, the idea of
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indeterminacy proved of central significance to an aesthetics of the
sublime that grew more generally into an aesthetics of the ‘musical’ in
the Romantic era, with the latter becoming something of an epitome of
the idea of the sublime in the writings of E.T.A. Hoffmann and other
German Romantics.
Within this setting, the alternative sublime feeling as I will trace it in its
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century manifestations often notably
converges in one way or another with contemporary notions of musical
experience. As a defeated and self-defeating experience of (the idea
of) the infinite, or as a consciousness-suspending shock that cannot be
borne or overcome, the experience of the sublime becomes a
quintessentially musical experience in the work of Schopenhauer,
Wagner, Nietzsche, and Seidl (chapters 5 and 6). Even in Lyotard’s
postmodern writings on the sublime, I will point out, traces of this
Romantic connection between the sublime and ‘musical’ can be seen
to persist (chapter 7). Against this background, my objective is not only
to show how eighteenth- and nineteenth-century aesthetics of music
have informed the conditions of possibility of an artistic sublime, but also
how these aesthetics may – or may not – help to illuminate the peculiar
mechanisms of an alternative sublime feeling.
Finally, as for my approach to individual musical texts, I have taken
as a starting point the more imaginative, literary approaches to music as
exemplified by Rosen (1995) and Kramer (1990, 1995). The former has
shown how Romantic music embodies and enacts structures, processes,
and experiences highlighted in Romantic poetry, (travel) literature, and
(landscape) painting as well, thus firmly situating music in the context of
contemporary cultural practices (Rosen 1995: 1-236). A professional
performer, Rosen also prominently focuses on issues such as execution,
sonorous textures, and the paradoxical (inter)play of the audible and
inaudible in (Romantic) music that have been a true eye-opener for my
own analyses of the sublime in musical texts, sonorities, and
performance practices.
Kramer, in turn, has taken a more pronouncedly postmodernist
stance to reread the musical in relation to the literary. Deconstructing
the distinction between the sign of language as a ‘full’ sign, and the sign
of music as an ‘empty’ sign – which, Barry has shown, was also and
already deconstructed in eighteenth-century British critical theory –
Kramer has indicated how musical texts, no less than literary texts, are
open to hermeneutic and deconstructive reading strategies. Though he
has, in this way, opened up a new and critical, less rigidly formalist
approach to music that I have (in part) adopted here, I do not agree
with Kramer’s surprisingly foundationalist project to project onto
(‘classical’ instrumental) music “meaning: concrete, complex, and
historically situated” (Kramer 1995: 2). This rather appears to fit the critical
project of the Frankfurt School – Kramer’s references to Theodor Adorno
are telling in this respect – than the tactics of the postmodern that
Kramer wants to incorporate in his argument. A postmodernist – or more
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correctly, poststructuralist – perspective radically rejects the idea of
‘meaning’ as “concrete” or in any way retrievable, and rather
embraces a plurality and indecidability of meanings caught in a texture
of in(de)terminable differences.
Indeed, and most ironically, it will be seen, it is precisely this idea of
‘meaning’ as radically unstable and endlessly deferred, instead of solid
and given, that already emerges in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
discourses on contemporary instrumental music, notably extending to
reflections on literary texts as well. Andrew Bowie has, for that matter,
already rightfully claimed that much “of the appeal of poststructuralism…seems to me explicable in terms of its re-awakening of the
issues in Romantic aesthetics, particularly concerning music and
language” that can be seen to re-emerge in the work of Roland Barthes,
Julia Kristeva, and Jacques Derrida as concerns the indecidability of the
linguistic sign (Bowie [1990] 1993: 257). In this context, I approach musical
texts not simply in terms of their “historical determinations” but rather
adopt a more eclectic stance respecting musical ‘meaning’ as
meaningful differentiality (ibid.: 257).

Overview

In the make-up of the book, I have wanted to reflect, firstly, the
integration of a historical with a systematic and more speculative
approach to eighteenth-, nineteenth-, and twentieth-century discourses
of the sublime in relation to the ‘musical’. Secondly, I have wanted to
reflect the deconstruction of the twentieth-century myth situating the
third Critique as the end-point of eighteenth-century critical theory. With
respect to the first, I have construed the chapters on the basis of eight
themes relative to the idea of the sublime that I have tried to give both
a historical and systematic cohesion: sublimation, indeterminacy, might,
desire, (un)forgetfulness, excess, materiality, and anxiety. These themes,
it could be suggested, mirror different conceptions of the sublime as
practised and elaborated in more and less well-known ways during the
last three centuries. As such, they also present different possibilities to
think and approach the varieties of sublime experience, and, more
specifically, the varieties of musically sublime experience.
With respect to the second – the deconstruction of the Kantian
myth – I have I have refrained deliberately from presenting the
‘development’ of the aesthetics of the sublime and its relation to music
in a strictly chronological order. Such a chronological order, I believe,
would precisely reinforce the myth in the writing of the sublime that
presents eighteenth-century British, Irish, and Scottish critical theory as
slowly but inevitably progressing toward the third Critique. Seeking to
break this tradition, I open with a chapter on Kant to subsequently leave
him behind and proceed on an alternative route. This route proceeds
from British, Irish, and Scottish debates, to early German Romantic
reworkings of the aesthetics of the infinite, to Arthur Schopenhauer,
Richard Wagner, and Friedrich Nietzsche, up to postmodern revaluations
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of the sublime, and my own alternative. It is, in my view, by way of this
wayward route that both the interlocking of the sublime and ‘musical’,
and the idea of a ‘different’ musically sublime feeling as an inconclusive
double-feeling can be given shape in a most meaningful way.
Thus in chapter 1, Sublimation, I analyse the various aspects of the
Kantian mathematical and dynamical sublime – bearing on the
aesthetics of the infinite and the aesthetics of shock and terror
respectively – and explicate the ways in which it reduces the
paradoxical double-bind of sublime experience to a narrative of
overcoming, culminating in a moment of closure-in-transcendence. In
chapter 2, Indeterminacy, I point out how in British, Scottish, and Irish
discussions the sublime is embedded in an anti-pictorialist poetics that,
firstly, heavily draws on and intersects with contemporary speculations
on the ‘open’ sign of instrumental music and, secondly, significantly
predates the Kantian notion of the aesthetic idea. Mainly bearing on the
ambiguous pleasures of infinite interpretation, I relate these musical
speculations to an aesthetics of the sublime pronouncing itself as an
aesthetics of indeterminacy in the work of Edmund Burke and James
Usher. It is in these aesthetics that, firstly, an intimate connection
between the ideas of the sublime and ‘musical’ can be made manifest,
and secondly, an alternative sublime feeling of pain and pleasure
interwoven and interlocked can be thought.
In so far, however, as this alternative sublime feeling amounts to a
self-divided and unresolved feeling in critical theory, I show in chapter 3
– Might – that eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century practices and
criticisms of the musically sublime point into quite another direction.
Here, the sublime is mainly sounded and conceived in terms of pathos
and rapture, in terms of might, the monumental, the wild and
ungraspable, and the awesome. Music becomes a second nature, and
the discourse of the sublime becomes a vehicle for the canonization of
the symphony as the pinnacle of musical achievement.
In contrast to these more traditional manifestations of the sublime I
point out in chapter 4, Desire, that an alternative can be proposed in
the form of Romantic musical Sehnsucht. Sketching the elective affinities
between Sehnsucht and an alternative sublime feeling as traced in
chapter 2, and pointing out how the discourse of musical Sehnsucht
draws heavily on an already-available discourse of the sublime, I
propose to read the former in terms of the so called liminal sublime: a
sublime not of transcendence but of hesitancy and suspension.
Chapter 5, (Un)forgetfulness, continues this exploration into a
‘different’ sublime feeling in relation to music. On the one hand, it
focuses on the ways in which Schopenhauer and Nietzsche recast the
sublime feeling in terms of an internal duality, rather than a narrative of
overcoming, which precludes a sublime ‘turning’ from pain to pleasure.
On the other hand, it shows how in the work of Schopenhauer,
Nietzsche, but also prominently in that of Richard Wagner, the art of
music is argued to ‘belong’ in the realm of the sublime instead of the
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beautiful: in the realm of formlessness and, most importantly,
sightlessness.
Chapter 6, Excess, shows how this association of the ‘musical’ with
the sublime is elaborated in Arthur Seidl’s theory of the musically sublime.
The counterpart of Eduard Hanslick’s doctrine of the musically beautiful,
Seidl’s theory basically builds on the Wagnerian argument that music
only really comes to, and reveals, ‘itself’ in the otherness of the sublime.
Such otherness, I have already noted above, is for Seidl relative to the
idea of form-contrariness, to the fact that the sublime resists imaginative,
and for Seidl most of all, visual formation. While Seidl relates such formcontrariness to the realm of the transcendental, I will recast it in more
material or physical terms to consider Romantic composition and
performance practices in the light of the sublime: as a sonorous excess
breaking the coherence of a musical chord or sequence, as a physical
excess defying muscular grasp in the per-forming of music, or as
something other or unheard-of, breaking through existing rules of musical
form – a shock of the new.
Chapter 7, Materiality, shows how this shock of the new as a shock
within the realm of sensibility has dominated the postmodern reworking
of the sublime: a reworking which would signal a move away from the
Kantian sublime in its rejection of the supersensible. Probing Lyotard’s
postmodern reading of the sublime in relation to the avant-garde, I also
probe the ways in which it may be brought to bear on, firstly, music and,
secondly, the possibility of an alternative sublime feeling as a feeling that
is locked in its own internal conflict. While, indeed, the Lyotardian
sublime seems made to fit the processes of American experimental
music of the mid-twentieth century, it nevertheless remains wanting with
respect to the possibility of a sublime feeling in which pain and pleasure
do not so much oppose as paradoxically presuppose and reinforce
each other.
Chapter 8, Anxiety, explores this possibility in detail with respect to
both Romantic and contemporary instrumental music. On the one hand,
it reworks the traditional aesthetics of shock and terror as an
(an)aesthetics of trauma, on the other hand it represents the aesthetics
of the infinite as an aesthetics of différance (Jacques Derrida),
comprising endless difference and endless deferral in one. The discussion
will centre on the Andantino of Franz Schubert’s Sonata in A major, D 959
(1828, 1838) and Terry Riley’s In C (1964) respectively, with special
attention to the process of listening as a broken and aporetic listening
respectively. Though I present this ‘other’ sublime feeling in terms of
anxiety (etymologically comprising a distress and an eagerness in one), it
can nevertheless be considered a legitimate variety of sublime
experience as a paradoxical double-feeling of pain and pleasure,
tension and respite, at the same time.4 Indeed, it presents the paradox
4Writing

on the religious experience of dazzlement or éblouissement – which, as an
experience of ‘breakthrough’ can be thought in more than one way in relation to the
sublime – in the music of Olivier Messiaen, Sander van Maas has (with reference to
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of the sublime as a paradox, rather than a paradox which turns out to
be a dialectic reversal of apparently opposite moments.

Augustine) likewise stressed a paradoxical double-bind. Eblouissement, he argues, is
Janus-faced: “On the one hand it signals our encounter (and dwelling) with the divine
in eternal life; on the other hand it signals our removal from (and break with) the divine,
in the vertigo of our sinfulness” (Van Maas 2002: 383). This compares significantly to
Arthur Schopenhauer’s aesthetics of the sublime as a double-bind of elevation and
frustration at the same time (see chapter 5). For Van Maas, however, the double-bind is
already manifest in the etymology of the term éblouissement: “etymologically, the term
not only refers to the overwhelming and blindening, but also to weakness, lack,
darkening, and also to deception and error” (ibid.: 383). “This double structure of
éblouissement”, he continues, “brings to light a subtle aporetic in the figure of
breakthrough [relevant to éblouissement] (percée). The latter is, not, as such,
conceivable in itself, but is always already inscribed in the closure (cloture) of the
frame (i.e. the ‘fallen’ subject with its bodily senses)” (ibid.: 383). Translated into the
discourse of the sublime, this would mean that elation is not thinkable in itself but is
instead always already inscribed in the failure of transcendence or oblivion relative to
a subject bound to the body and the limits of sense.
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1
Sublimation
[The feeling of the mathematical sublime]
represents
our
imagination
in
all
its
boundlessness, and with it nature, as sinking
into insignificance before the ideas of
reason…Therefore, the feeling of the sublime in
nature is respect for our own [supersensible]
vocation, which we attribute to an object of
nature by a certain subreption (substitution of
a respect for the object in place of one for the
idea of humanity in our own self – the
subject)…
Immanuel Kant
The logic at work in the experience of the
[Kantian] dynamical sublime is…as follows:
true, I may be powerless in face of the raging
forces of nature, a tiny particle of dust thrown
around by wind and sea, yet all this fury of
nature pales in comparison with the absolute
pressure exerted on me by the superego,
which humiliates me and compels me to act
contrary to my fundamental interests!
Slavoj Žižek

Introduction

The term sublimation is, no doubt, a complicated term in current, critical
and psychoanalytic thought. As James Twitchell gleefully contends in
Romantic Horizons (1983), sublimation describes a “dynamic
psychological process”, but “no one seems to know exactly what that is
– least of all the people who use it most” (Twitchell 1983: 4). Sigmund
Freud, of course, used the term quite a lot yet I would not like to say that
he did not know what he was talking about. He talked, in this respect,
about a psychological process of exchange or displacement that,
Twitchell suggests, somewhat resembles the process of sublimation as it
has been described in scientific terms since the fifteenth century: “a
complete transformation of matter into purer forms” (ibid.: 1). Thus, Freud
postulates his well-known definition of sublimation as a diversion of the
aim of a ‘basic’, sexual drive to a ‘higher’ (de-sexualised and
acceptable) one, which is nevertheless psychically connected to the
original aim. Or rather, it is a channelling of such a drive to an
alternative, socially and morally acceptable goal: “the ‘brute’ object
alleged to satisfy some basic drive [is transformed] [in]to an ‘elevated’,
‘cultivated’ form of satisfaction”, as for instance the philosopher’s
pleasure in thinking or the artist’s satisfaction in artistic creation (Žižek
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[1991] 1997: 83). All this makes sublimation into a process that not merely
revolves around transformation but also around forgetting: in order to
transform a ‘basic’ drive along socially and morally acceptable lines, it
will have to be effectively forgotten for its object to become a new
object, and the satisfaction taken in this object to be a new satisfaction,
which at best faintly and indirectly recalls any former ‘brutality’.
Elevation requires a will to oblivion, whether it be in the form of
repression, denial, or rejection.
To be sure, I agree with Žižek, there is a certain banality to this
interpretation of sublimation – or at least, it easily gives rise to banal
interpretations: artistic creations are ‘really’ veiled (or unveiled) sexual
fantasies, music-making is ‘really’ sublimated masturbation, or a “good
and efficient member of a fire-brigade” is ‘really’ sublimating an
“urethral erotism” (ibid.: 83; Brown 1961: 30). Yet all things considered, it is
this very transformation to purity, including the urgency of forgetting,
that aptly epitomizes the subject at hand here: Immanuel Kant’s
allegedly revolutionary rewriting of sublime experience in his Kritik der
Urteilskraft (Critique of Judgement) (1790). This is not to simply say that
Kant’s analysis of the sublime easily lends itself to psychoanalytic
interpretations – if one wishes to call any flat interpretation of Kantian
sublime experience as, say, a petite mort, or a sublimated
sadomasochistic drive, psychoanalytic. Rather, it is to say that the
particular structure of Kantian sublime experience parallels the structure
of the process of sublimation in so far as a ‘negative’ feeling of
frustration or terror (pain) is removed and transformed into a ‘positive’
feeling of delight or elevation (pleasure). What happens in the Kantian
sublime, I will explain, is that an initial, apparently unacceptable
awareness of self-limitation (manifested as frustration or terror) is resolved
– removed and sublimated – into a delightful, psychologically more
welcome, realization of one’s own supersensible power and limitlessness.
In the end, the Kantian sublime experience is thus never truly disturbing
but rather reassuring: any feeling of helplessness, frustration, or fear, any
self-undermining sensation, in all its negativity, promises (if not already
implies) a positive ‘result’ of self-affirmation and self-elevation exorcising
that very frustration or fear.
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‘No Object Without a Subject’

Kant has been hailed traditionally as the philosopher who has taken
the final step in subjectivizing the sublime in the eighteenth century.
What, according to him, occasions the sublime feeling; a paradoxical
sensation of pain and pleasure, terror and relief, frustration and delight, is
ultimately not something from without but something from within that is
mistaken for something from without. Before closely considering this
Kantian sublime feeling, and how it has been interpreted, valued, and
over-valued in the history of aesthetics, it is necessary to first consider
some crucial tenets in Kantian philosophy. I will restrict myself here to the
status of the subject and its relation to the sensible world, and how the
various sensory and cognitive faculties of this subject operate in such a
way as to enable cognition and experience of the phenomenal world:
the world of appearances.
To start with, Kantian philosophy presents a subject that not so much
depends on the world (‘sensible reality’) as that world depends on the
subject – or, to paraphrase Kant’s well-known preface to the second
edition of the Critique of Pure Reason (1787), your cognition does not
conform to objects; these objects conform to your cognition. This would
have been Kant’s very own, philosophical version of the revolutionary
turn of Copernicus who, when “he found that he could make no
progress by assuming that all the heavenly bodies revolved round the
spectator,…reversed the process, and tried the experiment of assuming
that the spectator revolved, while the stars remained at rest” (Kant
[1787] 1991: 6-7). This active stance towards the world of sense, whereby
this world gives to the subject what, so to speak, this subject gives to the
world, is not merely restricted to objective (scientific) cognition but
extends to one’s very basic hold on and one’s experience (i.e. here: the
product of one’s thoughts and perceptions) of this world.
What this centrally implies is that I can never even see or ‘sight’ any
object in the world ‘as it is in itself’ (a reality an sich) but only as it
appears to me: that object, to recall the above, gives to me what I give
(if not already have given) to it. It can in fact only be an object in so far
as I sense and think it as an object. Or, as Arthur Schopenhauer
succinctly states in his critique of Kantian philosophy, “no object without
a subject”, just as one tends to say today that there is no represented
without representation, no ‘reality’ which is not already inscribed or preprocessed by textual, linguistic, cultural schemes and networks: one’s
encounters with the world are always mediated and pre-cast, even on
the most ‘basic’, bodily, apparently non-intellectually informed of levels
(Schopenhauer [1819] 1986: I, 586, my translation). Without any such prestructuring I would be lost; there would be unending difference,
complete chaos. I would not be able to connect, relate, recollect,
recognize, let alone cognise. I would be able to see, hear, taste, feel,
smell, but I would not be able to contain, relate, and make sense of
what I see, hear, taste, feel, or smell – I would, indeed, instantly forget it
once it would be out of sight, and bump into yet another un-(in)-formed
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matter, caught in a chaotic flux without any rhythm, without any
regulative sense of time or place.
Very briefly put, Kant explains this pre-structuring in terms of forms,
schemas and rules issuing from the subject’s internal, mental make-up,
which ground and condition the possibility of sense perception,
experience, and cognition. He calls these forms and rules ‘pure’ and a
priori because they are devoid of the sensible as they logically precede,
and presuppose, one’s interactions with and configurations of the world.
Still, as fundamental as these internal forms, schemas, and rules may be,
they nevertheless feed on the ‘basic stuff’ or matter provided by the
senses: all experience and cognition starts with, although it can never be
grounded in, the senses. Typical of Kant’s meandering between
empiricism and rationalism, there is a two-way traffic here, whereby
things coming ‘in’ from without are at the same time determined from
within. The latter thus in the end accounts for the former, even though
we may not be immediately aware of that – a statement which will also
be of central significance for Kant’s analytic of the sublime.
What is the precise make-up of this ‘within’? Or rather, if it is through
my senses that the ‘without’ passes, whereto do they pass it on? First,
one step removed from the senses, is the power of imagination or
Einbildungskraft. It can do more than the senses in that it can retain,
recall, and associate what is in fact no longer vivid to the senses. If to
intuit (anschauen) means to visualize or to look at, and if the senses
visualize in the presence of an object of sense, then imagination can
visualize in the absence of an object of sense. It is a seeing (again) with
the mind’s eye. Nevertheless, imagination is tied to the senses to such an
extent that together with them it makes up sensibility. In its turn,
imagination is what critics like to refer to as the handmaiden or
lieutenant of the yet higher faculty of understanding (Verstand). While
imagination is still basically concerned with figures and forms,
understanding provides concepts and attends to the machinery of
thinking. Imagination is its ‘lieutenant’ in so far as it mediates between
the concepts of understanding and the intuitions of sense. This mediation
makes possible a correct application of the abstract concepts of
understanding which in themselves have nothing to do with the sensible.

Imagination and Reason

On the basis of this triple distinction of faculties (intuition or
Anschauung, imagination, and understanding) Kant presents the idea of
a triple synthesis in the Transcendental Deduction of the first edition of
the Kritik der Reinen Vernunft (Critique of Pure Reason) (1781). As the
term synthesis indicates, this is a combining of separate, diverse ‘raw
materials’ into a single entity, and for Kant it is the source of all cognition:
a triple process of co-ordination (senses), association (imagination), and
ultimate unification (understanding). It moves from an ‘I see and
contain’ in (strictly sensuous) apprehension, via an ‘I reproduce and
relate’ by means of the power of imagination, to a final ‘I recognize and
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identify’ by means of the faculty of understanding. Roughly said, the last
stage of this triple synthesis, the stage of conceptual identification,
coincides with the Kantian moment of cognition. For a detailed account
of this triple synthesis, I refer to Appendix A. For now, I will restrict myself
to a brief description of the functions and operations of the two main
‘players’ of the Kantian sublime: imagination and reason.
Together with the senses, I have said, imagination makes up
sensibility: it can recall, retain, and relate many different things
contained in intuition even when these things are no longer present to
the senses. Quite literally said, what imagination can do is to make
coherent images in the mind (ein-bilden) out of the diversity of
impressions – the ‘raw stuff’ – passed on by the senses. It can, moreover,
combine or relate these images to others and retain them over time. This
is, however, not the whole story of imagination – at least not in the first
edition of Kant’s first Critique. Recalling Kant’s peculiar two-way traffic
whereby anything passed on from without is at the same time alreadyformed from within, imagination also has a pre-figurative aspect. In this
latter aspect, imagination makes its own doing, its own image-making,
possible in the direct engagement with the senses. In official Kantian
terminology, this pre-figurative aspect of imagination is called
transcendental, while the reproductive and re-collective aspect of
imagination is called empirical. Kant, otherwise notoriously obscure, is
very clear on this issue: if the empirical capacity of imagination (i.e. that
capacity of imagination directly engaged in the processing of sense
data) yields images, the transcendental capacity of imagination (i.e.
that ‘pre-sensuous’ capacity of mind conditioning the possibility of
empirical imagination’s operations), gives the rules for the making of
images. As such, the latter logically precedes the former.
As I have written above, this power of imagination normally
functions as the lieutenant or handmaiden of the understanding. In the
Kantian sublime, however, something extraordinary will happen to
imagination: it is suddenly exposed to the claims of a mysterious mental
faculty that is more free, demanding, and also more blindly ambitious
than understanding. Kant calls this the faculty of reason [Vernunft]. It is a
special rational faculty, situated one level above the understanding,
and in ordinary circumstances it has no business with imagination. It has,
so to speak, no right to mess directly with the sensible. Striving for
absolute totality – that is, a totality without condition, relation, or
limitation – reason is for Kant a faculty of transcendental ideas that have
no object in experience, or by means of which no objects can be
determined and cognised.1 No “congruent object of sense” can ever

1The

term ‘experience’ here strictly refers to the net-result of the triple synthesis: my
experience of the world is only possible after this three-stepped process has been
completed. For more details see Appendix A.
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be given for these ideas, as no objects of sense can ever meet their
absolute ‘requirements’ (Kant [1781] 1990: B384, 359, my translation).2
Thus, reason entertains such ideas as the soul, God, the world as a
whole, infinity, eternity, “without conditions of time”, omnipresence
“without conditions of space”, or omnipotence (ibid.: B670, 604). As Kant
maintains, I have never ‘sensed’ these ideas, so that they can neither be
visualized nor imagined – which they can, in any case, not, since they
are unconditioned by the pure forms of time and space. And the world
of appearances, the world that can be perceived with the senses,
processed by the imagination, and cognised by the understanding, is a
world, precisely, that extends before me within the conditions of time
and space.3 “Thus”, Kant states, “one could say: the absolute whole of
appearances is just an idea, because, as we cannot ever design an
image of [this] idea, so it remains a problem without any [possible]
answer” (ibid.: A328, 360). While concepts of understanding are forms to
which a content – the raw ‘stuff’ of intuition processed by imagination –
can be made to answer, ideas of reason are empty.
Since ideas of reason are therefore not constitutive of cognition,
they can only be used regulatively. That is to say, these ideas can only
posit something hypothetically, instead of apodictically, i.e. a
proposition that is not incontestable, not certain, because not yet
demonstrated, if not indemonstrable. Yet the importance of these
regulative ideas is not to be underestimated: only they can motivate
one in a possibly unending pursuit of knowledge. Very basically and
simply put, a regulative idea is a guess, possibly an inspiring guess,
standing in need of verification and calling for a laborious search or
exploration. It thus motivates, challenges, propels, thrusts, and directs the
understanding to push ever further, ever forward, toward an imaginary
point of focus where its concepts are extended beyond all possible
experience to a perfect, systematic unity.4
If, therefore, reason is a faculty free from conditions and
determinations, but due to that very freedom is to be constrained from
trespassing into the sphere of possible experience in any other than a
2A

refers to the first or A edition of the Critique of Pure Reason as published in 1781. B
refers to the second or B edition of the first Critique as issued in 1787.
3These conditions of time and space are discussed and explained in Appendix A.
4One could also say: even though reason cannot posit things apodictically it can posit
things as if they were certain, demonstrated, or acknowledged, although one should
be duly aware of the ‘as-if’ status of such mere postulations. Ideas of reason can thus
form a starting point for theological (the idea of God), cosmological (the idea of the
world as a whole), and psychological (the idea of the soul) investigations. While these
ideas are not “shaped from nature” one will inquire [befragen] “about these ideas” in
nature and consider one’s cognition wanting as long as the latter is not adequate to
the former (Kant 1990: B674, 607). Thus, as Deleuze puts it, striving for totality and
absolute unity, reason – the “faculty which says: ‘Everything happens as if…’ ” – “does
not say that the totality and the unity of conditions are given in the object, but only
that objects allow us to tend towards [a] systematic unity as the highest degree of our
[cognition]” (Deleuze 1995: 20).
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regulative way, there is one exception to this rule. For as Kant argues in
the Critique of Practical Reason (1788), in so far as reason pertains to the
practical or ethical, it does legitimately apply after all to possible
experience. Here, practical (as opposed to speculative) reason
determines my actions, founds my good will, and grounds my moral
obligation, its object being the good. In some ways comparable to the
Kantian dictum that intuition, cognition, and experience can never be
grounded in the senses, so moral actions cannot, for Kant, but be
motivated by a law that is radically independent from the interests, and
inclinations, of sense. Yet while experience is conditioned, moral
conduct is for Kant dictated by a law that is absolute: a law of reason.
For according to Kant true moral conduct is a verily selfless, disinterested
conduct; a conduct not in any way motivated by personal gain,
interest, want, or satisfaction, but inspired by an unconditional and
universal moral obligation or categorical imperative.5 Stating the
necessity and universality of a law of reason, this categorical imperative
shows that the moral conduct of a Kantian subject is not determined by
external causes, but that, as a rational subject, it gives itself its own law:
that its (good) will is a law to itself. That, in other words, this subject is
autonomously, instead of heteronomously determined, and it is
ultimately this autonomy that creates the condition of possibility of the
categorical imperative:
If I, a moral subject, abide by the categorical imperative, I also
abide by what is most unique in me and constitutes my highest
vocation, namely to be a rational being. As such, I am a free
and autonomous being, because in adhering to the
categorical imperative I am guided by rational grounds, that is,
not by something without or above me, but by what I am
myself. I am not guided by [personal] motives but by [formal]
rationales. (Leijen 1992 in: Verhaeghe 1994: 95, my translation)

An experience of my own morality, being at once an experience of
my own rationality, will thus also be an experience of my own autonomy.
This experience of one’s own autonomy is of crucial importance to
Kantian sublime experience. As I will show below, Kant’s idea of the
sublime cannot be separated from his idea of a moral law within the
transcendental subject – if only because the latter can only experience
the sublime on account of that law which it writes for itself by the grace
of its faculty of reason. This power of reason will be the hero of the
Kantian sublime, and pretty much replace the original object of this
erstwhile religious experience: the Godhead. As a once external and
5This imperative states what ought to be the case, and it is categorical because it is not
directed at achieving or attaining a personal end of, say, happiness, perfection, or
pleasure but states the universality and hence, for Kant, necessity of the (moral) law:
act in such a way, or with such an end in view that is necessarily an end for everyone
(e.g. justice, freedom), for only this is an end in itself instead of an end for yourself.
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superior, supra-sensuous power, this Godly power is transposed in Kant’s
analytic of the sublime to the supra-sensuous faculty of reason internal to
the transcendental subject. Thus, I will explain in the following sections,
the Kantian experience of the sublime does not revolve around the
breaking in of something from without, which is to say, the momentary
and no less astonishing feeling of being pervaded and overwhelmed by
the all-might of an invisible Deity exercising its might through nature.
Rather, it revolves around the breaking through, the sudden revelation,
of a power from within: the supersensible power of reason that can think
the unconditioned and unlimited, and guarantees the freedom of the
subject as a rational, autonomous subject guided in its conducts by an
unconditional moral law. As such, I will explain, the only true ‘object’ of
the Kantian sublime is the Kantian subject itself.

The Mathematical Sublime

In spelling out his narcissistic model of sublime experience in the
Critique of Judgement, Kant subdivides the sublime into the
mathematical and dynamical sublime. Usually, twentieth-century critics
interpret these two varieties of sublime experience as pertaining to
theoretical or speculative and practical reason respectively. They can,
however, also be elucidated by pointing to the eighteenth-century cult
of the sublime as being a cult of empty and vast, but also of wild and
violent nature: nature that appears boundless, without end, nature that
appears threatening, without shelter; nature that cannot be grasped,
nature that cannot be controlled. Roughly speaking, this parallels Kant’s
distinction between the mathematical and dynamical sublime
respectively. Thus, the mathematical sublime refers to a feeling of
frustration and delight in the encounter with, in Paul Guyer’s words,
“something quantatively boundless [i.e. absolutely, incomparably great]
in spatial and/or temporal extent” (Guyer 1996: 259). Conversely, the
dynamical sublime refers to a feeling of fear and elevation in the
confrontation with “something qualitatively boundless in force [i.e.
natural might]” (ibid.: 259). However, such great and mighty objects
merely seem to function as a vehicle for the Kantian subject to become
aware of something great and mighty in itself.
As for the mathematical sublime, the sublime in terms of that which
is comparable in size or greatness only to itself, the story runs as follows:
the subject experiences a pleasurable pain as “the receptive side of the
cognitive faculties (i.e. sensory perception, and imagination) is
overwhelmed by the vastness and scale of some natural phenomenon”
(Crowther 1996: 135-136). To explain the pain, Kant starts out by
contrasting the estimation of such vastness in terms of concepts, which
he identifies as mathematical, to the estimation of magnitude in
intuition, which he calls aesthetic (Kant [1790] 1990a: §26, 94-95). The first
is an estimation by means of numbers and the second an estimation in
(a blink of) the eye: an immediate intuitive grasp of things as one
complete and coherent whole.
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Kant then goes on to say that since “the power of numbers extends
to infinity” but the power of intuition does not, there is an absolute limit
only to the aesthetic estimation of magnitude (ibid.: §26, 95). The
mathematical estimation of magnitude is always relative, since a
greater number is always possible. Yet in the aesthetic estimation of
magnitude one’s physical scope encounters a limit beyond which
apparently no ‘ever greater scope’ is possible. Only in such an aesthetic
estimation of greatness one is therefore apt to call something “not alone
great, but, without qualification, absolutely, and in every respect
(beyond comparison) great, that is to say, sublime…It is a greatness
comparable to itself alone” for which no “appropriate standard outside
of itself” can be found (ibid.: §25, 93). And only in such an aesthetic
estimation does the subject experience a high difficulty-degree: in
counting one can go on indefinitely without much effort, yet in intuition
one fruitlessly pains oneself to achieve an impossible, greatest, allinclusive scope. Kant will henceforth associate this endless, successive
counting with imaginative apprehension, and the aesthetic estimation
of magnitude with comprehension.
Typically the armchair traveller-theorist of the sublime, Kant uses a
second-hand example to illustrate the case: Savary’s account of the
Pyramids of Cheops in Egypt (ibid.: §26, 96). From afar, when they look
very small, the sight of these presents no problem. One can easily
‘place’ them visually in their totality. Closer by, however, the matter is
altogether different. As I look up and down the Great Pyramid, I do not
succeed in representing its various parts as one whole in one blink of the
eye, at one glance. For as I focus on one part, try to retain it and
combine it with other sighted parts (i.e. use my imaginative power), I
already lose my visual grip on what I have focused on before – it literally
escapes not just my view but also my visual memory as there is too much
to be assimilated. Thus, all the time there is something, an excess that is
left behind and left out, a rest or residue that sensibility as a whole
cannot contain and retain. The Kantian subject experiences this failure
of sensibility as painful. It wants totality and it cannot get it. It wants not
just to apprehend (auffassen), to represent successively, it wants to
comprehend (zusammenfassen): to have it all at once, in a single
representation unifying these successive representations as co-existing
(ibid.: §26, 95).
Why would this subject want this impossible because all-inclusive
picture? Or rather, why does Kant make this subject want this impossible
picture? It may, in this instance, be helpful to consult one of Kant’s own
source-readings: Burke’s Enquiry, which Kant, along with other German
theorists such as Lessing, Mendelssohn, Johann Georg Sulzer, Carl
Grosse, and Christian Friedrich Michaelis, had carefully read. Though
usually honourably marginalized as the King of Terror in the history of
aesthetics, Burke had already stated that when confronted with some
over-sized object, imagination cannot take in this object all at once.
Here, Burke observes, as Kant would later do as well, “a perfect unity
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can no more be arrived at, than…a compleat whole to which nothing
may be added” (Burke 1990: II, sect. VII, 66-67). Instead, because this
object cannot be bounded in perception, imagination is caught in an
open-ended, successive reproduction of (the idea of) the parts of this
object. This is what Kant will refer to as apprehension (Auffassung): to
represent the parts of an excessively big object successively and
potentially infinitely so, because this object cannot be comprehended.
In Burke’s text, and I will discuss this in detail in chapter 2, the
implication is that imagination fruitlessly labours to reach for a complete
whole in such an endless, successive repetition of ideas of its own
account, motivated by its own restlessness. This answer does not satisfy
Kant. In his opinion, imagination is not motivated by itself to strive for
comprehension, but by the faculty of reason. Or, in Kant’s dramatic
terms, the mind here listens to the voice of reason and this voice says:
comprehend this or that phenomenon as an absolute totality, make the
single intuition holding the many in one as great as possible (ibid.: §26,
98-99). This means that the desire to form such a complete picture is due
to an illegitimate interference of reason in the realm of sensibility. Reason
wants the latter to do something that it is, as witness its abortive efforts,
not equipped to accomplish.
The idea behind this is the following. As Kant explains,
comprehension is an idea of absolute totality, and absolute totality is an
idea of reason. Now, if in looking at the Great Pyramid from the right
angle I feel a compulsion to comprehend the entire Pyramid, with all its
minute details, at a glance, this compulsion to comprehend is really a
claim of reason forced on my sensibility: “the idea of the comprehension
of any phenomenon whatsoever that may be given us in a whole of
intuition, is an idea imposed on us by a law of reason” – whereby the
latter “recognizes no definite, universally valid and unchangeable
measure except the absolute whole” (ibid.: §27, 102). By contrast,
apprehension (Auffassung) requires no such sum total. In apprehension,
imagination would have encountered no difficulties or obstacles, would
have happily (if not also rather frantically) continued its successive
representations ad infinitum (ibid.: §26, 95). Only the imposition of an
idea of comprehension, the urge to grasp an absolute whole, will
painfully frustrate the power of imagination here. It must, yet cannot
achieve this absolute whole, and this is how it comes to feel its own limits.
This means, firstly, that the trouble of imagination in the Kantian
sublime depends on a subjective difference in approach: on the
question whether one intuits an object in apprehension, or is compelled
to comprehend it. Secondly, and more fundamentally, Kant’s analysis
shows that it is not a big object in nature or architecture (which for Kant
would in any way be meaningless by itself), but an inordinate demand
of reason that urges imagination to exceed its own limits. The pain of the
sublime is thus caused by reason urging imagination to spend all its
power of comprehension on an idea that cannot be realized or
visualized.
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Things get even more complicated at this point. So far, I have
shown that the size of a phenomenon in nature or architecture is not of
decisive importance to the Kantian experience of the sublime. What is
decisive here is that, probably catalysed by the huge, inordinate size of
a natural or architectural object relatively close to me, something starts
happening ‘inside’: that reason starts to mess with sensibility and, in
making its impossible claims, causes imagination to feel its own limits. If,
on the basis of this, it becomes hard to trace the pain of the sublime
unequivocally to a natural or architectural object, this becomes even
harder when Kant suddenly drags the idea of infinity into it all. In the
mathematical sublime, he says, reason “requires totality, and
consequently comprehension in one intuition, and which calls for a
presentation answering to all members of a progressively
increasing…series of [apprehension]” (ibid.: §26, 98-99). From this
requirement, Kant continues without motivation, reason “does not even
exempt the infinite…, but rather renders it inevitable for us to regard this
infinite…as completely given (i.e. given in its totality)” (ibid.: §26, 99).
Could it be that Kant adds the infinite to these demands of reason so
rashly, almost as a matter of course, because this infinite is the most
extreme, the utmost example of an ever-increasing progression,
extending (ausdehnen) indefinitely, which cannot be encompassed?
To answer this, it should first of all be recalled that the eighteenthcentury experience of sublime nature is in effect a more or less
displaced experience of the infinite. As Marjorie Hope Nicolson has
shown long ago, the eighteenth-century aesthetics of the sublime is an
aesthetics of the infinite inaugurated by seventeenth-century
“[s]cientifically minded Platonists, reading their ideas of infinity into a
God of Plenitude, then reading them out again, [and] transferred from
God to Space to Nature conceptions of majesty, grandeur, vastness in
which both admiration and awe were combined” (Hope Nicolson [1959]
1963: 143). Religious awe was transformed into an awe of infinite space,
of infinite nature.
However, the problem now arises for Kant, can any visible
phenomenon in nature or architecture ever be infinite? Does any such
sensuous phenomenon in nature or architecture actually extend
indefinitely? The answer is beyond the scope of this discussion, but it can
be remarked that in a Kantian context the infinite can never be or
become an object of perception. Obviously, no object of sense
perceived in nature transcends all standards of sense. Otherwise, it
would be a supersensible object (which is a contradiction within the
terms) or, in the case of the infinitely small, invisible to the naked eye.
Every sensuous object in nature – including its highest mountain, biggest
ocean – is only relatively vast, even though such vast and formless
objects cannot always be grasped in their “phenomenal totality”
(Crowther 1989: 146). Even though, that is, my imagination cannot
determine or put a full stop to these objects in aesthetic estimations of
magnitude – which is why they appear to exceed all limits of sense, to
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expand and continue without end. My own inadequacy here makes for
an idea of infinity.
At the very least, this means that when I experience phenomena in
nature or architecture as extending indefinitely because my aesthetic
estimation of magnitude here never comes to a satisfying end, I am
having a fake experience of infinity. Or, differently put, if for Kant only
the infinite is truly sublime because nothing measures up against it, I can
only experience sensuous objects as if they were sublime. This is, in fact
Burke’s argument in the Enquiry. As critics have so far ignored, Burke
already observed long before Kant that an experience of the infinite in
the visible world is at best fictional. For nature’s sensuous objects are
hardly ever infinite, the infinite can only manifest itself in nature as an
illusion, so that one only experiences the effect of a suggestion of infinity.
As he puts it:
Infinity has a tendency to fill the mind with that sort of delightful
horror, which is the most genuine effect, and truest test of the
sublime. There are scarce any things which can become
objects of our senses that are really, and in their own nature
infinite. But the eye not being able to perceive the bounds of
many things, they seem to be infinite, and they produce the
same effects as if they were really so. (Burke 1990: II, sect. VIII,
67, my emphases).6

This elegant solution to the problem does, however, not refrain Burke
from calling nature sublime, or from attributing to nature, and the
suggestions there made, the efforts of imagination to enlarge itself in
trying to reach an ever next ‘beyond’. For, Burke continues, such wouldbe infinite objects “impress the imagination with an idea of their progress
beyond their actual limits”, and it is this felt possibility of an indefinite
progression which “can stamp on bounded objects the character of
infinity” – albeit quite emphatically an “artificial infinity” (ibid.: II, sect. IX,
68).
By contrast, Kant is less playful and generous. Granted, he is not far
removed from Burke when stating in the first Critique that the “true
(transcendental) concept [Begriff] of infinity is: that the successive
synthesis of unity in the measurement of a quantum can never be
completed [vollendet, also connoting ‘accomplished’]” (Kant 1990:
B460, 456). Infinity, as the cliché (still) goes, is an Unvollendete, an ongoing work in progress. Endlessness cannot be bounded or
encompassed on the time-conditioned level of sensibility, or else it will
As I will show in detail in chapter 2, Burke is here basing himself on John Locke’s idea
of infinity as expounded in his Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690). Locke
here observes that the idea of infinity is based on a “power we observe in ourselves of
repeating, without end, our own ideas”: in this “endless repetition, there is continued an
enlargement”, or at least there is the open possibility of such a continuous
enlargement, to which there is potentially no conclusion or resolution (Locke [1690]
1991: II, XVII, 98).

6
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cease to be endless. The “absolute totality” of an “endless progression”
will always, and necessarily, remain impossible as such a totality would
be essentially “self-contradictory” (Kant 1990a: §26, 99). Or, in Burke’s
terms, infinity can only be presented negatively or at best
indeterminately, as only an ever-incomplete unity sustains the illusion of
an indefinite continuation on account of its very unfinished- or
unaccomplished-ness. In such cases, imagination “has no rest” because
it cannot “fix a boundary”, just as for Kant imagination never completes
its synthesis as it never stops failing to encompass a big quantum as
whole (Burke 1990: II, sect. IX, 68).7
Unlike Burke, however, Kant is not content to ascribe intimations of
infinity to cunning deceptions and games of make-believe alone. On
the contrary, according to him the failure of imagination to
comprehend must here be attributed entirely to the fact that infinity is
one of those extravagant ideas of reason without an object. Infinity, as
he had already argued in the first Critique, is ‘just an idea’: an empty
idea. For such an idea, no instance can be offered or presented
(dargestellt) in sensibility. Within this context, imagination’s unfinished
synthesis serves to underline the Kantian dictum that ideas of reason –
such as the infinite – cannot be used constitutively. That is to say, the
fact that the synthesis of unity remains incomplete or undetermined
(unbedingt) in this instance exemplifies, as it were, experientially the
Kantian rule that an idea of reason “is and must remain undetermined”;
i.e. can never become an object of cognition (Pries 1995: 161, my
translation). Now, if only the truly infinite is sublime and if this infinite is
strictly an idea of reason that cannot be positively realized on the level
of sensibility, this means that “the sublime is not to be looked for in the
things of nature, but only in our own ideas” (Kant 1990a: §25, 93-94). It
means, in effect, that the pain of the sublime is not to be traced to a
would-be infinite, over-sized object in nature, nor even to the
compulsion to comprehend such an object in a whole of intuition, but to
an intrusive reason ordering imagination: give me an instance of infinity
as absolute totality. And imagination sets to work. And it fails – it fails as a
rule.
If this failure is appropriate within the larger scheme of Kant’s
transcendental critique, then it is also not without result. For the crux of
the matter is that in this failure, in the pain experienced on the level of
imagination, the Kantian subject is awakened to the superior capacities
of its supersensible faculty of reason. Pain is not felt for nothing, it is felt to
7To hypothetically pursue the parallel a bit further, in the analytic of the sublime Kant
rather mischievously ascribes a “boundlessness” to imagination; a “striving for infinite
progress” [ein Bestreben zum Fortschritte ins Unendliche] in the successive
apprehension of parts, which precisely betrays its limits or incapacity (Kant 1990a: §26,
101; §25, 94). That is to say, the fact that in the encounter with seemingly infinite objects
of sense imagination cannot adequately conclude its synthesis indicates the absence
of the ability to fix a comprehensive boundary Boundless, endless, restless, as in:
progressing ad infinitum, here easily comes to mean: fruitless.
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disclose an inner truth to me: it not just points to the limits of sensuous
presentation, but also to the limitless extent of my reason. If, after all, the
pain of the sublime is caused by an idea of reason that exceeds even
the greatest greatness in nature, and also the greatest power of
sensibility (i.e. infinity as absolute totality), that very pain also attest to a
side of my being which is able to think such an idea. It attests to a suprasensuous side of my being that is capable of forming ideas in
comparison with which sensibility, and even nature, dwindles into
insignificance (ibid.: §26, 101). It attests to the fact that, in so far as I have
a reason, I am also elevated far above the life of sense: that I myself
embody the sublime. For as soon as I become aware that it is my very
own reason that is giving my imagination so much pain and trouble, my
initial feeling of being frustrated on the level of sensibility is turned into
the opposite realization of being happily unbounded on the level of
reason. This self-realization, earned through pain, is what ultimately
composes the soul-stirring delight of the Kantian sublime.

I, Sublimity

What can first of all be concluded from all this is that Kantian
sublime experience is evidently governed by a dialectical law. This law
dictates that pain or frustration is meant to prove its opposite: that the
subject’s frustration of being limited on the level of sensibility is not the
end of it, but in fact “awakens the consciousness of an unlimited faculty
of the same subject” (ibid.: §27, 104). Through the inadequacy of
imagination the superiority and infinite scope of reason is disclosed. Or,
as Andrew Bowie explains this dialectical mechanism, because “we feel
our limits we must also feel what is not limited in ourselves, otherwise we
would have no way of being aware of a limit”: we can only interpret
sensibility as inadequate by virtue of a higher inner vantage point (Bowie
1993: 37). Thus, a felt limit yields its own beyond: the ‘positive’ or selfaffirming (the feeling of delight due to the realization of an internal
limitlessness) not just emerges out of, but is presupposed in the
‘negative’ or self-problematising (the painful feeling of being limited on
the level of sensibility). Frustration is resolved – removed and sublimated
– into a subject-validating experience of self-elevation.
Secondly, and in relation to this, in tracing and reducing the
mathematical sublime to ideas of reason, Kant seems to put the
essentially humble, eighteenth-century experience of sublime nature
entirely on its head. In that more humble version, found in many
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century traveller accounts, the subject is
supposed to feel small and trivial in the face of giant and apparently
immeasurable nature. By contrast, in Kant’s version, the subject
becomes the giant and nature the dwarf. It is no longer nature but the
subject to which the feeling of a reverent awe finalizing this experience
applies. If the infinite, according to Nicolson, was transferred from God
to nature in the seventeenth- and eighteenth centuries, it is now
transferred from nature to the subject:
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…the feeling of the sublime in nature is respect [Achtung] for
our own vocation [i.e. our own ‘humanity’ as rational beings],
which we attribute to an object of nature by a certain
subreption (substitution of a respect for the object in place of
one for the idea of humanity in our own self – the subject); and
this feeling renders, as it were, intuitable the supremacy of our
cognitive faculties on the rational side over the greatest faculty
of sensibility [i.e. imagination]. (ibid.: §27, 102)

Nature deserves of no respect (Achtung). Not just because for Kant
respect is a moral feeling that applies to rational beings, not to things.8
Rather also, because even – if not especially – nature’s largest, biggest,
greatest, highest phenomena cannot compete with reason’s infinite
potential: it is “for us a law (of reason)…to estimate everything which is
for us great in nature as small in comparison with ideas of reason” (ibid.:
§27, 102). Vast nature here at best figures as a projection of the vast
extent of my rational comprehension: in so far as my imagination fails to
present a big, apparently formless object of sense as completely given
in one blink of the eye, this object externalises or “renders intuitable
[anschaulich]” the felt boundlessness of reason (ibid.: §27, 104). This is not
to say that such an object in any way measures up to the idea of infinity,
but that in imagination’s inability to fix a boundary for it, this object
vivifies reason’s pre-eminence over sensibility. It is to say that in my
encounters with apparently endless nature, my troubled imagination
effectively, though somewhat contra-intuitively, allows the infinite scope
and potential of reason to reveal itself to me. Or, as Crowther puts it,
“the sensible object ‘realizes’ the scope of rational conceptualisation
precisely (and paradoxically) because it cannot be grasped as a totality
at the perceptual and imaginative level” (Crowther 1989: 147).
In more basic terms, this means that nature in the Kantian sublime
really only serves to make me feel better about myself. Any greatness it
presents I can appropriate as my own, and more than that, any
greatness it presents I eventually estimate as shrinking and shrivelling in
comparison with the felt limitlessness of my rational comprehension. In
the end, after all, nature can never live up to my ideas of reason; all it
can do is merely suggest – that is, present in an incomplete or insufficient
way – their infinite extent. The real thing, the ‘truly infinite’, is within.
Grand nature is to help me realize this, and then to be ungratefully
disposed of as a forgery of the sublime, undeserving of any feeling of
respect. Perhaps all it is meant to do is to provide a suitable setting for a
8As

Kant argues in the Critique of Practical Reason, “[r]espect always refers to persons,
never to things. The latter can elicit an inclination, and, where animals (cf. horses, dogs,
etc.) are concerned, even love, but never respect” (Kant [1788] 1956: 197). Respect
points to ‘our’ elevated, supersensible vocation as rational beings. And this is precisely
what the inadequacy of imagination is meant to bring home to the subject in Kant’s
account of the sublime: it is meant to awaken me to that side of my being which floats
far above the determinations of sense.
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felt ‘passage’ from my sensible to my rational being: from a conditioned
to an unbounded, unconditioned inner vantage point, which answers to
my supersensible vocation. Seen in this light, little can go wrong in the
experience of the mathematical sublime as regards the eventual
triumph of the Kantian subject: whatever overwhelms imagination
cannot but be transcended by reason. Even granting the fact that Kant
consistently posits the merely regulative status of sublime experience as
a self-experience – i.e. describes it merely as it should evolve, what it
ought to give rise to – then the law of reason, which I am bound to
recognize, and which states that even nature’s greatest greatness is
small in relation to my supersensible ideas, cannot but in actual fact
awaken me to my supersensible vocation (Kant 1990a: §27, 103). The
only possible ‘but’ in the matter is that I must have sufficiently developed
my faculty of reason – which for Kant is a condition that can only be met
with in white, male, cultured subjects. Females (or, what is constructed
as ‘female’ in Kantian philosophy) and other others are to be excluded
from the self-exultation experienced in the sublime (Battersby 1995: 92).9
Thus, at least for the male-connoted subject, Kantian sublime
experience is in principle a basically a risk-free exercise in self-elevation
and self-congratulation: however much vast nature may frustrate one’s
sensibility, one’s ideas of reason will always supersede and be the better
of it. Ultimately, the law of reason dictating that as a rational being, the
Kantian subject will invariably outwit nature, makes for a safety net that
will always, and by definition, place this subject on the winning side.
Compare it to mainstream Hollywood movies, whereby any tension felt
along the way is merely a handy means to heighten the cathartic effect
of a happy ending that has been very much settled in advance. In just
the same way, tension or frustration in the Kantian sublime is merely a
necessary stage within the larger process of being lifted upward by
negative means: a process which, however painful, humiliating, or
unnerving always moves to a conclusive and satisfying ending for the
male-connoted Kantian subject as a rational being.

The Dynamical Sublime

In the dynamical sublime, this process of self-affirmation will be
much the same. The only difference is, firstly, that it makes more explicit
the moral import of the sublime feeling and, secondly, that it turns not on
imagination but on the will. The dynamical sublime feeling thus does not
9This

is not because the Kantian-conceived ‘female’ cannot develop her faculty of
reason but because she need and should not develop it: all she needs to be is
charming and alluring, beautiful, so as to increase her marketability – and for Kant a
woman with a sufficiently developed reason undermines her own marketability. As
Battersby points out, Kant believes that such rational activity would only make her ugly
[ekelhaft]. Indeed, Battersby quotes Kant from his Observations on the Feeling of the
Beautiful and the Sublime (1764), a woman with an active knowledge in Greek,
mathematics, or mechanics, might “even as well have a beard” – might, in other
words, even as well be a ‘male’ (ibid.: 92). I will pursue this matter in some detail later in
this chapter, in the section entitled ‘Heroism and Humility’.
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arise out of frustration in the face of boundless nature but out of an
apparent helplessness in the face of violent nature. Pain here signals the
pain of terror, not of imaginative inadequacy.
Thus, in the dynamical sublime nature is to be “represented as a
source of fear”, yet this fear should not be “seriously entertained” (Kant
1990a: §28, 106). Joseph Addison and Edmund Burke had already stated
as much: awful things can only give rise to a sublime feeling when
witnessed from a position of relative safety; the terror of the sublime must
always needs be a fictive terror. As Addison puts it in the Spectator nr.
418 of June 30, 1712, any terrible sight or prospect can easily become
delightful in a fictional context, since then “we are not a little pleased”
with the awareness of our position as mere on-lookers (Addison [1712]
1996: 68). In this risk-free situation, whatever appears simply threatening
or “hideous” in ‘real life’ is now considered “at the same time, as
dreadful and harmless; so that the more frightful appearance they
make, the greater is the pleasure we receive from our own safety” (ibid.:
68). For that very same reason, “we are delighted with the reflecting
upon dangers that are past, or in looking on a precipice at a distance,
which would fill us with a different kind of horror, if we saw it hanging
over our heads” (ibid.: 68). ‘We’ would then not be pleased at all.
Kant, likewise, points out that in the experience of the dynamical
sublime my confrontation with wild nature is not to be real or actual, but
imaginary: I imagine myself being threatened by say, a storm, a volcano
or a wild sea. It is as if I am present at a scene facing me with my own
vulnerability and ephemerality. This brings about a painful sense of
powerlessness: I realize that nature can devour my physical being as
easily and instantly as, say, I can swat a fly. I am faced with my ultimate
and unavoidable fate of death. However, the delight that such an
imaginary scene of violence can bring about is for Kant not simply due
to the simple fact that it is, precisely, only imaginary. That, in other words,
my fears are merely fictive and I am, for the time being, on the safe side.
Indeed, Kant grants, delight is here brought about by a sense of being
comfortably removed from nature’s threats. Yet, this comfort is not
brought about by a merely physical or temporal but by a spiritual
distance. It is, more precisely, brought about by the consciousness of my
freedom from nature as a morally autonomous being.
To fully understand this, it must first of all be recalled that in the
experience of the mathematical sublime, “we found our own limitations”
on the level of sensibility, yet through or because of this also “found in
our rational faculty another non-sensuous standard…in comparison with
which everything in nature is small, and so found in our own minds a preeminence over nature even in its immeasurability” (Kant 1990a: §28,
107). All is well that ends well: nature first big, now small, the subject first
limited, now unlimited. This self-fulfilling principle also reigns in the
experience of the dynamical sublime, albeit not my theoretical but
more explicitly my practical reason which now guarantees a happy
ending. What happens here, Kant explains, is that
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the irresistibility [Unwiderstehlichkeit] of the might of nature10
forces upon us the recognition of our physical helplessness as
beings of nature, but at the same time reveals a faculty [i.e.
practical reason] of estimating ourselves as independent of
nature, and discovers a pre-eminence [Überlegenheit] above
nature that is the foundation of a self-preservation of quite
another kind from that which may be assailed and brought into
danger by external nature. This saves humanity in our own
person from humiliation, even though as mortal men we have
to submit to external violence. (Kant ibid.: §28, 107)

The “self-preservation of quite another kind” is an overt allusion to
Burke and, maybe, Addison. Whereas their existential (the term is Paul
Crowther’s) reading of the sublime ‘merely’ focuses on a felt “sense of
our own mortality” in the face of possible dread and disaster, Kant
sublimates this into a felt sense of our own morality (Crowther 1996: 126).
The centrality of physical self-preservation in the sublime feeling is thus
replaced by an urgency for moral self-preservation. In fact, and
interestingly so, the implication is that any such moral self-preservation
can only succeed when one transcends – or, as it would be termed
today, suppresses – the ‘baser’ anxieties and needs for physical selfpreservation. Only in this way will I be spared the humiliation of bowing
before nature’s physical might.
This is, indeed, exactly what constitutes the delight of the Kantian
sublime: to find myself saved from any such humiliation. To find, that is, a
presence within myself, a supersensible side to my being, which will not
be intimidated by nature and makes me act bravely, freely, and
selflessly. This ‘higher’ presence within me, Kant says, is the supersensible
power of practical reason, freeing me from nature in so far as it makes
me act in compliance only with that moral law which it writes for itself –
and not in subservience to the threats and determinations of nature.
Knowing this, the experience of the dynamical sublime can be
epitomized as a lesson in moral distinction: I imagine myself being
threatened by nature at its most violent, and I feel intimidated. Yet in my
helplessness I listen to the voice of a power of practical reason within me
that transcends any base fear or anxiety. Thus, I would awaken to the
fact that I am not only a being of sense but also a being of reason:
imagination has presented me with a case in which my mind “can make
itself sensible to the appropriate sublimity of the sphere of its own being,
even above nature” (Kant 1990a: §28, 108). This, according to Kant,
10What Kant has in mind here are volcanoes, hurricanes, wild and angry oceans,
thunder clouds, etc., in comparison with which one’s (physical) power of resistance
seems but trifle. Hence the term: irresistible [unwiderstehlich] here; such phenomena
cannot be withstood. Yet there is also a pun here, for, as Kant repeats Addison, these
very same phenomena become “all the more attractive” – and attractiveness, too,
may imply: hard to resist – when in considering them “our own position is secure” (Kant
1990a: §28, 106).
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would grant me a delightful sense of security and superiority, allowing
me to assert myself admirably and independently. Whatever dangers
nature may present to me as a natural being, it cannot touch me
morally – and I know it (Guyer 1996: 262).
If this reduces destructive nature to being a mere occasion for my
coming out as a heroic subject, it in fact turns out to be even less than
that. For (as with the experience of the mathematical sublime) it is very
much the question if it is at all nature, and not my ‘higher’ self, which
causes my physical being the pain of feeling small and intimidated. If,
that is, my sense of impotence and insignificance; my meaning nothing
in the face of mighty nature, is not an externalisation of the felt
meaninglessness of my worldly concerns – such as the preservation of
my life, my well-being, and physical comfort – in the face of an internal,
unconditional moral law. Am I not so much experiencing nature as my
‘higher’ self here? Kant suggests as much when he states that
destructive nature
…appeals to a power in us (which is not nature) to regard that
for which we are anxious [as physical beings] (worldly goods,
health, and life), as small, and hence [because this power in us
is not nature] to regard [nature’s] might…as exercising over us
and our personality no such rude dominion that we should bow
down before it, once the question becomes one of our highest
principles and of our forsaking or asserting them. (Kant 1990a:
§28, 107-108, my emphasis)

Kant here has practical reason appropriate the might of nature in its
violation and subjection of sensibility (Van de Vall 1994: 294). In itself, this
subjection may be painful, but for Kant it is also the upshot for an intense
delight: it makes me aware of my supersensible, moral vocation which,
precisely, “must be realized at the expense of sensibility” – i.e. at the
expense of the interests of sense (ibid.: 295). Pain is felt for a purpose, it is
part of the sacrifice I must make as a ‘being of nature’ to grow into an
autonomous being of reason. To experience this pain in the dynamical
sublime is therefore also to experience my destiny as such an
autonomous being, determined in my conduct by an unconditional
moral law. Indeed, this pain discloses to me on an experiential level the
existence of this law within me. As such, it yields the exalting realization
that I myself partake of the free and unconditional. It brings home to me
that I have a power transcending my physical, conditioned being and
therefore, since it is only this physical being in me that is susceptible to
nature, transcending nature too: “Sublimity is…contained in no object of
nature, but only in our own mind, so far as we can become conscious of
being superior to nature within us [i.e. the life of sense] and therefore of
nature outside us (in so far as it influences us)” (Kant 1990a: §28, 110).
Dynamical sublime experience thus happily concludes as an
experience of my being removed at a great and safe distance from
nature, of my being Erhaben. It is, for Kant, a definite indication of my
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being proof against “nature’s effect, whether by threat or gratification,
on the inclinations within [me], which could lead to the heteronomous
rather than autonomous determination of the will” (Guyer 1996: 263).
Seen in this light, Guyer rightfully concludes, “sublimity must be
contrasted to nature rather than ascribed to it” (ibid.: 263). Kantian
sublime experience is not an experience of but an experience in
contrast or opposition to nature, an experience of my own contrast to
nature as a being of reason.

Heroism and Humility

As part of the realization of one’s ‘moral destiny’, the
courageousness and fearlessness displayed in Kant’s dynamical sublime
experience will, of course, seem hopelessly outdated from a present-day
perspective. Typically, it celebrates and idealizes the “man who is
undaunted, who knows no fear, and who, therefore, does not give way
to danger, but sets manfully to work with full deliberation” (Kant 1990a:
§28, 108). Kant mentions the soldier, the general, implying that only those
who, as Christine Battersby says, “have been educated into confidence
in the power of [their] own ego over nature” are capable of
appreciating dangerous objects and transcending their fears at the
same time (Battersby 1995: 95). Indeed, Battersby continues, for Kant a
“man proves his superior moral excellence by his ability to experience
the sublime” (ibid.: 96). Today, one may at best encounter such signs of
‘moral excellence’ in twentieth-century Westerns and its endless
varieties: a John Wayne-like heroism dictating that ‘a man has to do
what a man has to do’, answering to a universal call to duty.
From that same present-day perspective, moreover, the delight
and freedom gained from the realization of one’s moral destiny may be
rightfully questioned. For is it all that delightful to feel the pressure and
dominance of practical reason? Of a categorical imperative that
makes me act contrary to my interests of sense? Is that not a very harsh
and humiliating, albeit a self-humiliating, experience? Yes, Freudian
psychologists would say, and from their perspective it is hard to disagree.
Slavoj Žižek, for instance, equating the moral law within the Kantian
subject with the Freudian super ego, points to this “basic paradox of the
Kantian autonomy: I am a free and autonomous subject, delivered from
the constraints of my pathological nature precisely and only insofar as
my feeling of self-esteem is crushed by the humiliating pressure of the
moral Law” (Žižek 1994: 52). I am free in so far as I victimize myself, in so
far as I hurt and debase my embodied being.
However, I have shown, from Kant’s perspective this “humiliating
pressure” is not humiliating at all as it makes the transcendental subject
aware that it, too, partakes of the unconditional: that it is not simply
subjected to a law, but writes its own law, that it is a free, integral (rather
than a self-conflicting) subject released from external determinations,
and incorporating in its supersensible regions the (moral) might and
autonomy once reserved for the invisible Deity ‘above’.
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The differences between Kant’s analysis of the sublime and earlier,
religiously connoted theories are, for that matter, striking. Consider, for
instance, John Dennis’s rather ominous remarks in The Grounds of
Criticism in Poetry (1704) that
…nothing is so terrible as the Wrath of infinite Power, because
nothing is so unavoidable as the Vengeance design’d by it.
There is no flying nor lying hid from the great universal Monarch.
He may deliver us from all other Terrors, but nothing can save or
defend us from him. And therefore Reason, which serves to
dissipate our Terrors in some other Dangers, serves but to
augment them when we are threatened by infinite Power; and
that Fortitude, which may be heroick at other times, is downright
Madness then. (Dennis 1943: I, 362)

Kant, we have seen, would propose exactly the reverse in what might
be called a liberation of the son (the male-connoted subject) from the
father (the male-connoted Deity): the subject transcends itself, throwing
itself not in the hands of the Deity, but relying on its own ‘higher’ self. For
the time being, however, critics like Addison, theorists like Lord
Shaftesbury, and sensitive poets such as Thomas Gray continued to look
upon the thrilling, awe-inspiring terrors of sublime nature as being
‘pregnant with religion’ – rather than, as with Kant, as being suggestive
of the infinite might and extent of reason. Accordingly, their response to
the terrors that the Deity allegedly exercises through nature is one
diametrically opposed to what Kant later propagates: it is one of
subservience and humility.
This, Murray Roston has explained, is in fact the only proper and
possible response for the faithful subject. In accordance with ruling
Christian doctrines, humility offers the only hope of salvation from the
very terrors excited by the awful omnipotence of the Deity (Roston 1990:
229-230). That is to say, since the Deity commands the earth, the seas,
and the heavens, and since it is thus also the Deity that dwarfs wo/man
into insignificance before the “vast might” of nature, the appropriate
reaction here – says Dennis – is not stubborn pride or ‘fortitude’ but
subjection and surrender. In times of distress, when nature turns wild, one
should turn to the Lord in “humble prayer” so as to be liberated from this
very distress again: humility finally makes for a sense of safety, a faith in
salvation, and safety kindles the relief that makes the simply terrible
sublime (Roston 1990: 229).
To substantiate this link between humility and a tension-removing
feeling of relief Roston here also refers to Psalm 107 (“They that go down
to the sea in ships”) as quoted in Joseph Addison’s reflections on the
sublime spectacle of a wild sea in the Spectator 489, September 20,
1712:
They that go down to the Sea in Ships, that do Business in great
Waters: These see the Works of the Lord, and his Wonders in the
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Deep. For he commandeth and raiseth the stormy Wind, which
lifteth up the Waters thereof. They mount to Heaven, they go
down again to the Depths, their Soul is melted because of
trouble. They reel to and fro, and stagger like a drunken Man,
and are at their Wit’s End. Then they cry unto the Lord in their
trouble, and he bringeth them out of their Distress. He maketh
the Storm a Calm, so that the Waves thereof are still. Then they
are glad because they be quiet, so he bringeth them unto their
desired Heaven. (ibid.: 229-230)

In later eighteenth-century Germany, Paul Guyer reports, Johann Georg
Sulzer would still promote a similar attitude of humbleness in the face of
sublime nature. Reassurance, a feeling of safety, is here eventually
derived from the faith and trust that if the Lord will “preserve and love us,
this is…because he is infinite, and his goodness spreads itself over all his
creatures” (Sulzer [1770] in Guyer 1996: 241).
Thus, the dictum of these pre-Kantian accounts of religious tremor is:
in God we trust, and this trust grants a certainty of protection making
even the sight of the most violent sea or mighty storm delightful. By the
end of the eighteenth century, Kant would transform this into: in myself I
trust. I am not dependent on but independent of, if not equal to, an
(unknown) Other. Not my faith in God but my faith in my own rational
superiority over nature’s expanse instils in me the sense of security that
occasions the delight of the sublime. Kant elevates rather than humbles
humanity in the experience of the sublime, offering a transcendental
subject standing in awe “of the power of [its] own reason rather than of
God. Indeed, God’s creation is humbled before [its] own free reason”
(ibid: 259).
Unfortunately however, as with the mathematical sublime, the
delights of such an experience of self-elevation are not awarded to just
anyone at all. They are only reserved for the exclusive few who have
sufficiently developed their capacity for moral autonomy: white
‘cultured’ males. Thus, Battersby observes on the basis of Kant’s precritical Observations and the Anthropology (1798), “there is no inference
that women should be educated in the kinds of courage and selfconfidence that would enable them to rise above fear” and experience
the Kantian sublime (Battersby 1995: 96). On the contrary, Battersby
concludes with a view to Kant’s comments on the characteristics of the
sexes in the Anthropology:
…it is important for women to be timorous in the face of
physical danger. Since the future of the human race is in the
hands – or, rather, the womb – of women, to ensure the
continuance of the species women should be concerned with
their own physical safety…But this is an important rider to the
Kantian system, because such feelings will debar women from
developing Achtung; that reverential attitude necessary for
experiencing the sublime; for acting in accordance with
universal duty…(ibid.: 96)
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Unlike men, women in their Kantian construction have thus “no duty” to
become a person – i.e. a rational, moral being. Instead, though
counting as “humans”, they have a duty to remain akin to what Kant
calls “instinct-driven ‘animals’ ” (ibid.: 96). Instead of facing danger and
transcending their fear, they should run away from it and, securing their
physical well-being, secure the procreation of the species with it.
Heroism is reserved for men, humility and timidity for women.

Harmonizing the Sublime

Thus, in the Kantian scheme of things, the strength and power
associated with the dynamical sublime is attributed to the maleconnoted subject, while the weakness and charm associated with the
beautiful is assigned to the childbearing ‘female’. However, if this implies
a binary (gender-connoted) opposition between the sublime and the
beautiful, it nevertheless turns out that the Kantian judgement of the
sublime differs not fundamentally from the Kantian judgement of the
beautiful. Not, that is, because both judgements are in the final analysis
issued by Kant’s male-constructed subject, but because formally both
judgements have something in common: they pertain to what Kant calls
a subjective finality.
Quite simply put, subjective finality here refers to something
purposeful, and fundamentally pleasurable, with respect to the subject.
For instance, I have shown, in the experience of both the mathematical
and dynamical sublime, the pain felt by imagination on account of the
interference of reason in its domain is not without a purpose. It is not a
pain that is felt for nothing. This pain, rather, is the gateway to a
delightful self-realization: because of it, I realize I am not just a being of
sense but also a being of reason, placing me far above nature’s
determinations.
Now, if pain has a subjective finality in moving me from my sensuous
to my rational being, would this not also mean that the conflict
[Widerstreit] between reason and sensibility in the Kantian sublime is not
really a conflict at all but rather a merely apparent one, holding its own
(re)solution? The answer has proved to be open to many different
interpretations. Already in 1877, for instance, Paul Deusen suggests in his
Elemente der Metaphysik that in elevating oneself to one’s moral,
autonomous being in the (dynamical) sublime, the fear felt by one’s
physical being is not completely exorcised but remains floating “in the
background of our consciousness” – without, however, troubling our
“own I” [eigenes Ich] (Deusen [1877] 1919: 157, my translation). This
would also mean that the discord between sensibility and reason never
entirely disappears: in this half-conscious fear, a trace is left of sensibility’s
(futile) resistance against the might of practical reason and the
fearlessness and selflessness it requires. Deusen’s reading is, however, not
so much rooted in Kant’s as in Arthur Schopenhauer’s post-Kantian
notion of sublime experience as a feeling of exaltation, a feeling of
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transcendence, gained through pain and labour which is nevertheless
constantly accompanied by the consciousness of un-freedom, of being
tied to the Will.
More recently, Christine Pries has more or less comparably proposed
in her comparative analysis of Kant’s first and third Critiques that the
conflict between the faculties in the Kantian sublime is a fundamental
one which cannot be entirely removed. In her view, the transition from
sensibility (pain) to reason (pleasure) in the Kantian sublime is really no
conclusive and harmonious passage from the one to the other at all.
Rather, she argues, this transition (which she refers to as a transition
without bridges, without mediation) amounts to a mere change of
perspective – a fluctuating spasm oscillating between sensibility and
reason – that lacks the sense of an ending or resolution (Pries 1995: 156162). That is to say, according to her, the fact that the Kantian subject
changes from the perspective of sensibility to the perspective of reason
in the experience of the sublime does not mean that the gap between
sensibility and reason is, in any way, bridgeable or passable. Due to their
mutual incompatibility, there is an abyss between the two excluding any
‘settlement’ or mediation, which makes it impossible for ideas of reason
to be ever realized within the image-forming domain of sensibility. The
so-called harmony of the faculties thus covers up an internal conflict
that remains – and, according to the tenets of the first Critique, remains
irresolvable.
However, in my own reading of Kant’s conflict between the
faculties I rather side with Paul Guyer and Paul Crowther. Thus, Crowther
argues convincingly that the relation between reason and imagination is
ultimately not so much discordant as harmonious, not so much typified
by a break as by a “continuity” between the two: within their very
differences, they are in agreement in so far as the pain felt by the former
on account of the latter serves to reveal the subject’s rational, moral
superiority over nature (Crowther 1996: 146). Or, as Kant himself puts it,
the very same pain or violence “that is wrought on the subject through
the imagination is estimated as final [i.e. purposeful and delightful] for
the whole determination [Bestimmung] of mind” as including the faculty
of reason and its ungraspable ideas as well as the moral law that it writes
for itself (Kant 1990a: §27, 104). This means that in their apparent conflict,
reason and sensibility have not worked against but with each other to
engender an insight into my pre-eminence over and freedom from
nature. Together, and each in their very own way, they have helped to
show that I am not just a being of sense but also of being reason. Thus,
they have disclosed my supersensible vocation, my ‘higher’, glorious
destiny, to me.
Given this ultimate accord or agreement between imagination and
reason, Kantian sublime experience is not that far removed from the
Kantian experience of the beautiful. Both feelings, I will presently show,
concern a finally accordant play between two mental faculties, the
former being somewhat more ‘grave’ [Ernsthaft] than the latter. The
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reason for this similarity is that both the feeling of the beautiful and the
feeling of the sublime are ultimately rooted in a so-called aesthetic
judgement: a judgement referring to a specific or distinctive,
harmonious mental state of a subject rather than to certain
particularities of a represented object.11 In case of the beautiful, bearing
on agreeable form, this relation refers to a free and harmonious play
between imagination and understanding. This play exemplifies and
makes felt a relationship between these two cognitive faculties which,
as Guyer quotes Kant from the First Introduction to the third Critique, “is
the subjective…condition of the objective use of judgement in general”
(Guyer 1996: 152). That is to say, although aesthetic judgements are no
cognitive judgements, the relation between imagination and
understanding shows how the two complement each other in a cooperation conducive to cognitive judgements. The Kantian subject
experiences the satisfaction of this basic condition for cognition –
manifested in the felt, harmonious relationship between imagination and
11Thus, if one calls, say, a flower beautiful or a mountain sublime the judgemental
epithets ‘beautiful’ and ‘sublime’ do not, strictly speaking, apply to that flower or
mountain but by contrast express a specific relation between two mental faculties of
the subject contemplating these respective objects. I deliberately use the term
‘contemplating’ in this instance, because it implies for Kant a certain distanced- and
disinterestedness on the part of the subject that is appropriate both in relation to the
beautiful and sublime: aesthetic judgements are “indifferent” to the real existence of
objects, which is to say that one does not will, covet, or desire such objects but takes a
pleasure in their mere representation (Vorstellung); or, in their formal relation to the
subject (Kant 1990a: §5, 46,). This simply means that I do not take a pleasure in this
object for my own sake but – allegedly – for its own sake. Aesthetic judgements are
therefore without interest; I do not want the represented object. They are, moreover,
also without a concept; I do not cognise the represented object. When I say: this flower
is red, this is not the same as when I say: this flower is beautiful. In the first case, I
determine an object by means of general rules and forms of the understanding,
whereby ‘grey’ is a predicate applying to ‘stone’. In the second case, however, it may
appear as if ’beautiful’ is a predicate applying to ‘stone’ but it in fact applies to the
mental state of the subject; it is this mental state which is ultimately being judged. Here
I do not produce an objective, conceptual unity of recognition, but I express the
awareness of a feeling of pleasure, or displeasure on account of an internal, mental
state. Thus, “[the judging subject] will speak of the beautiful as if beauty were a quality
of the object and the judgement logical (forming a cognition of the object by
concepts of it); although it is only aesthetic, and contains merely a reference of the
representation of the object to the subject…” (ibid.: §6, 49). Both in the case of the
beautiful and the sublime my judgement will thus at the very best apply to the
representation of an object in reference to my perceptual interaction with it. This is
even more radical in case of the sublime, for while it is correct to interpret a judgement
with the form ‘x is sublime’ as ‘I feel myself sublime (i.e. elevated) with respect to
nature’, one cannot say ‘I feel myself beautiful with respect to this or that object’. This
means, as Gernot Böhme explains, that one’s pleasure in the beautiful “is not itself the
ground of the judgement ‘x is beautiful’ but a necessary consequence of it” (Böhme
1997: 41, my translation). Or, as Kant puts it, “[f]or the beautiful in nature we must seek a
ground outside ourselves, but for the sublime one merely in ourselves and the attitude
of mind that introduces sublimity into the representation of nature” (Kant 1990a: §23,
90). For more extensive accounts of Kant’s aesthetic judgement see Dieter Henrich
(1992: 29-58), Paul Crowther (1996: 56-61), or Paul Guyer (1996: 94-116).
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understanding – as subjectively final or purposeful and purely
pleasurable.
Conversely, and as I have shown, the aesthetic judgement of the
sublime bears on a subjective relationship between imagination and
reason that appears not altogether unproblematic and that is not
experienced as simply pleasurable: sublime experience involves a
painful blockage or Hemmung branding it as a pleasure mediated
through a displeasure (Kant 1990a: §27, 105). Nevertheless, Kant insists,
like the experience of the beautiful, the experience of the sublime
“preserves its aesthetic character”. Not merely, that is, because it bears
on a “subjective play of the mental powers (imagination and reason)”,
but also because it represents this play as “harmonious” – not despite
but because of the very tension occasioned between these different
powers of mind (Kant 1990a: §27, 103, my emphasis). As such, aesthetic
judgements of the sublime refer to the same possibility of an “overall
integrity of our faculties of mind” as the judgement of the beautiful
(Makkreel 1994: 83). For as we have seen, imagination and reason only,
and only initially, appear to be in conflict but are ultimately judged as
being in accord for the whole determination of mind. Therefore, the
difference between the beautiful and sublime may be that the former
occasions pleasure and the latter pleasure through pain, but they are
nevertheless tightly connected to the extent that both in the experience
of the beautiful and the experience of the sublime “the faculty of
presentation, or the imagination, is regarded as being in harmony…with
the faculty of concepts of understanding or reason” respectively (ibid.:
§23, 74).
This generic relation between the ‘negative pleasure’ of the sublime
and the ‘positive pleasure’ of the beautiful is reinforced in the
Anthropology. Kant here remarks that the “sublime, it is true, is the
counterpart [Gegenwicht] but not the opposite [Widerspiel] of the
beautiful” (Kant 1960: §67, 428). The two constitute, so to speak, two
sides of the same coin, in that the latter “prepares us…to love nature
even without interest”, and the former prepares us to “admire” nature
“even in spite of our (sensible) interest” (Kant 1990a: General Remark,
114). Both the feeling of the beautiful and the feeling of the sublime, in
other words, revolve around a disinterestedness, a being removed from
physical nature, which exposes the Kantian subject as a free and
autonomous being, drawing its pure pleasures out of the possible
integrity and complementariness of its own mental faculties.
The necessity of this realization of an internal harmony that is to
bring Kantian sublime experience to a delightful end is what, in my view,
accounts for the reconciliatory law governing this experience. That is to
say, because Kant insists on positing sublime experience as a variety of
aesthetic judgement – referring to an accord between two mental
faculties – he must somehow find a way to represent negative feelings of
pain (frustration or helplessness) as ultimately positive. He must represent
an aching discord between imagination and reason as being ultimately,
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and in reality, a special agreement. He must, in a word, sacrifice the
internal tension of the sublime feeling to the harmony of the beautiful.

The Narrative Structure of Kantian Sublime Experience

However, it may now be objected, if Kant’s analytic of the sublime
thus opens the way for a harmonization of the sublime, he nevertheless
upholds the significance of ‘negative’, self-undermining feelings such as
frustration and terror: despite Kant’s stress on the harmony of the
faculties, and despite his tendency to reduce sublime experience to a
steady process of (self-)sublimation, he never overrides the presence of
pain in that experience. Granted – but it must be added immediately
that pain only features prominently here because Kant needs pain too
much to reinforce the superior position of the transcendental subject.
Pain, I have said, is for Kant a purposeful pain through which my
vocation as a rational being is revealed to me. If an initial impediment, it
is finally nothing less than the gateway to a redemption from the
sensuous: through the pain of my sensuous being, my mind “can make
itself sensible to the appropriate sublimity of the sphere of its own being,
even above nature” (Kant 1990a: §28, 108). Pain thus serves to lead to,
and extinguish itself in, an ensuing delight of self-affirmation.
What this suggests is that in Kant’s sublime experience pain not so
much coincides and coexists with as precedes pleasure – and is
replaced by it, forgotten through it. This sequential nature of Kantian
sublime experience especially comes to light in the sections on the
dynamical sublime. Here, Kant explicitly presents sublime experience as
consisting of two successive feelings of pain and pleasure interrupted by
a judgemental or reflective intervention. As Paul Guyer writes:
In the case of the dynamical sublime…Kant’s exposition
appears throughout to describe a pattern in which a painful
feeling must be accompanied by an explicit judgement of the
superiority of reason, with a further feeling of pleasure
succeeding only once that judgement is made. For what Kant
describes is essentially the case in which mighty objects or vistas
in natures are first felt to be fearsome but in which it is then
judged that there is no (moral) reason to be afraid of nature… –
and only on the ‘cessation’ of this uneasiness due to this
judgement does there arise ‘a feeling of joy’. (Guyer 1996: 213)

Admittedly, and as has been subject to much debate, in the sections on
the mathematical sublime Kant contradicts this sequential structure.
Here, he posits sublime experience as one of pain and pleasure at the
same time: the “feeling of the sublime is…at once a feeling of
displeasure, arising from the inadequacy of imagination in the aesthetic
estimation of magnitude to attain to its estimation by reason, and a
simultaneously awakened pleasure, arising from this very judgement of
the inadequacy of the greatest faculty of sense being in accord with
ideas of reason” (Kant 1990a: §27, 102, my emphasis). Kant here seems
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to argue that since the sublime concerns two different faculties of mind,
it is simultaneously experienced as painful or repulsive to the one
(imagination) and delightful or attractive to the other (reason) (ibid.:
§27, 103). While this has a certain intriguing plausibility, it does not
remove the fact that Kant here, too, interposes a judgement between
pain and delight: once the pain of imagination is judged as being
subjectively purposeful (i.e. in accord with reason), then pain gives way
to delight.
This is, again, reaffirmed by the overall fact that Kantian sublime
experience ends without pain; is, indeed, motivated by a drive toward a
being purged from pain in a movement leading from the bounds of
sense to the freedom of reason. It is an experience pervaded by what
Theresa de Lauretis has in a different context called a “sense of an
ending”: a sense of purposefulness, progressing to a moment when the
Kantian subject can close itself off from nature and, thus, from tension,
frustration, or humiliation (De Lauretis 1984: 125). Sublime experience
resolves itself in the resolving of pain, in the exorcising of frustration or
humiliation.
As such, moving from pain to pleasure, one may readily suspect
that Kant’s sublime experience is knowingly or unknowingly conceived
within the confines of a so-called canonic narrative structure. Within,
basically said, the bounds of an Aristotelian plot of beginning, middle,
and ending. To recall Aristotle’s Art of Poetry on this issue, a narrative plot
is to be a whole, and a whole
is that which has a beginning, a middle, and an end. A
beginning is that which does not necessarily come after
something else, although something else exists or comes about
after it. An end, on the contrary, is that which naturally follows
something else either as a necessary or as a usual
consequence, and is not itself followed by anything. A middle is
that which follows something else, and is itself followed by
something. Thus, well-constructed plots must neither begin nor
end in a haphazard way, but must conform to the pattern I
have been describing. (Dorsch 1965: 41)

Likewise, in Kantian sublime experience there is a (sudden) initial
confrontation (beginning) leading to a predicament (middle: pain in the
form of frustration, terror, or helplessness), which in turn leads to an
overcoming of this predicament (ending: delight in the form of pride or
joy). Or, which is the same, Kantian sublime experience moves from a
moment of initiation, to a moment of certainty and stability lost, to a
moment of certainty and stability regained. Revolving around a typical
drama of self-transformation, it even features the familiar hero, the
‘mobile character’, of myth- and romance-plots, who actively submits
himself to a trial to find and fulfil his personal destiny: honour gained
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through peril (De Lauretis 1984: 118).12 Nature, in all of this, is the
immobile character. It is the obstacle to be overcome, “fixed at a
certain point of the plot-space and representing, standing for…a
boundary which the hero alone can cross” (ibid.: 118). As a mere
occasion for frustration or fear, nature is but a necessary impediment to
be confronted and defeated by the Kantian subject (hero) on his way
to ‘manhood’ as an autonomous being. The story ends with the
fulfilment of the hero’s quest, nature having completely disappeared
from sight as the subject withdraws into itself to marvel at the sublimity of
its own vocation (ibid.: 110).
As such, motivated by a “movement forward toward resolution”,
Kantian sublime experience is defined by an ultimate reconciliation
which I would like to define as a closure-in-transcendence: an achieved
move ‘up’ that signals a conclusion to pain and discord (ibid.: 125). In
conformity to mythological plot-texts, pain here only constitutes an
intermediary if also crucial stage, functioning as it does as a bridge or
passage to self-elevation and the delight annexed to it. This neatly
coincides with the reconciliatory law governing Kantian sublime
experience, i.e. that pain presumes its opposite, its own solution: the very
inadequacy of imagination, and the very helplessness of my physical
being is delightfully judged as disclosing my ‘superior’ position as a
rational, moral being. Nature is neutralised, I become untouchable. I
have elevated myself from a being of sense to a being of reason – and if
this is how I prove myself to be a ‘person’ (a ‘man’) or even a hero, then
this is also how I come to experience the sublime.
In this way, however, Kant’s harmonious, narrative model of sublime
experience crudely passes over – what I have called in the general
introduction – the aporia or impassability relative to the co-existing
feelings of pain and pleasure of which this experience is composed.
Kant thus threatens to undermine the irresolvable, self-conflicting nature
of sublime experience by representing it as a sequential experience
moving from pain to an obliterating of pain in an ultimate moment of
12De

Lauretis here elaborates on Jurij M. Lotman’s “The Origin of Plot in the Light of
Typology” (1973). Lotman argues that mythological plot-texts distinguish between
mobile characters (heroes) that move freely in plot-space, and immobile ones that are
fixed at certain points in, indeed, even embody a mere function of, this plot-space
(such as Oedipus and the Sphinx) (De Lauretis 1984: 118-119). De Lauretis sees this
distinction between mobile and immobile characters, between heroes and their
obstacles, as gendered morphologically. What does this mean? Quite simply, it means
that the hero and the obstacle the hero is to overcome are defined according to
binary
oppositions
of
subject/object,
inside/outside,
active/passive,
passage/boundary, which have been culturally construed as ‘masculine’ and
‘feminine’ respectively. Thus, though the hero may be a female character (which in
traditional fiction is an exception), and the obstacle a male personage, the first
nevertheless enacts the ‘masculine’ and the second the ‘feminine’ side of the divide.
Seen in this light, “the hero, the mythical subject, is construed as a human being and as
male; he is the active principle of culture, the establisher of distinction…Female is what
is not susceptible to transformation, to life or death; she (it) is an element of plot-space,
a topos, a resistance” (ibid.: 119). ‘He’ moves – in, through, past ‘her’; ‘she’ remains.
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closure-in-transcendence. What remains is an experience with a
purpose and some suffering in-between, which makes for self-surpassing
and uncannily fearless subjects looking even death sternly in the eye.

Aesthetic Ideas and Instrumental Music

Kant’s epic of self-transcendence will, therefore, be of little use for a
critical (re-)conception of sublime experience as a double feeling of
pain and pleasure at once. I have already made this point in the
general introduction, arguing that the Kantian sublime is an exponent of
that dominant variety of the sublime-as-elevation which may well be
traced all the way to Peri Hypsos. However, before delegating Kant
respectfully to the world of the Enlightenment where rational subjects
posit themselves as elevated ‘Herrschafts’ over nature, one interesting
issue raised by Kant in the third Critique remains to be examined (Peña
Aguado 1991: 70). This issue concerns the aesthetic idea, a notion which
will prove to be of much significance to Romantic critics and
philosophers who like to see in art – the province of aesthetic ideas – a
hint of something that strives beyond the limits of possible experience.
Basically put, the aesthetic idea can be epitomized in terms of
suggestiveness: it entails a representing something so vaguely or
ambiguously that it can be “taken up and imaginatively developed” by
a reader, listener, or viewer in many different, indeterminate ways
(Crowther 1996: 67). In Kant’s words, however, things are made rather
more complicated:
…the aesthetic idea is a representation of the imagination,
annexed to a given concept, with which, in the free
employment of the imagination, such a multiplicity of partial
representations are bound up, that no expression indicating a
definite concept can be found for it – one which on that
account allows a concept to be supplemented in thought by
much that is ineffable in words, and the feeling of which
quickens the cognitive faculties…(Kant 1990a: §49, 167-168)

Here, Kant himself already indicates that aesthetic ideas can be
seen as a counterpart of ideas of reason: the former concerns a
representation which no (verbal) concept, no language, can cover
exhaustively, the latter concerns a concept (Kant here uses the term
Begriff for the sake of comparison) for which no intuition or
representation is adequate (ibid: §49, 168). The former lacks a
determinate language; the latter lacks an adequate picture. Yet in their
being counterparts, both ideas also have something in common: both
revolve around incompleteness. In both cases, something remains
wanting on either a conceptual or on a representational level. Both
ideas are somehow excessive, too much.
This excess at once posits a connection – or at least an intersection
– between the mathematical sublime and aesthetic ideas. In both cases
a without-limit that cannot be determined forces itself on the cognitive
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faculties. Here, however, it is imagination that is the trouble maker and
understanding that is forced to stretch itself beyond its own limits.13 As
such, aesthetic ideas could well be said to present a sublime-in-reverse:
imagination unsettles understanding when it is set free by a power
called genius [Genie] and produces something which is not subsumable
under the categories of understanding. On this basis, Renée van de Vall
has proposed, one could imagine an alternative sublime in which
productive imagination, though occasionally stirring the faculty of
reason, in principle overwhelms the understanding – its immediate
master – with an indeterminable richness of secondary or partial
representations. As she suggests, “that which announces itself in the
sublime might not be the moral but the aesthetic idea” (Van de Vall
1994: 330).14 It could be imagination, not reason triggering a sublime
feeling, the central players here being – as in the feeling of the beautiful
– imagination and understanding, whereby the former confounds the
latter in such a way that it breaks through its synthesis of recognition
(ibid.: 330).
This is, however, (fruitful) speculation – a speculation also spelled out
by Lyotard (1994). He suggests that productive imagination may
discover so much ‘around’ a given material, may create such an
abundance of partial representations and remodel the material in such
a radical way, that it overwhelms understanding as much as imagination
is overwhelmed in the experience of the sublime: understanding can no
longer recognize, can no longer perform its primary function in the triple
synthesis. This is how thought would be interrupted and disrupted on
account of aesthetic ideas: on account of a genius run wild in the free
possibility of creating a multiplicity of forms. Of creating, in Kant’s
terminology, a second nature out of the material that nature has in fact
given to it – and which ‘second nature’, on account of its otherness,
13Kant, in fact, even proposes that not just the understanding but even the faculty of
reason can be stirred by aesthetic ideas: “When to a concept [of understanding] is
added a representation [Vorstellung] of imagination that belongs to its presentation,
but for itself induces so much thought as can never be comprised in one determinate
concept…, then imagination is here creative [schöpferisch] and actuates [bringt…in
Bewegung] the capacity of intellectual ideas (Reason) to, namely, think more on the
basis of a representation (which, it is true, belongs to a concept) than can be
conceived [aufgefaßt] and clarified in it” (Kant 1990a: §49, 169). Reason is, as it were,
running after aesthetic ideas, trying in vain to find a thought that will cover the
(indeterminable) representation. Or, as Van de Vall observes, here imagination can
“upset reason (and not just understanding!) just as much as in the sublime reason
unsettles imagination” (Van de Vall 1994: 327).
14From a strictly Kantian perspective, this either/or-distinction between aesthetic and
moral ideas would be curious. As Paul Guyer has already pointed out, Kant “assumes
that the central concepts in aesthetic ideas will typically be…ideas about morality and
the moral properties of humans and higher beings” (Guyer 1996: 159). Moreover, if
aesthetic ideas materialize themselves in and through art, then in “responding to a
work of genius, we can take pleasure in the freedom of imagination in its response to
the form of the work [pertaining to the feeling of the beautiful] as well as to the moral
significance of its content [pertaining to the aesthetic idea], and the experience of this
freedom can serve as a more general symbol of morality itself” (ibid.: 160).
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remains indeterminable and indefinable from the perspective of
understanding (Lyotard 1994: 73-76).15
Though provoking, this rethinking of the sublime in terms of aesthetic
ideas – which, as Lyotard emphasizes, should nevertheless not eliminate
the differences between the two – nonetheless bypasses a golden rule
in Kant’s third Critique. This rule teaches that there is an in-built safety net
in the mind called the power of judgement, which adapts the “lawless
freedom” of productive imagination to the understanding, preventing
fine art from deteriorating – in Kant’s view – into sheer nonsense (Kant
1990a: §50, 175). Like taste, says Kant, judgement is the disciplining
factor of genius, and if in the contradiction [Widerstreit] between the
two a sacrifice is to be made it will be on the side of the latter: “the
faculty of judgement…will sooner allow the freedom and richness of
imagination to be harmed [Abbruch zu tun erlauben] than the
understanding” (ibid.: §50, 175). Thus, the ‘sacrifice’ of understanding
which Lyotard imagines with respect to the proliferation of aesthetic
ideas would be impossible – or at least inadmissible – from a Kantian
perspective: the power of judgement will see to it that the “wings” of
genius are clipped in such a way that, though striving beyond the
bounds of possible experience, it is still amenable to understanding
(ibid.: §50, 175).
Therefore, one can say, although a reworking of the sublime in
terms of the aesthetic idea might yield an alternative to Kant’s sublime
experience, this alternative is hardly conceivable within a strictly Kantian
context. Interestingly, however, within a broader, historical-theoretical
context such a reworking becomes rather more viable. Indeed, I will
argue in the next chapter, the same suggestiveness, the same ambiguity
that Kant attributes to aesthetic ideas had already made a previous
appearance in eighteenth-century critical theory. It was, more precisely,
already situated at the heart of the (artistic) sublime by earlier, Irish and
Scottish critical theorists such as Edmund Burke, James Usher, and James
Beattie. In their perspective, I will show, the sublime can only be evoked
in art by means of the very imaginative indeterminacy that Kant was
15Lyotard

recognizes this kind of confounding proliferation in the “‘excess’ of the
baroque, of mannerism or of surrealism” (Lyotard 1994: 74). He hypothetically
concludes that there is a familiarity-in-opposition between aesthetic ideas and the
mathematical sublime that could be formulated as follows. The sublime revolves
around an absence of form, a without-form, while in the case of aesthetic ideas genius
“is crazy with forms and crazy about forms”; crazy about a free forming, a forming
without the rules dictated by the understanding (ibid.: 75). Yet in both cases, there is a
tension, a movement in the mind in which the cognitive faculties (imagination in case
of the former, understanding in case of the latter) are overwhelmed. Or, differently said,
a tension which, with respect to aesthetic ideas, can be traced to “the ‘much too
much’ that defies the concept”, and with respect to the sublime, “the ‘almost nothing’
that defies form” – yet that is at the same time tied to a ‘much too much’, an
inordinate demand of reason (ibid.: 76). Linking the ‘much too much’ to surrealism, I will
show in chapter 7, Lyotard relates the ‘almost nothing’ to the abstractionism and
abstract-expressionism of the avant-garde as embodied by Malevich and Barnett
Newman.
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later to associate with aesthetic ideas. Indeterminacy, rather than some
higher moral destiny, forms the nexus of these pre-Kantian varieties of
the sublime feeling, and in James Usher’s case this will in fact lead to a
conceiving of sublime experience as an undecided experience of two
conflicting feelings of pain and pleasure at once: an interesting and
viable alternative, in other words, to Kant’s epically construed model.
Moreover, if the playful suggestiveness that Kant allots to aesthetic
ideas is either knowingly or unknowingly derived from the suggestiveness
that British critical theorists had deemed crucial for sublime evocation,
then I will point out that this idea of suggestiveness can be largely traced
to ruling, mid-eighteenth-century ideas on contemporary instrumental
music. Kant himself, I should hasten to add, radically separates the art of
instrumental music from the realm of aesthetic ideas. This realm is rather
reserved for poetry, with a distant secondary position for painting, and
no position at all for instrumental music. As Van de Vall puts it:
for Kant [in imitation of Burke], poetry is the art par excellence in
which the capacity of aesthetic ideas can…develop itself. All
his examples are literary examples; in fact they are all analogies
or metaphors…Poetry therefore holds the highest rank: more
than all the other arts it owes its existence to genius; less than all
the other arts it is dictated by [empirical] rules or prescriptions.
(Van de Vall 1994: 328)

Yet what about instrumental music? Is this not an art, post-Kantian,
early German Romantics would argue, even less constrained by
empirical rules and prescriptions as it ostensibly bypasses the visible,
empirical world altogether? Perhaps, but Kant thought otherwise.
Whatever their indeterminacy, he says, aesthetic ideas are still always
annexed to a given concept, while instrumental music operates in the
absence of any concept whatsoever. Aesthetic ideas rely, in fact, on
concepts, albeit in a free and playful manner. If they raise much and
perhaps much elusive thought on account of a vague representation,
music for Kant raises no thoughts at all. He brands music as the most
superficial and “least urbane” of all the arts, as it is transient, forcing itself
on others like the bad smell of a pervasive odour. Decisively, he rejects it
as an empty, meaningless art of and for the senses, not for the cognitive
faculties – and it is precisely the latter which are said to be ‘quickened’
by aesthetic ideas (Kant 1990a: §53, 187). Or, as Kant puts it later on, in
music the “play” with aesthetic ideas moves from a “bodily sensation to
aesthetic ideas…, and from these then back again, with united force, to
the body” (ibid.: §54, 190). Thus, the problem is that this play does not
start with thought [Gedanken] but with the body, and can never move
beyond the body.
Nevertheless, as Kevin Barry has exhaustively shown in his Language,
Music, and the Sign (1987), in eighteenth-century British critical theory,
ruling conceptions of instrumental music as an art communicating things
at best incompletely and indirectly, had been of vital importance to a
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rethinking of language in general, and poetry in particular. This
rethinking basically concerned an anti-pictorial conception of language
as raising no distinct images to the mind – as not-showing instead of
showing, as operating by means of suggestion instead of imitation (Barry
1987: cf. 1-18). As, in Kantian terminology, being conducive to aesthetic
ideas or, in Burkean terminology, being particularly appropriate for
artistic evocations of the sublime. In this (indirect) way, I will show in the
following chapter, eighteenth-century ideas on contemporary
instrumental music can be seen to play an unsuspected though crucial
role in pre-Kantian theories on the sublime. Though either marginalized,
de-centred, or ignored in twentieth-century criticism, these pre-Kantian
theories nevertheless notably achieve what Kant’s third Critique fails to
achieve: they open the way toward a conception of sublime
experience as a genuinely paradoxical mixture of pain and pleasure at
the same time that resists a conclusive resolution. Kant’s problematic
moment of closure-in-transcendence seems absent here – indeed, what
is stressed, is the absence of an ending in the deadlock of two opposing,
irreconcilable feelings.
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2
Indeterminacy
…I think there are reasons in nature why the
obscure idea, when properly conveyed,
should be more affecting than the clear. It is
our ignorance of things that causes all our
admiration, and chiefly excites our passions.
Knowledge and acquaintance make the most
striking causes affect but little.
Edmund Burke
Particularly the most elevated sensation of
music arises from a confused perception of idle
or visionary beauty and rapture, which is
sufficiently perceivable to fire the imagination,
but not clear enough to become an object of
knowledge. This shadowy beauty the mind
attempts, with a languishing curiosity, to collect
into a distinct object of view and
comprehension; but it sinks and escapes, like
the dissolving ideas of a delightful dream, that
are neither within the reach of memory, nor yet
totally fled. The noblest charm of music, then,
though real and affecting, seems too confused
to be collected into a distinct idea.
James Usher

Introduction

Moving from Kant to eighteenth-century Britain, one leaves behind the
complex two-way traffic with pure forms, transcendental schemas and
categories prefiguring the world of appearances. What one finds here is
a world of ideas based on sense-perceptions. In good Lockean fashion,
the term ‘idea’ broadly connotes that which the mind perceives in itself,
or is an immediate object of perception, thought, or understanding. As
Stephen Priest has put it, in the Lockean tradition, ‘idea’ basically
“includes not only our notions of a mental image and a concept, but
also our notion of an experience. An idea for Locke is any mental
content whatsoever. It is the medium of thought and what our minds are
stored with” (Priest 1990: 62). It should, moreover be borne in mind that in
the Lockean scheme of things “only ideas are perceived directly – not
physical objects. The mind perceives or has ideas and these ideas
represent the physical objects which cause them” (ibid.: 62). As in the
Kantian system, therefore, one’s interactions with the world are never
interactions with things in themselves but with one’s ideas or
representations of things: to experience the sublime is to experience an
idea of it.
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However, there is something peculiar about this idea in British
eighteenth-century critical theory. As Edmund Burke emphasizes all over
in the second and fifth parts of his Enquiry, the idea of the sublime is not
a clear but obscure one. This means that it allows for no, or at best only
an indeterminate mental picturing. Apart from notions of pain, danger,
and power, I will suggest in this chapter, it is this indeterminacy – painful
and pleasurable at once – that epitomizes eighteenth-century British
theories of the sublime as a specifically artificial sublime.
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To this end, I will first of all show that conventional interpretations of
the Burkean sublime generally bypass a perhaps all-too obvious aspect
of Burke’s argument. Thus, the ‘source’ of the Burkean sublime is
familiarly represented as terror: the painful feeling of a life-negating
threat that is nevertheless surmounted in a delightful awareness of one’s
own safety. Still, in his analysis of the sublime as terror and terror relieved,
Burke’s main focus is not on terror alone. Rather, it is on that which in turn
makes terror possible: darkness, uncertainty, blindness. It is the Lockean
idea transformed into an obscure idea. This will lead me to propose that
the ‘source’ of the Burkean sublime is, in the end, not terror but
indeterminacy.
Starting from this thesis, I will subsequently point out how in Burke’s
text the existential tension of uncertainty relative to terror, is translated
into a semantic and visual indeterminacy where the artistic or artificial
sublime is concerned. To evoke the sublime in art, one must specify and
show as little as possible, so as to increase tension as much as possible.
For Burke, not pictures but words can achieve this, as only words would
be able to rouse obscure, indeterminate ideas.
This may be familiar enough, but it may not be so familiar that
Burke’s theory of words as raising obscure ideas harks back to earlier
eighteenth-century ideas on contemporary instrumental music. As Kevin
Barry (1987) has suggested, and as I will fully explain, what Burke has to
say on the peculiar advantage of words with respect to sublime
evocation, is what theorists like James Harris had already observed with
respect to music: it communicates indirectly, raising no distinct but only
at best imperfect or incomplete ideas to the mind. Later theorists like
James Beattie, too, will inscribe the said ‘imperfections’ of music into the
fittingly suggestive, indeterminate ways of words where the sublime is at
stake.
This, I will argue, marks a first connection between eighteenthcentury ideas on contemporary instrumental music and the idea of the
artificial sublime: poetry, words, must somehow act in the manner of the
‘open’ musical sign to bring about the tense indeterminacy of the
sublime. Yet, it may be wondered, is this tension of indeterminacy only
connoted negatively in eighteenth-century critical theory? Is it a tension,
as with Burke’s existential sublime, that needs to be relieved in order to
bring delight? Beattie, in this instance, already stresses – precisely – the
delight of indeterminacy in poetic texts as a delight of imaginative
freedom. Likewise, and more radically, the later eighteenth-century
theorist Thomas Twining will point to the delights of instrumental music as
lacking the stability of an ultimate signified.
In Burke’s account of the artificial infinite – for him a prime ‘source’
of the sublime – the tension of indeterminacy similarly takes on a more
ambivalent aspect. No longer exclusively tied to a crushing terror of
uncertainty, this tension here also holds a peculiar delight relative to a
suspension of determination. In Burke’s sublime experience of the infinite
a resolution remains wanting, thus obstructing a satisfying sense of
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closure. Nevertheless, the absence of such closure here not precludes
but conditions a delight paradoxically holding pain (tension) and
pleasure (tensionlessness) in one: the latter is interlocked with the former.
A similar conflict of simultaneity, I will show, surges in James Usher’s
proto-Romantic (re)reading of the (Burkean) sublime. Significantly, the
delight of indecision associated with instrumental music in eighteenthcentury theories here converges with the idea of an ‘alternative’ sublime
feeling: linking the sublime to the musical experience, Usher posits a
sublime feeling that vacillates rather than sublimates, taking on itself the
inconclusiveness that marks the idea of the infinite.
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Sublime Relief

In its conventional or traditional reading, the Burkean sublime
feeling differs but little in terms of structure from the Kantian sublime
experience as a narrative experience. Briefly and simply put, Burke
defines sublime experience as, firstly, the threat that something vital may
be taken away from me, and secondly, a subsequent relief on finding
that it has not been taken away from me after all. The threat gives rise to
terror (for instance: a terror of death, of life being taken away from me),
while the ensuing relief gives rise to delight (the delight on finding that
my life has been preserved). Terror, in turn, is defined as “an
apprehension of pain or death”; a dreadful premonition that something
awful, not yet seen or known, might happen to me, while delight refers
to a negative pleasure arising from the initially felt – but subsequently
removed – dread of pain or death (Burke 1990: IV, sect. III, 119). Or, as
Lyotard has suggested, Burkean sublime experience consists of a series
of subsequent privations. First, and this is what makes up the pain of the
sublime, there is the threat of a privation of certainty: a dreaded
interruption of the continuation of life, of light, of company, of language,
of objects (Lyotard 1998: 99). As Burke himself also indicates, these
privations correspond to terrors of death, darkness, solitude, silence, and
emptiness respectively (ibid.: 99; Burke 1990: II, sect. VI, 65). However, for
this terror to become in any way pleasurable, the “terror-causing threat”
must be “suspended”: if the threat is not imminent, if any real danger is
kept at bay, tension gives way to an intense and joyful relief (Lyotard
1998: 99). This relief “is still a privation, but it is a privation at one remove:
the soul is deprived of the threat of being deprived of light, language,
life” (ibid.: 99). Burke calls this secondary privation the delight of the
sublime.
Like the Kantian sublime, Burkean sublime experience can thus be
defined as a pleasure that is mediated through, and intensified by, a
displeasure. As I have already shown in the preceding chapter, such a
mediated pleasure can be brought about in a fictional, or distanced,
context: I am faced with (a fictional scene of) impending death, but
when I realize that the danger is not or no longer ‘actual’, tension is
released and I am given free reign to delight in the awareness of my
own safety. Differently said, only when pains of privation are suspended
in feelings of relief and reassurance, the delight can be felt which makes
the terrible sublime. This is, in the end, what those famous lines from the
Enquiry entail:
Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and
danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is
conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner
analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is
productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable
of feeling… When pain or danger press too nearly, they are
incapable of giving any delight, and are simply terrible; but at
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certain distances, and with certain modifications, they may be,
and they are delightful… (Burke 1990: I, sect. VII, 36-37).

Thus, for Kant the pain of the sublime serves a self-fulfilling principle, and
can be delightful to the extent that the exalting joy of self-affirmation is
earned through the suffering of self-humiliation. Burke, conversely,
represents pain and terror as serving the purpose of a delightful, lifeaffirming passion: a rejuvenation of vitality. Very roughly said, the former
revolves around the delight of having a rational mind, while the latter
revolves around the delight of having a physical life.
As Paul Crowther has already emphasized, this Burkean life-affirming
passion is considerably more than the diverting, “monotony-relieving
affective [jolt]” it has been familiarly made out to be during the
twentieth century (Crowther 1996: 127). Indeed, and as I have remarked
in the first chapter, far from just describing a more or less cosy shivering,
Burke specifically interprets the shock of the sublime as a shock facing
me with my own mortality (ibid.: 126). Not just any shock is sublime: the
term specifically applies to those experiences relating to my eventual
fate or destiny as a transient, human being – which is to say, nothing
fancy or supersensible, but death. Interestingly, however, death for Burke
not merely connotes the total cessation of life. It also refers to, as one
says, a doing life to death: a boring one’s life away in the tedious
monotony of everyday existence. Described as a “stifling” or
“suffocating” state, Crowther says, the boredom caused by such
monotony easily becomes as dangerous as an aggressive, bodily
affliction – “it negates life” (ibid.: 126). Or as Burke puts it, continuous rest
and relaxation, without any inspiring stimuli, tend to dull the mind, to
incapacitate the body, and thus tend towards the emptiness and waste
of death itself:
Providence has so ordered it, that a state of rest and inaction,
however it may flatter our indolence, should be productive of
many inconveniencies; that it should generate such disorders,
as may force us to have recourse to some labour, as a thing
absolutely requisite to make us pass our lives with tolerable
satisfaction; for the nature of rest is to suffer all the parts of our
bodies to fall into a relaxation, that not only disables the
members from performing their functions, but takes away the
vigorous tone of fibre which is requisite for carrying on the
natural and necessary secretions. (Burke 1990: IV, sect. VI, 122)

Satisfaction does not come from doing nothing, but from labour, from
straining or exerting oneself: only when work is over, rest is sweet.
Continuous inactivity for Burke easily gives way to paralysis: to that lifenegating state of languid inactivity called melancholy which, as the
suffering from a felt emptiness, a tiredness, of life, may well lead to
“dejection, despair, and often self-murder” (ibid.: IV, sect. VI: 122).
Differently said, inactivity may well lead to suffering – a suffering that can
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be countered by a violent disruption of the state of inactivity from which
it arose.1
According to Burke, the disruption comes in two different, yet
related ways: pain and terror. The first would act immediately on the
body, the second on the mind, though both ultimately affect both body
and mind. For as Burke says, pain operates on the mind by the
intervention of the body, while terror operates on the body by the
operation of the mind. Pain suggests an idea of death or danger to the
mind, ideas of terror suggest (potential) pain to the body. Both,
however, would produce a similar “tension, contraction, or violent
emotion of the nerves” (ibid.: IV, sect. III, 120). Of these two, pain need
not strictly refer to torment, illness, or injury. Rather it also comprises
distressing, exerting sensations, such as labour or other ‘stimulating’
activities. In Burke’s words: “labour is a surmounting of difficulties, an
exertion of the contracting powers of the muscles; and as such
resembles pain, which consists in tension or contraction, in every thing
but in degree” (ibid.: IV, sect. VI, 122). This pain of exertion is nevertheless
a positive pain. After all, it would remove, if only momentarily, the
tiresome, nagging dullness of boredom: a difficulty has been
surmounted, a pleasure has been earned, listlessness has been killed,
and it feels good. It is the satisfaction one may experience after having
worked hard, after a strenuous hike or climb, after running or skating a
marathon, after, indeed, any demanding physical or mental effort.

1Interestingly

enough, though hardly noticed till now, in the Anthropology Kant largely
borrows Burke’s argument. Basically, Kant’s view comes down to this: pleasure must be
earned; it comes through pain and suffering. Or at least, pleasure is felt all the more
intensely if it is preceded by pain, whereby pain (in imitation of Burke) can be
understood in terms of either physical exertion or psychic tension (fear, uncertainty,
jealousy), and pleasure in terms of relaxation or relief. Thus, Kant observes: “Pleasure
[Vergnügen] is the life-enhancing feeling, pain [Schmerz] the life-obstructing feeling.
However, as doctors have already observed, (animal) life is a continuous play of
antagonism between the two. Therefore, pain must precede every pleasure; pain is
always first…Neither can any pleasure directly follow another; instead, pain must occur
in-between the one and the other…Pain is the stimulus of activity [Stachel der
Tätigkeit], and only in this pain do we have a sense of being alive; without it listlessness
[Lebsoligkeit] would set in” (Kant 19.?: §60, 418). The assumption that pleasure must be
preceded by pain to be felt in the first place, and followed by pain to occur again, is
of course nonsensical. For instance, if thirst or hunger is a pain, and the satisfaction of
that thirst or hunger a pleasure, I can still enjoy a good drink or a good meal without
necessarily having been thirsty or hungry before. Pleasure, in other words, need not
have a high difficulty-degree, although such a difficulty-degree may indeed yield a
more intense pleasure: verily quenching one’s thirst after a long and arduous hike is a
different matter than drinking for pleasure or diversion, just as relaxation is at least more
deeply felt after mental or physical exertion. Relief, moreover, can hardly be
experienced at all without some kind of tension having preceded it. Indeed, I agree
with Kant that one’s ‘sense of being alive’ may be awakened in precisely such tense,
dangerous, arduous, or painful situations that tend to break the everyday monotony of
life. Exertion or sudden shocks may even effectively interrupt that painful and possibly
terminal suffering from a felt emptiness of life known as “die lange Weile”; an oversensitivity to the slow, dull, and meaningless passing of time (ibid.: 420).
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Likewise, if effort (momentarily) relieves a debilitating monotony,
terror may also break through the rejection and wasting of life that Burke
associates with melancholy: doing nothing, being indolent and
indifferent, feeling lonely and oppressed, deprived of any interest in
one’s own life or that of others. That is to say, Burke thinks that a good
scare can pull one out of apathy or dejection and bring one, as it were,
back to life. If melancholy thus involves a rejection of life, this rejection
can be countered by a shock that Burke somewhat naively presumes to
automatically revive the urge to preserve life, the desire to be alive. This
means that a life-negating state (melancholy) can be removed by a
life-negating threat (death) – provided the threat never comes so close
as to be positively lethal:
…common labour, which is a mode of pain, is the exercise of
the grosser, a mode of terror is the exercise of the finer parts of
the system… In all these cases, if the pain and terror are so
modified as not to be actually noxious; if the pain is not carried
to violence, and the terror is not conversant about the present
destruction of the person, as these emotions clear the parts,
whether fine, or gross, of a dangerous and troublesome
encumbrance [i.e. dejection, melancholy], they are capable of
producing delight; not pleasure, but a sort of delightful horror, a
sort of tranquillity tinged with terror; which as it belongs to selfpreservation is one of the strongest of all the passions. Its object
is the sublime. (ibid.: IV, sect. VII, 123)

The terror, and delight, of the sublime is a cure for the dullness and
indifference of boredom: monotony is positively countered by precisely
“that upon which our aversion to monotony is ultimately founded” –
namely “the negation of life”; death, decay, paralysis, waste,
putrefaction, destruction (Crowther 1996: 127).

Obscurity
Thus, the relieving and liberating shock of the sublime has its direct
source in terror. However, in my view Burke’s sublime feeling ultimately
builds not just on terror but on what, in turn, conditions the possibility of
terror: uncertainty. If according to Burke the sublime is experienced by
way of terror, then terror can only be felt in the uncertainty or
indeterminacy of darkness and obscurity. Only when one cannot see,
oversee, or understand, when one is ignorant or insecure, one is highly
susceptible to Burke’s dreadful apprehension of death, danger, or pain:
“To make any thing very terrible, obscurity seems in general to be
necessary. When we know the full extent of any danger, when we can
accustom our eyes to it, a great deal of the apprehension vanishes.
Everyone will be sensible of this, who considers how greatly night adds to
our dread, in all cases of danger, and how much the notions of ghosts
and goblins, of which none can form clear ideas, affect minds“ (ibid.: II,
sect. III, 54). And again:
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in utter darkness, it is impossible to know in what degree of
safety we stand; we are ignorant of the objects that surround
us; we may every moment strike against some dangerous
obstruction; we may fall down a precipice the first step we take;
and if an enemy approach, we know not in what quarter to
defend ourselves; in such a case strength is no sure protection;
wisdom can only act by guess; the boldest are staggered, and
he who would pray for nothing else towards his defence, is
forced to pray for light. (ibid.: IV, sect. XIV, 130)

According to Burke, the reason for this agony of darkness is not just
a lack of foresight or control, a threat of being unmanned. Rather, he
believes, “it is in our nature, that, when we do not know what may
happen to us, to fear the worst that can happen to us; and hence it is,
that uncertainty is so terrible, that we often seek to be rid of it” (ibid.: II,
sect. XIX, 76). Uncertainty creates an unbearable tension caused by an
induced passiveness: one must wait, or at best guess, to counter a
possible danger one does not yet know, has not yet seen, and
accordingly cannot yet contain. As a breeding-ground for terror, the
pain of uncertainty in a potentially threatening, or at least disorienting,
situation is the pain of something dreadful being at once “withheld and
announced” (Lyotard 1998: 92). There is a vague premonition of
impending danger, a tentative hint (a noise in the dark, a sudden
movement in the distance) but it literally remains to be seen if, and if so
what, that danger will be. Uncertainty reigns, in other words, when
“something remains to be determined”; when one is hostage to an as
yet immaterialized threat (ibid.: 91). Terror, therefore, presupposes a
suspension of revelation, whether it be in the form of sensuous blindness
or intellectual ignorance. It can only be aroused, sustained, and
exploited in a sphere of radical indeterminacy that, for Burke and others,
translates into a visual and semantic indeterminacy in poetry and
rhetoric.

Not-Showing

What, Burke wonders, would this mean for artistic or artificial
evocations of the sublime? The answer to him is obvious: avoid detailed
information, elucidation or clarification. Do not try to reproduce or
meticulously record terrible visual facts, but try to create an atmosphere
of brooding and awful premonition in which the effects of some terrible
thing or scene described can be felt by your audience. Hint, vaguely
allude, or encircle rather than exhaustively describe. Try to induce
tensions of uncertainty, blind your audience so they will fear every next
step or move, every turn around the corner. Do not inform but, to speak
with Mary Shelley, seek “to make the reader dread to look round, to
curdle the blood, and quicken the beatings of the heart” (Shelley [1817]
1985: 57-58). Undermine, in a word, your audience’s ability to predict,
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foresee, and place confidence in the unknown, so as to give rise to
ideas of danger. Make them fear the worst.
Or, as Burke probably learned from John Dennis, to evoke the
sublime by artificial means, terror must be made to feel as if it were real.
Thus, Dennis observes in The Grounds of Criticism in Poetry (1704): to
“bring even absent terrible Objects” before a public’s eyes and ears, the
speaker must become like a magician who makes us “sensible of the
same Passion that we should feel from the things themselves” (Dennis
1939: I, 363). This may be called a realism in effect, or an expressive
realism: something is brought to life not as it is, but as it is or has been felt.
Dennis maintains that this can be achieved by drawing any terrible
object “in violent Action or Motion”. In this way one can surprise an
unsuspecting soul before it can even pause to reflect (ibid.: I, 362).2 The
speaker must strike, suddenly and powerfully, so that the terrible nature
of an idea or object (say, thunder) is, as it were, enacted in the way it is
presented to the public.
Dennis, moreover, adds to this that those things “are the most
terrible which are the most wonderful”, i.e. strange, unimaginable, and
incomprehensible. For “that seeing them both threatening and powerful,
and not being able to fathom the Greatness and Extent of their Power,
we know not how far and how soon they may hurt us” (ibid.: I, 362).
Terror thus builds on insecurity, on a not (completely) knowing where one
stands. Yet if that which is the most terrible is also the most unexpected
and uncontrollable, and if it is the feeling of terror that “contributes
extremely to the Sublime”, Burke corrects Dennis. The sublime, he says,
thrives not on agitated but obscure images, if not on the absence of any
image at all (ibid.: I, 361). The sublime, Burke believes, has not to do with
seeing, but with not-seeing, not with vision but with vision obstructed, not
with showing but with not-showing. There is for Burke a limit to
representation where the sublime is concerned – and this limit is
transgressed when the invisible, incomprehensible, and unknown are
downgraded to the distinct, conceivable, and determinable:
[when a] grand cause of terror makes its appearance, what is
it? is it not, wrapt up in the shades of its own incomprehensible
darkness, more aweful, more striking, more terrible, than
the…clearest painting could possibly represent it? When
painters have attempted to give us clear representations
of…very fanciful and terrible ideas, they have I think almost
always failed; insomuch that I have been at a loss, in all pictures
I have seen of hell, whether the painter did not intend
something ludicrous. (Burke 1990: II, sect. IV, 58)
2Such violent motion would also enhance what S.T. Coleridge was to call much later a
willing suspension of disbelief; a willingness to take something fictional or even
improbable momentarily for real: “an absent Object can never be set before the Eye
in a true Light, unless it be shown in violent Action or Motion; because unless it is shewn
so, the Soul has leisure to reflect upon the Deceit” – and, recognizing the illusion, fails to
be “deeply penetrated” (Dennis 1939: I, 362).
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Thus, I will explain below, Burke re-instates the Biblical ban on
images in the realm of aesthetics, thereby knowingly or unknowingly
reinforcing the original link between the awful yet ecstatic religious
experience of an angry, jealous God and the eighteenth-century
sublime feeling: “You saw no form of any kind the day the LORD spoke
to you at Horeb out of the fire. Therefore watch yourselves very carefully,
so that you do not become corrupt and make for yourselves an idol, an
image of any shape, whether formed like a man or a woman, or like any
animal on earth or any bird that flies in the air, or like any creature that
moves along the ground or any fish in the waters below” (Deuteronomy
4: 15-18).

Imitation and Substitution

Burke maintains, therefore, that any visual evocation of the sublime
as a felt terror of uncertainty is a contradiction within the terms. Pictures,
he believes, reveal and thus cannot keep things in the dark long enough
to exploit and sustain ideas of impending danger. Why this should be so
can, for Burke, be explained by the simple fact that pictures work by
means of imitation and resemblance, or an exact copying and showing
of the ‘facts’ of reality: “nothing is an imitation further than as it
resembles some other thing” (Burke 1990: V, sect. VI, 157). As Burke
argues somewhat naively, it is pictures rather than words that are
particularly apt at imitation. For only the former would have an exact
“resemblance to the ideas for which they stand” (ibid.: V, sect. VI, 157).
This may in fact imply that due to their very nature (guaranteeing an
exact, one-to-one relationship with the reality they represent), pictures
for Burke cannot but imitate as they cannot but resemble, and hence
cannot but completely and exactly show or reveal a presumed original.
As such, as a clear and exact duplication, either in form, content,
manner, or action, of something else, the business of imitation is to
enlighten and inform. It is “by imitation far more than by precept that we
learn everything; and what we learn thus we acquire not only more
effectually, but more pleasantly” (ibid.: I, sect. XVI, 45).3 This means that
3Evidently,

Burke’s association of imitation with the pleasures of learning and instructing
is derived from Aristotle’s The Art of Poetry. Aristotle argues that “inborn in all of us is the
instinct to enjoy works of imitation…The reason for this is that learning is a very great
pleasure, nor for philosophers only, but for other people as well, however limited their
capacity for it may be. They enjoy seeing likenesses because in doing so they acquire
information (they reason out what each represents, and discover, for instance, that ’this
is a picture of so and so’)…The instinct for imitation, then, is natural to us” (Dorsch 1965:
35). It could, for that matter, even be suggested that Burke’s dissociation of imitation
(as a means of making things completely visible again) from the rousing of passions like
terror is ultimately founded on Aristotle’s observations on tragedy. Thus, Aristotle notes:
“Fear and pity [the two emotions, as Plato had also said, belonging to tragedy] may be
excited by means of spectacle; but they can also take their rise from the very structure
of the action, which is the preferable method and the mark of a better dramatic poet.
For the plot should be so ordered that even without seeing it performed anyone merely

45

pictures, as imitations, are restricted to registering things as they are in a
world that can be perceived with the senses, and register these things
very clearly and reliably. Beyond this world they should not move.
To be sure, this Burkean connection between pictures, imitation,
and learning is deeply rooted in the seventeenth- and eighteenthcentury British empirical tradition. This tradition considered the sense of
sight the only reliable source of empirical truth. As Angela Leighton has
pointed out, philosophers like Locke and Hume “present an
epistemology based on the authenticity of sense perception. This
authenticity is determined mainly by the criterion of clarity or vividness;
by a language which falls back, willingly or unwillingly, on a metaphor of
sight. The mind’s ideas or impressions are the source of true knowledge
to the extent that they are clear, distinct, simple” (Leighton 1984: 3-4).
Not surprisingly, Leighton goes on to say, this bias toward sight results in
the “problematic assumption” that “if truth is to be found in perceiving
ideas vividly and distinctly, it is not to be found in the language by which
ideas are communicated” (ibid.: 4). As mere communicators of mental
ideas (i.e. mental images), words are conceived of as deceptive
fabricators and even obfuscators. Therefore, their “rhetorical and
figurative susceptibilities become all the more menacing” (ibid.: 4).
Words move in their move away from visible truth: they absorb and
reshape the world of sense.
In elaborating on this word-picture difference, Burke’s strategy is first
of all to fully grant the opaqueness and unreliability of words. As he
argues in accordance with Lockean empiricism, unlike pictures words no
not have an exact resemblance to the ideas for which they stand. The
relation between image-ideas and words is rather one of difference:
words do not visually reflect the ‘original’ which they would bring so
vividly to life. In fact, in Burke’s view words have little or nothing to do
with the (sensuous) things they represent. Unlike pictures, they operate
by means of sounds which on the basis of certain codes and
conventions function as signs of a visible world that plays no part
whatsoever, is indeed almost entirely lost, in a newly created, verbal
reality. The latter effaces, replaces and makes anew the former (Burke
1990: V, sect. II-V, 149-155).
As W.J.T. Mitchell has observed, in thus emphasizing the arbitrary
nature of language, Burke tries to correct Locke’s argument that words
hearing what is afoot will shudder with fear and pity as a result of what is happening –
as indeed would be the experience of anyone hearing the story of Oedipus. To
produce this effect by means of stage-spectacle is less artistic, and requires the
cooperation of the producer. Those who employ spectacle to produce an effect, not
of fear, but of something merely monstrous, have nothing to do with tragedy, for not
every kind of pleasure should be demanded of tragedy, but only that which is proper
to it” (ibid.: 49). There is already a strong tendency towards the anti-pictorial as
concerns the powerful affect of fear here, and it is not difficult to see a parallel
between Aristotle’s downgrading of the merely monstrous in spectacles to provoke fear
on the one hand, and Burke’s depreciation of visual representations of the sublime as
pompous and ridiculous on the other.
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produce “three effects…in the mind of the hearer. The first is, the sound;
the second, the picture, or representation of the thing signified by the
sound; the third is, the affectation of the sound produced by one or by
both of the foregoing” (ibid.: V, sect. IV, 152; Mitchell 1987: 124). The
correction consists mainly in eradicating the second effect, so as to
claim an anti-pictorial quality for poetic diction in particular and, in
Burke’s less “cautious moments”, linguistic usage in general (Mitchell
1987: 125).
In this respect, compounded abstract words, such as honour,
justice, liberty, and the like (ideas of reason, Kant would say), are no
problem for Burke. They occasion only the first and third effect: these
words are beyond sensuous images. Still, simple abstracts such as ‘blue’
or ‘cold’ and more so “the aggregate words, man, castle, horse, &c.”
can produce all three prescribed effects as they are partly rooted in
sense-perception (Burke 1990: V, sect. IV, 152). However, as Burke now
takes Locke’s doctrine of words into his own hands, the pictorial effect of
simple abstracts and aggregate words is often obscured not just in
poetry and rhetoric, but even in everyday linguistic practice.4 That is to
say, “the most general effect even of these words, does not arise from
their forming pictures of the several things they would represent in the
imagination” (Burke 1990: V, sect. IV, 152).5 Indeed, Burke remarks, “it is
not only of those ideas which are commonly called abstract and of
which no image at all can be formed, but even of particular real beings
[or sights and scenes], that we converse without having any idea of
them excited in the imagination” (ibid.: V, sect. V, 155). We rather steer
our habitual blind course in ordinary reading and conversation. For
instance, in either offering or listening to a description of the course of
the Danube through Europe one need not continuously skip, so to
speak, to and fro the world of sense to make sense of that description.
Instead, one quite consistently remains within ‘the (prison-)house of
language’, making sense of arbitrary signs, not of mental pictures:

4As

Burke learned from Locke, simple abstracts and aggregate words are painted not
so much clearly as strongly in poetic and rhetoric language, so that the images they
might raise easily become confused and obscure instead of distinct and recognisable
(Mitchell 1987: 124).
5Burke observes in this respect that in relation to aggregate words and simple abstracts,
the mind, it is true, “possesses a faculty of raising…images [of man, woman, flower,
river, or red, blue, hot, or cold] at pleasure; but then an act of will is necessary to this;
and in ordinary conversation or reading it is very rarely that any image is at all excited
in the mind” (Burke 1990: V, sect. V, 155). The implication is that it takes a willed effort to
raise images to the mind of spoken or written phrases. When, for instance, “I say, ‘I shall
go to Italy next summer’...I believe that no body has by this painted in his imagination
the exact figure of the speaker passing by land or by water, or both; sometimes on
horseback, sometimes in a carriage; with all the particulars of the journey” (ibid.: V,
sect. V, 155). In other words, the implication is that if one were to raise exact images to
the mind of every word spoken in conversation, this would hinder instead of enhance
communication. These images need, in fact, not be raised for the words spoken to be
adequately understood.
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Indeed, it is impossible, in the rapidity and quick succession of
words in conversation, to have ideas both of the sound of the
word, and of the thing represented; besides some words
expressing real essences, are so mixed with others of a general
and nominal import, that it is impracticable to jump from sense
to thought, from particulars to generals, from things to words, in
such a manner as to answer the purposes of life; nor is it
necessary that we should (ibid.: V, sect, IV, 153)

Rather, to speak with Wittgenstein, it is necessary to know how to play
the appropriate language game: relations between a sign and its
signified are neither natural nor necessary but socially, culturally, or even
randomly construed. What is required for reading, speaking, and
listening is simply to acquire the relevant rules determining the
applications of such relations within a language community.
It should be realized that in this context, the “sound of a word” does
not so much connote an aural sensation as a convention and even a
mediation. As Burke believes, it is through habit and association that
certain sounds become attached to certain “occasions” which
gradually come to be replaced by these sounds (ibid.: V., sect. II, 150).
That is to say, in Burke’s view, sounds ‘stand for’ certain occasions on the
basis of an initial tie or connection between the two. For instance, that
which is experienced as or found to be unpleasant “often appears
under the name of evil” (ibid.: V, sect. III, 151). Eventually however,
through habit and frequent use, the immediate tie between sound and
occasion becomes, as it were, unstuck. The former usurps the latter, as it
can be used and made sense of without any image-idea of the
occasion needing to be raised in the mind:
…words are in reality but mere sounds; but they are sounds,
which being used on particular occasions…and being applied
in such a variety of cases that we know readily by habit to what
things they belong, they produce in the mind, whenever they
are afterwards mentioned, effects similar to those of their
occasions. The sounds being often used without reference to
any particular occasion [i.e. without a (distinct) idea of that
occasion being raised in the mind], and carrying still their first
impressions, they at last utterly lose their connection with the
particular occasion that gave rise to them; yet the sound
without any annexed notion continues to operate as before
(ibid.: V, sect. II, 150-151)

What Burke wants to argue for on the basis of this anti-pictorial semiotics,
is that words can operate like the occasions or realities they replace,
without these occasions requiring to be visually present or recalled. That
is to say, what words can, and pictures cannot do is to at once hide and
simulate their referent. They create an illusion of presence not by dishing
up the visual ‘facts’ of a thing represented, but by supplanting and, in
this way, operating as that thing: pictures resemble, words substitute the
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things they represent. In thus absorbing, as it were, their occasion, words
– and this is substitution’s crux – can produce “effects similar to those of
their occasions”. Words communicate by means of “sounds, which by
custom have the effect of realities”: they suggest the presence, the
‘being there’, of a reality not or no longer ‘there’ through sounds that
feed on the power of habit, convention, and association (ibid.: V, sect.
VI, 157).6 Nevertheless, Mitchell has rightfully observed, words produce
these reality-effects at a distance. As substitutions of either visible
(sensible) or invisible (supersensible or abstract) ‘occasions’, words at
once invoke and mediate the effects of these occasions, so that they
also moderate the effects associated with them (Mitchell 1987: 139).
Burke is now precisely where he wants to be to make his case for
the implicit suitability of words for artistic or artificial evocations of the
sublime. First, he has established that words operate in the visual
absence of a represented object or idea. This evidently is an advantage
where the sublime is concerned, as the latter is to be evoked without
being seen. Due to their non-pictorial qualities, Burke believes, it is words
that can realize most ‘naturally’ and efficiently the suspension of
revelation essential to the tense blindness at the heart of the sublime.
Moreover, least bound to the world of sense, words are most
appropriate in tentatively evoking “ideas [which] have never been at all
presented to the senses of any men” yet nevertheless, or rather just
because of that, tend to have an awe-inspiring effect: “God, angels,
devils, heaven and hell” (ibid.: V, sect VII, 158). Secondly, and in relation
to this, as substitutes words do not register or reflect the facts of reality.
Rather, they simulate its effects: they do not just register a thing “as it is” –
although they are nevertheless capable of doing that in dry, matter-offact descriptions – but can also evoke a thing “as it is felt” (ibid.: V, sect.
VII, 160). Such an affective realism, I have already shown, is of central
significance to artistic evocations of the sublime. John Dennis already
makes the point in the early eighteenth century, while Burke likewise
argues that words are particularly effective in relation to the sublime.
What they can do is to simulate the emotional impact of a (terrible)
thing, while at the same time, as mere substitutes, preventing this impact
from becoming all too real. Words, that is, can make a reader/listener
feel, rather than see “with coolness enough”, a threat recounted or
represented as if (and this as if marks a safe distance) it were real (ibid.:
II, sect. IV, 56).

A Reference to Music
Thus, showing and instructing, pictures operate on the understanding,
while words, not-showing and emotively stimulating, primarily work the
passions. Although Burke posits these two forms of mediation as
6Unlike

pictures, as Burke puts it elsewhere, words are “capable of being the
representatives of… natural things” in so far as they are “able to affect us…as strongly
as the things they represent” (ibid.: V, sect. VII, 161). For the Longinian roots of both
Burke’s and Dennis’s idea of affective realism in relation to the sublime, see chapter 3.
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diametrically opposed, it should nevertheless be noted in this instance
that the pictorial copying of facts and the verbal reproduction of effects
suggests a common mimetic basis after all. The former may turn on a
visible and ‘factual’ likeness, but the latter revolves around likeness after
all in the form of functional likeness: as replacements words function like
the things they represent, occasioning similar effects. Thus they allow an
auditor to experience an ‘original cause’ as it allegedly would have felt
in reality. Burke, however, takes his propagated distinction between
pictures and words so seriously as to propose a hierarchy of the fine arts
with painting at the bottom and poetry at the top. Frequently noting the
superiority of poetry over painting, he argues that not in spite but just
because of “all its obscurity”, poetry is the greater art as “a great
clearness… is some sort of an enemy to all enthusiasm whatsoever”
(Burke 1990: II, sect. IV, 56). Thus, and in anticipation of the age of
sensibility, the qualifications of the different art forms depend on an
ability to make an audience feel intensely. As such, these qualifications
also depend on the ability to keep an audience in suspension: intense
feeling presupposes not-seeing and not-knowing.
Burke, in this instance, professes to correct the authoritative Abbé
Dubos. In his Réflexions critique sur la poésie et sur la peinture (1719) the
latter expresses his preference for painting over poetry “principally on
account of the greater clearness of the ideas it represents” (ibid.: II, sect.
IV, 56).7 According to Burke, this is a sorry mistake – if, indeed, “it be a
mistake” (ibid.: 56). Basically judging the various arts by their capacity to
rouse powerful passions, he exactly reverses things: “a great clearness
helps but little towards affecting the passions”, and it is poetry, because
it can raise ‘crowded’, ‘confused’ and ‘indistinct’ images, if not notraising any image at all, which “has a more general as well as a more
powerful dominion over the passions than the other art” (ibid.: II, sect. IV,
56, 57). Somewhat casually, but nonetheless significantly, Burke tries to
substantiate this claim of poetry’s affective superiority over painting by
pointing to the “acknowledged” emotive power of instrumental music:
…so far is a clearness of imagery from being absolutely
necessary to an influence upon the passions, that they may be
considerably operated upon without presenting any image at
all, by certain sounds adapted to that purpose; of which we
7As

Peter Le Huray and James Day point out, Dubos’ Réflexions went “through nine
French editions between 1719 and 1770…, and translations were published in
Amsterdam, Leipzig, Berlin, Copenhagen, Breslau, and London” (Le Huray and Day
1981: 17). The British translator, Thomas Nugent was a “close acquaintance of Edmund
Burke” and found so many interesting references to music in the work that he
translated it as Critical Reflections on Poetry, Painting, and Music (London 1746,
enlarged edition 1748) (ibid.: 18). Dubos has been generally considered “the father of
modern aesthetics because he made ‘sentiment’ – feeling – the raison d’être of art”
(ibid.: 17). However, because Dubos sticks to the classical term imitation for the
expression of such sentiment, including in music and poetry, this may have caused
some confusion for Burke.
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have sufficient proof in the acknowledged and powerful effects
of instrumental music (ibid.: II, sect. IV, 56)

Like instrumental music, poetry operates in the absence of distinct
image-ideas. It is on the basis of this shared Burkean virtue of obscurity
that both appeal to the passions instead of the understanding: these
arts can enrapture and transport. If, Burke seems to argue, instrumental
music can affect powerfully without painting things clearly and distinctly
to the eye, indeed without apparently individualizing anything at all, it
serves as a case in point for the potentially captivating power of the
equally non- or poorly image-raising ways of words. Could this allusion to
instrumental music – however brief and by-the-way – imply that this art is
just as suitable as, if not more suitable than, poetry to evoke the sublime
in its even more radically obscure, non-individualizing ways?

As in Music, So in Poetry?

This question is not easy to answer in direct and exclusive relation to
Burke. His references to music are scarce for the simple reason that, as
he puts it, “it is not an art in which I can say I have any great skill” (ibid.:
III, XXV, 112). And yet, Burke’s choice to validate and illuminate the –
affective, non-imitative – ways of poetry by referring to instrumental
music might grant this art form an important role behind the scenes in
the Enquiry. That is to say, since Burke evidently seeks to get rid of the
traditional, Horatian ut pictura poesis in his anti-pictorial theory of words
and poetry, it may be wondered to what extent instrumental music is
implicitly thought to serve as a model instead. An ut musica poesis, let
me hypothesise, based on the presumed fact that neither would raise
(distinct) image-ideas: poetry successfully evokes the sublime in so far as
it parallels the uncertain, affective and non-pictorial mode of mediation
ascribed to instrumental music.
As Kevin Barry has noted in his interesting Language, Music, and the
Sign, such an ut musica poesis already becomes evident when
comparing Burke’s theory of words in the Enquiry to James Harris’s earlier
views on music in his Three Treatises (1744) (Barry 1987: 29-31). For what,
simply said, Harris observes about music in the Treatises, Burke will also,
and precisely, observe about words and poetry in the Enquiry: as in
music according to Harris, so in poetry according to Burke.8 Most
8The

Three Treatises were widely read in the second half of the eighteenth century, a
fifth edition being edited in 1794. Burke will most probably have been familiar with the
work, and Barry – whose discussion of the Treatises is, incidentally, all too brief and onesided – proposes a link from Burke to Harris through David Hartley, the famous author of
the Observations on Man (1749). Hartley here more or less repeats Harris’s ideas on
music that I will set forth below and, in relation to this, anticipates Burke’s antipictorialism by singling out the ear, rather than the eye, as being of paramount
importance to us “as spiritual Beings” (in Barry 1987: 31). This supremacy is “chiefly
owing to the great Use and Necessity of Words” which, precisely, act not on the eye
but the ear, not on visual resemblance but on a principle of contiguity linking effects to
causes (ibid.: 31). As a patron and organiser of the Salisbury music festival, it should be
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obviously, this agreement between the two is materialized in Harris’s
claim that music cannot be properly called an imitative art. Instead, it
would derive “its efficacy from another source” (Harris [1744] 1981: 36).
This other source is the “raising [of] affections” – not an uncommon claim
in the eighteenth century, feeding very much on seventeenth-century
theories attributing to instrumental music the capacity to project deep
and intense feeling (ibid.: 38). “From about 1600 until the last decade of
the eighteenth century”, John Neubauer writes, “it was generally held
that the purpose of music was to arouse certain…passions by the
appropriate use of key, meter, rhythm, and other musical elements”
(Neubauer 1986: 6). These keys and rhythms were pretty much
standardised, as were the affections (often related to the four classic
temperaments: melancholic, sanguine, choleric, phlegmatic) they were
supposed to transpose.9 This means that a specific use of keys, etc. was
thought to produce a predictable result: music could influence the
passions in predetermined ways – use key x and you may produce
affection x, key y may rouse affection y.
Harris does not dissent from this common view, although he reserves
a large space for the principle of association to account for the relation
between musical sounds and the different affections. Thus, he first points
out that various affections can be excited by music: there “are sounds
to make us cheerful, or sad; martial or tender; and so of almost every
other affection which we feel” – for almost any feeling, music has a
sound, a key, a rhythm, an interval, a melody in stock (Harris 1981: 37).
Secondly, Harris states that there is “a reciprocal operation between our
affections and our ideas”: certain affections raise analogous ideas (of
pain, danger, pleasure, love) and vice versa (ibid.: 37). By way of
example, Harris somewhat naively (if not downright comically) suggests
that “ideas derived from funerals, tortures, murders and the like, naturally
generate the affection of melancholy. And when by any physical
causes that affection happens to prevail, it as naturally generates the
same doleful ideas” (ibid.: 37). This actually parallels Burke’s assertion
that the passions can be operated upon in music “by certain sounds
adapted to that purpose” – that is, by certain sounds which do not raise
(distinct) image-ideas, but which excite affections to which, as Harris
puts it, “ideas [say, of pain or danger] may correspond” (ibid.: 38, my
emphasis). Music thus does not transfer ideas but passions that may be
analogous to certain ideas.

added here, Harris’s musical hero was G.F. Handel: his genius, Harris observes, “being in
itself far the sublimest and most universal now known, has justly placed him without an
equal or a second” (Harris [1744] 1981: 38).
9The most well-known eighteenth-century work on this issue is, of course, Johann
Mattheson’s massive Der vollkommene Capellmeister [The Complete Music Director] of
1739. Here, Mattheson famously declares that instrumental melodies can do without
words but not without affections and shows how music can be developed into an
independent ‘language’ of feelings.
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In this capacity music can, for Harris, even anticipate ideas in so far
as it can rouse passions to which ideas correspond that have not yet
been pronounced. Indeed, music will for him basically serve to bring the
audience in the right temper so as to be properly receptive to whatever
a poet has to profess later on. Music, that is, is to be literally used as a
prelude or an overture, warming up its listeners and instilling in them
precisely that affection corresponding to an idea to be “exhibited”
subsequently by the poet in words:
…whenever the proper affection prevails, it has been allowed
that then all kindred ideas, derived from external causes, make
the most sensible [i.e. strongest] impression. The ideas therefore
of poetry must needs make the most sensible impression when
the affections peculiar to them are already excited by music.
For here a double force is made to cooperate to one end. A
poet, thus assisted, finds not an audience in a temper, averse to
the genius of the poem, or perhaps at best under a cool
indifference, but by the preludes, the symphonies and
concurrent operations of the music in all its parts, roused into
those very affections which he would most desire. (ibid.: 37)

The poet, in a word, finds an audience completely prepared for the end
he seeks to achieve (ibid.: 37).10 This is why Harris deems music such a
“powerful ally” of poetry, although he would not like to see this ally
operating purely on its own: music is to serve poetry and is only
accepted in this subservient role (ibid.: 38).
Interestingly, therefore, if the power of music is not to be attributed
to the ideas but to the passions it can raise, this will be precisely Burke’s
argument in relation to words in the Enquiry. For Burke, I have shown,
words operate by means of sounds which by custom have the effect of
realities. This is to say that, in accordance with Harris’s theory of music,
certain sounds have as it were cemented into their original ‘occasion’,
whereby the relation between these sounds and their occasions is one
of contiguity. The sounds create the same, or similar effect, as their
original occasion. Thus, words can create a realism in effect in so far as
they can bring about an experiential verisimilitude: the emotion I am
more or less manipulated into feeling through words, or for that matter
10In

arguing for such a fusion of music and poetry, Harris refers to Quintilian. As John
Neubauer points out, the “application of rhetoric to music was most intense and
widespread in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, though the roots of their
intertwining go back to antiquity, particularly to Quintilian’s Institutio oratoria (ca. A.D.
95), which seems to have been the first work to draw an explicit analogy between
music and rhetoric, by describing the rousing power of martial instruments and the
solace drawn by galley slaves from singing. Quintilian argued that the study of music
can help to refine the modulation, tone, rhythm, and inflection of an orator’s voice”
(Neubauer 1986: 31). Neubauer goes on to say that Quintilian’s examples “show that
music helps language to persuade and to transport the listener into the desired
emotional state” (ibid.: 31). Music would thus be an essential instrument for the rousing
of Longinian transports and raptures.
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music, is the emotion I supposedly would have felt when witnessing an
‘original cause’ in reality. As such, the idea of that cause is evoked
indirectly instead of directly, to the extent that it is only by way of the
passion induced that the idea of this ‘cause’, from which the passion
was originally derived, is made present to the listener.
If, on this basis, Burke grants words a superior emotive capacity,
enrapturing its audience, Harris had already described the captivating
power of musical sounds in a similar vein. For Harris, music exerts a “force
irresistible”, penetrating “into the deepest recesses of the soul. ‘Pectus
inaniter angit, irritat, mulcet, falsis terroribus implet’”, as Harris quotes
from Horace’s Epistolae: He tortures his breast over nothing; he rouses it,
soothes it, he fills it with imagined terrors (ibid.: 38). Such a vicarious thrill,
we have seen, will be fundamental to Burke’s fictive experience of terror
in the Enquiry, but by that time poetry – and language in general –
seems to have entirely absorbed the qualities Harris reserves for music.
Thus, the similarities between Harris’s conception of music and
Burke’s theory of words are evident. Firstly, both emphasize a
reproduction of effects rather than a reproduction of facts, allowing for
things to be brought to life in a primarily experiential way. This view
would be a persuasive one. To name but one example, Sir William Jones
(1746-1794) (a future member of Burke’s and Reynolds’s Literary Club,
who ended up as a judge in Calcutta) would raise the Burkean idea of a
realism in effect to a central artistic principle in his Poems…with two
Essays on the Poetry of the Eastern Nations and on the Arts called
Imitative (1772). Any artist, he says, will “gain his end, not by imitating the
works of nature but by assuming her power and causing the same effect
upon the imagination which her charms produce to the senses” (Jones
[1772] 1981: 147). Art absorbs, not copies nature, art deceives cunningly
instead of instructing comprehensively.
Secondly, as Barry observes, both Harris’s musical sounds and the
sounds that Burke associates with words “bypass fixed and specific
ideas/pictures and construct an indirect, associative and relatively
uncertain link between the sounds and the effects [they] produce. The
signifier is released from the specificity of a pictorial signified” (Barry 1987:
31). Although the idea of anti-pictorialism is correct, the prominence of
indeterminacy – however appropriate to Burkean terror – is here
nevertheless all too rashly and enthusiastically decided for. For especially
in the Treatises the effects of musical sounds appear very much
calculated – if only because, for Harris, sounds are to induce in a listener
exactly the right temper, the desired receptivity, for a corresponding
idea yet to be exhibited. Moreover, the cemented, customary
experiential association of an affection with a corresponding idea
makes the link between the two relatively certain. True, what many
eighteenth-century theorists thought of as the ‘magic’ of association
allows for some openings and surprises in the relation between sound
(signifier) and idea (signified). Still, Harris’s theory of reciprocity is much
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too mechanistic and convention-bound to leave things merely and
completely to (subjective) chance.

Imperfection

However, and notwithstanding this, when comparing Harris’s
conception of music to his conception of poetry, the former
nevertheless comes out as the less determinate of the two. This can be
inferred from the simple fact that Harris represents music (probably as
exemplified by the sacral music of his champion Handel) as anticipating
the poetic pronunciation and delineation – read: confirmation – of an
affection. Although Burke would later make poetry out of Harris’s
conception of music, Harris himself still posits poetry as an art raising
distinct ideas. More so, precisely on account of this capacity, it is to be
placed on a higher level than instrumental music in the hierarchy of the
fine arts.11 In fact, the union of poetry with instrumental music is such a
happy one for Harris because in this fusion poetry is no longer “forced to
waste many of its richest ideas in the mere raising of affections” –
instrumental music can see to that and leave poetry to, apparently,
more important tasks (ibid.: 39).
As such, the relation – or division of labour – between instrumental
music and poetry is a straightforward one: instrumental music raises
affections to which ideas may correspond, poetry exhibits image-ideas
to which affections correspond. The merely preparatory role of
instrumental music in the fusion with poetry thus indicates that the
affections it arouses have an imperfect or, more positively put, nascent
status. They await further development, completion, substantiation:
poetry is to finish the job. When alone, Harris remarks, music “can only
raise affections, which soon languish and decay if not maintained by the
nutritive images [i.e. image-ideas] of poetry” (ibid.: 39). Transient and
unnamed, these affections cannot be sustained until the poet
elaborates the ideas to which they may correspond.
Thirty odd years after the Treatises, James Beattie would observe
something similar in his Essay on Poetry and Music as they affect the
Mind (1776).12 Like Harris, Beattie grants that certain ideas are sometimes
11Harris

maintains that in the union with music, poetry must “ever have precedence, its
utility as well as dignity being by far the more considerable” (Harris 1981: 39). Barry
suppresses this fact.
12Like Charles Avison’s Essay on Musical Expression (1753), Beattie’s Essay has often
been heralded as a landmark in the departure from mimesis in eighteenth-century
music aesthetics. The reason for this is that Beattie proposes to stop thinking of
instrumental music as an imitative art. With no offence to Aristotle, Beattie believes that
“modern” music requires a different approach and denomination than “the ancient”
(Beattie [1776] 1981: 151). For how can music be said to imitate something if, “when I
am asked what part of nature is imitated in Handel’s ‘Water-music’, for instance, or in
Corelli’s eighth concerto, or in any particular English song or Scotch tune, I find I can
give no definite answer?” (ibid.: 152). To imitate is to imitate something, to mediate a
precisely defined content, and Beattie is often at a loss to recover any such content in
modern (instrumental) music. If, therefore, for Beattie contemporary instrumental music
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annexed to a tune or a melody or a harmony “in consequence of
certain accidental associations” (Beattie [1776] 1981: 154). But, as he
reduces the significance of such correspondences, this is “the effect of
mere habit” and dependent on personal circumstances as well as sociocultural contexts (ibid.: 155). When left to its own devices, Beattie claims,
purely instrumental music such as Corelli’s or Handel’s cannot
communicate anything specific, neither objects from nature, nor mental
affections. Thus, a piece of music – say, Domenico Scarlatti’s beautiful
sonata for harpsichord in G minor K.8 (L.488) – may effectively excite a
general feeling of gentleness or tenderness. Yet it cannot be
ascertained without further explanation whether this music is more
“expressive of romantic love than of conjugal, parental or filial affection,
tender melancholy, moderate joy, or any other gentle passion” (ibid.:
155). “So ambiguous”, Beattie concludes, “is musical expression” – and
he does not like it at all (ibid.: 155). In his view, “music merely
instrumental” is “imperfect” when it comes to inspiring and elevating an
audience (ibid.: 156). Like Harris, Beattie believes that instrumental music
needs words to become wholesome expressively. After all, though
striking immediately, it can just vaguely evoke a general “sensibility” and
it is only useful to “prepare the mind for being affected” by beautiful
images or lofty thoughts to be raised by words (ibid.: 156). As he still
wants music to definitely convey and even “mean” something
affectively, Beattie thus wants it only in the company of its “most
accurate interpreter” poetry:
Without this auxiliary, a piece of the best music, heard for the
first time, might be said to mean something, but we should not
be able to say what. It might incline the heart to sensibility: but
poetry or language would be necessary to improve that
sensibility into a real emotion, by fixing the fancy upon some
definite and affecting ideas. A fine instrumental symphony well
performed is like an oration delivered with propriety but in an
unknown tongue; it may affect us a little, but conveys no
determinate feeling; we are alarmed, perhaps, or melted, or
soothed, but very imperfectly because we know not why: the
singer, by taking up the same air and applying words to it,
immediately translates the oration into our own language; then
cannot be properly called imitative it should be classified as an art of expression (ibid.:
153). Yet as Neubauer has argued, this hardly implies a radical departure from mimesis.
For Beattie would do little to distinguish his idea of musical expression from older ‘affect
theories’ holding a resemblance or, as Beattie himself says, “similitude” between
certain sounds, keys, etc. and certain mental affections (Neubauer 1986: 154).
Moreover, even if, as I will show below, Beattie nevertheless also holds that in and by
itself music cannot rouse any definite feelings, this still does not mark him as a radically
anti-mimetic theorist (Beattie 1981: 155). For the same man who rejects imitation so
decisively cannot find it in himself to embrace an expressive ambiguity that he sees at
the heart of modern instrumental music. He wants this ambiguity resolved by words and
consequently thinks of music as being successful expressively only in combination with
poetry.
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all uncertainty vanishes, the fancy is filled with determinate
ideas, and determinate emotions take possession of the heart.
(ibid.: 155).

Burke argued precisely the opposite: when uncertainty vanishes, strong
feeling will vanish with it. For Burke, it is the raising of indistinct ideas that
allows for terror – the most powerful feeling of all – to be experienced. If
poetry is capable of such indefiniteness, it is an indefiniteness
exemplified by the ‘imperfect’ and inexact operations of instrumental
music already described by James Harris.

Incompleteness

Oddly enough, however, only seven years after the publication of
the Essay, Beattie sides with Burke after all in his Dissertations Moral and
Critical (1783). Here, and in stark opposition to his earlier claims, Beattie
makes a strong case for indeterminacy, and for the possibility of
powerful feeling in the absence of distinct ideas. To “captivate the
fancy, and interest the passions”, Beattie observes in a lengthy note,
poetry need not be “picturesque” – i.e. to place things clearly before
the eye as in painting (Beattie [1783] 1996: 192-193). In fact, when a poet
seeks to evoke things that lie “beyond the visible diurnal sphere”; when,
that is, this poet seeks to “raise astonishment or terror…it is impossible for
him to be strictly picturesque. Figures so deeply shaded cannot present
a definite outline: forms of…terrific grandeur must be to a certain
degree invested with darkness” (ibid.: 193). Obscurity is thus conducive
to strong feelings such as wonder and terror.
However, Beattie argues in the plain text of his “Illustrations on
Sublimity”, not just the supra-visible, if you will, but also scenes and
objects within the visible world will benefit by not “too minute” or
specified a description when it comes to evoking the sublime (ibid.: 192).
Basically, and in accordance with Burke’s dictum that a ‘sublime cause’
can and should not be determined or revealed, Beattie says that the
sublime thrives on incomplete, or at least very brief, descriptions which
leave something to be established (read: pictured) in the mind of an
auditor:
sublime description, though the circumstances that are
specified be few, yet, if they be well chosen and great, the
reader’s fancy will complete the picture: and often, as already
hinted, the image will not be less astonishing, if in its general
appearance there be something indefinite. When Hector forces
the Greek entrenchments, the poet describes him by several
grand allusions, and by this in particular,
Now rushing in the furious chief appears,
Gloomy as night, and shakes two shining spears.
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In what respect he resembled night, Homer leaves to be
determined by the reader’s fancy. This conveys no positive
idea; but we are hence led to imagine, that there must have
been something peculiarly dark and dreadful in his look, as it
appeared to the enemy: and thus we make the picture
stronger perhaps than it would have been, if the author had
drawn it more minutely. (ibid.: 192)

In this way, one can say, Beattie takes Burke’s aesthetics of the sublime
to a most logical conclusion: he points out that sublime description, as
an incomplete description, requires a considerable imaginative effort
from its auditors. It leaves out the hard facts of a thing or person
described and, by way of analogy, metaphor, or simile leaves it to that
auditor to divine and configure what has not yet been presented. Thus,
not-conveying a positive or distinct idea, such a description waits to be
mentally-pictorially finished and filled in by its auditors.
Granted, at times Burke is very close to this kind of imaginative or, if
you will, interpretive activity as highlighted by Beattie. In poetry, says
Burke, the “picturesque connection is not demanded” (Burke 1990: V,
sect. V, 156). What, for instance, in the Iliad “is said of Helen by Priam
and the old men of his council, is generally thought to give us the
highest possible idea of that fatal beauty” (ibid.: V, sect. V, 156). Yet the
thing is, that this fatal beauty is never minutely described. It is only
alluded to indirectly or in general terms: there “is not one word said of
the particulars of her beauty; no thing which can in the least help us to
any precise idea of her person; but yet we are much more touched by
this manner of mentioning her than by these long and laboured
descriptions of Helen, whether handed down by tradition, or formed by
fancy, which are to be met with in some authors” (ibid.: V, sect. V, 156).
The implication here is that since Helen is not depicted in detail in the
‘picturesque’ manner, the reader is left to form her or his own picture of
her – and this makes the depiction not less but more affecting.
One could even derive a similar imaginative engagement from
Burke’s claim that darkness and uncertainty make one “fear the worst”
(ibid.: II, sect. XIX, 76).13 This easily implies a seeing more than is actually
at hand: to fear the worst is to anxiously imagine or anticipate more, an
unknown more, than can be presently seen – a principle much exploited
13The

phrase ‘imaginative engagement’ may appear out of place here, as Burke
seems to posit the power of imagination not as an actively creative but as a merely
reproductive capacity. Imagination is for him the mere “representative of the senses”
that “can only be pleased or displeased with…images from the same principle on
which the sense is pleased or displeased” (Burke 1990: 17). Like Kant’s empirical
imagination as described in the Anthropology, so the Burkean power of imagination “is
incapable of producing anything absolutely new” although it can “combine” images
received by the senses “in a new manner, and according to a different order” (ibid.:
16). However, and this is what the phrase ‘imaginative engagement’ in the above
refers to, imagination is nevertheless “the most extensive province of pleasure and pain,
as it is the region of our fears and hopes and of all our passions that are connected with
them” (ibid.: 17).

58

by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Gothic literatures as well as
twentieth-century cinematic thrillers. For terror to work, it could be
proposed, one needs an audience willing to imagine the worst before a
danger hinted at in the dark has positively materialized itself: notshowing kindles a (more or less desperate) desire to see after all.
However, even if such an imaginative activity be at stake here, the
difference between Beattie and Burke still remains that the latter only
appears to associate obscurity or uncertainty with dread, while the
former also recognizes a peculiar delight in it. That is to say, when an
author, in communicating anything great, awful, or dreadful, “says every
thing that can be said, he confounds his readers with the multitude of
circumstances; and, instead of rousing their imagination leaves it in a
state of indolence, by giving it nothing to do” (Beattie 1996: 193).14
Boredom, in this case tied to descriptive completeness, should be
countered by an indecisiveness requiring imaginative labour or exertion.
This, at least in the Burkean scheme of things, makes for a sense of
(creative) vitality that is experienced as delightful.

Suggestiveness

It is precisely this delight of indeterminacy that Thomas Twining, one
of the most interesting theorists of the later eighteenth century, would
argue for in relation to what he calls the ‘suggestiveness’ of
contemporary instrumental music. Twining was the translator of Aristotle’s
Treatise on Poetry with two dissertations on poetry and music annexed to
it (1789). He was, furthermore, well-versed in both classical Greek and
modern theories of imitation (including the French, such as Diderot,
Condillac, and d’Alembert); equally well-versed in violin-, organ-,
harpsichord-, and pianoforte-playing, and friend as well as advisor to
that celebrated eighteenth-century British historian of music, Charles
Burney. As Kevin Barry reports, especially the early volumes of Burney’s
General History of Music (1776-1789) are greatly indebted to Twining’s
scholarship and modern musical tastes. These, Twining had in turn
developed under the influence of Thomas Gray at Cambridge (Barry
1987: 94-95). Twining’s concept of suggestion, developed in the second
of the two Dissertations, is of interest here as it will help to elucidate and
expand the significance of indeterminacy to the Burkean sublime
feeling.
It must first of all be said that Twining launches the term suggestion
not simply as a scoop. Rather, he proposes the term to end a burning
confusion over the then current terms ‘imitation’ and ‘expression’ as
applied to instrumental music. Modern theorists such as Harris, Charles
Avison, and Beattie, Twining writes, had proposed to use the term
‘expression’ for music as an art reproducing and thus transferring
14Beattie

adds to this in his lengthy note that “the mind is often better pleased with
images of its own forming, or finishing, than with those that are set before it complete in
all their colours and proportions” (Beattie 1996: 193). The delight brought about by
imaginative labour thus also connotes a specific delight in one’s own creative activity.
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affections. They had done so to make clear that modern instrumental
music – such as Arcangelo Corelli, Handel, and, later on, C.P.E. Bach,
Carl Friedrich Abel, Franz Xaver Richter, Johann Stamitz, or Haydn – no
longer befits the general, classical conception of ‘imitation’: music
lowering itself to imitating the sounds and motions of nature is not worthy
of itself.15 However, Twining notes, the irony is that “the antients”
precisely called music imitative to the extent that it could effectively
replicate and transpose mental affections (Twining [1789] 1972: 46).
Therefore, Twining concludes, “Aristotle differs only in the mode of
expression from Mr. Harris, when he affirms that ‘there are sounds to
make us chearful or sad, martial or tender, &c.:– from Dr. Beattie, when
he says, ‘Music may inspire devotion, fortitude, compassion’ ” (ibid.: 47).
The difference is nominal, not substantial: it is a “definitional trick”
(Neubauer 1986: 154-155).
If, therefore, modern instrumental music can or should not be
imitative, and if in Twining’s analysis expression is not the opposite of but
integral to imitation, how can the operations of such music be
described? Granted, if imitation includes resemblance, music may still
be imitative indirectly. This is, at least, what Twining implies when stating
in un-Baroque fashion that though there can be no exact resemblance
between “sounds themselves and mental affections”, purely
instrumental music can still achieve another kind of resemblance (ibid.:
48). This is a “resemblance of effect: – the general emotions, tempers, or
feelings produced in us by certain sounds, are like those that
accompany actual grief, joy, anger, &c.” (ibid.: 48). Like sounds for
Burke, so sounds for Twining – and he claims to be basing himself on
Aristotle here – can at once hide and simulate their ‘original cause’.
They occasion an experiential verisimilitude, a realism in effect.16
All the same, in music such a resemblance can never be definite or
exact. As Twining puts it in imitation of Harris and Beattie, “the [so called]
expressions of Music considered in itself, and without words, are, (within
certain limits,) vague, general, and equivocal. What is usually called its
power over the passions, is, in fact, no more than a power of raising a
general emotion, temper, or disposition, common to several different,
though related passions; as pity, love – anger, courage, &c.” (ibid.: 48).
Twining, however, rather takes to this ambiguity of the effects of purely
instrumental music. He does not believe that its indefiniteness should
15Mainly

on the basis of research by Stanley Sadie (1958), Barry points out that already
by the mid-eighteenth century Britain had a very rich and varied concert life: “In the
provinces, not only in the market towns and industrial centres but also in small villages,
concerts after the 1740’s included both the late Baroque or ‘ancient’ styles…and also
the galant and Mannheim, or ‘modern’ styles…East Anglia, where Thomas Twining
lived, had an extraordinary busy concert life. So too did Chichester and London” (Barry
1987: 19). The same can be said for Edinburgh and Bristol.
16As will already be evident from this, Twining was well familiar with Burke’s Enquiry. In
Note 136 to his translation of Aristotle’s Treatise on Poetry, he refers to Burke as “the
admirable author of the Inquiry concerning the Sublime and the Beautiful” (Twining
1972: 375).
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always, as a rule, be underpinned by what he considers to be the more
determinate effects of words. That is to say, “by confining” musical
ambiguity, “by giving it a precise direction, supplying it with ideas,
circumstances, and an object” (ibid.: 48). This can, at least, be inferred
from a lengthy note that Twining devotes to the delights of ambiguity
when listening to modern instrumental music:
…Music is capable of raising ideas, to a certain degree, through
the medium of those emotions which it raises immediately. But
this is an effect so delicate and uncertain – so dependent on
the fancy, the sensibility, the musical experience, and even the
temporary disposition, of the hearer, that to call it imitation, is
surely going beyond the bounds of all reasonable analogy.
Music, here is not imitative, but if I may hazard the expression,
merely suggestive. But, whatever we may call it, this I will
venture to say, – that in the best instrumental Music, expressively
performed, the very indecision itself of the expression, leaving
the hearer to the free operation of his emotion upon his fancy,
and, as it were, to the free choice of such ideas as are, to him,
most adapted to react upon and heighten the emotion which
occasioned them, produces a pleasure, which nobody, I
believe, who is able to feel it, will deny to be one of the most
delicious that Music is capable of affording…The complaint, so
common, of the separation of Poetry and Music, and of the
total want of meaning and expression in instrumental Music,
was never, I believe, the complaint of a man of true musical
feeling. (ibid.: 49 s ff).17

Like Beattie, Twining maintains that “indecision” can be a pleasure
rather than just a pain. However, this pleasure seems to be an even
more radically private and subjective one in relation to instrumental
17It

would, of course, be interesting to know which or whose music precisely Twining is
thinking of when referring to its delicious “indecision” of expression. Like C.P.E. Bach,
Joseph Haydn stands a good chance for he was – not altogether unconventionally –
one of Twining’s favourites. Still, as Twining writes in a letter to Burney of May 4, 1781, he
preferred Luigi Boccherini as an ‘earnest’ composer: “Boccherini is my first favourite…I
admire Haydn in his way; but Boccherini many degrees more; to me, Haydn is
Comedy, Boccherini is Tragedy; in Music, Tragedy is better than Comedy. When I play
Boccherini, my very soul is at my finger’s ends” (Twining [1781] 1991: I, 197-198). Then
again, reprimanded by Burney, Twining hastens to explain two years later in a letter to
the same of October 22 that it is not Boccherini’s music but his “genius” which is
predominantly “Tragic, & that in Haydn the graceful, the fanciful, the enjoué, the
playful, etc., prevails upon the whole” (Twining [1783] 1991: I, 253). He even turns round
completely when stating that “were I obliged to give him [Haydn] up for Boccherini, I
do believe I shou’d turn to Haydn in preference. His wonderful variety & intaressable
fancy wd. turn the scale” (ibid.: I, 253). Though today one would rather associate
suggestiveness with ‘Impressionist’ composers like Claude Debussy or Frederic
Mompou, Twining might have recognized a certain ‘indeterminacy’ in Haydn’s noted
variety in expression and material, feeding on a (well-ordered) diversity of contrasting
rhythms, textures, melodic themes, and instrumental colours.
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music. In Burke’s and Beattie’s account of sublime poetry, imagination
labours on an obscure object – say, a dreadful (Hector) or a fatally
beautiful (Helen of Troy) figure that has not been exhaustively described
but only encircled by indirect allusions. However, in Twining’s account of
instrumental music imagination labours in the absence of any object
whatsoever. ‘Sublime’ poetry thus has, so to speak, an invisible object
hid behind a curtain of metaphors and analogies. On the other hand,
instrumental music offers an entirely open space in which the listener has
to fall back completely on her or his own resources to invent any
(narrative) object at all.
Recently Jean-Jacques Nattiez has, for that matter, argued in a
similar vein. As he puts it, much eighteenth- , nineteenth- and twentiethcentury instrumental music does not offer a full-fledged narrative, it only
forms an “incitement to make a narrative”. Its listeners, as your average
“symbolic animals”, eager to interpret and make meaning out of even
the most meagre signifying traces, “will be seized by a desire, to
complete in words, what music does not say” (Nattiez 1990: 128). This
basically means that signification here takes place in the act of listening.
It means that the signifying focal point is not the work but the listener
and his or her emotive and imaginative engagement with the work. To
put it in Kantian terms, a music heard gives to the listener what the
listener gives to or bestows onto it on the basis of her/his ‘fanciful’
activity, sensibility, musical experience, personal recollections or
expectations, cultural context, and temporary disposition.
Perhaps inspired by Denis Diderot’s writings on music’s “suggestive
multiplicity” – purporting that the effects of instrumental music are so
forceful because, precisely, it shows little and therefore leaves more to
the imagination18 – Twining thus posits instrumental music as a deeply
personal art. An art designed, as Neubauer puts it, “to stimulate the
imagination, to generate ideas and emotions that are unique to the
character and experience of the listener” (Neubauer 1986: 112, 155).19
The pleasure it occasions, both in its stylistic, structural, dynamic, and in
18For

more on Diderot’s criticial elaborations on suggestiveness, and music, see
Neubauer (1986: 109-120).
19Involving, as it does, an indecision of expression which precludes equivocal
signification and, secondly, a free employment of imagination, Twining’s idea of
suggestion thus anticipates quite remarkably Kant’s theory of the aesthetic idea as
discussed in the previous chapter. The only – but important – difference between the
two is that Kant does not relate this aesthetic idea to instrumental music. For the latter, I
have shown, however indecisive the aesthetic idea, however ineffable the thought it
induces, and however much it may move one beyond concepts, it cannot completely
do without concepts. It relies, rather, on concepts in a playful, associative manner. If
aesthetic ideas raise much and perhaps much elusive thought on account of a vague
representation, for Kant, I have said, music raises no thoughts at all. Operating in the
absence of any concept whatsoever, music is an empty, meaningless art of and for
the senses, not for the cognitive faculties – and it is precisely the latter which are said to
be ‘quickened’ by aesthetic ideas. Nevertheless, Kant’s notion of the aesthetic idea
appears firmly embedded in eighteenth-century, British speculations on suggestiveness
both in relation to poetry and to music.
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its material, sonorous aspects, is mostly internally oriented. It is a pleasure
connected to a proto-Kantian sense of freedom. A freedom, that is,
arising from the subjective awareness of an internal mental process – the
free play of emotions on the fancy – rather than a pleasure taken in a
perfectly and completely presented object. As if a screen that can be
projected and appropriated at will, modern instrumental music “hurries
the listener back to his [or her] own subjectivity”:
The pleasure lies in the excess of signification over and
beyond the initial and incomplete sign the music had
offered. The meaning of music depends upon the
enigmatic character of its signs which, instead of replacing
a source which they would imitate or express, turn the
listener to his own inventive subjectivity. (Barry 1987: 104)

Focusing on such a free activity of imagination, Twining’s account
of musical suggestiveness holds perhaps more significance to –
especially – Kantian ideas of the beautiful than Burkean ideas of the
sublime. Twining describes a harmonious experience of indeterminacy,
which is not even a partly painful one, pertaining to the freely inventive
operation of imagination, not to an imagination stupefied by obscure
ideas. For Burke, conversely, indeterminacy excites a “fearful anxiety”,
undermining, as it does, one’s confidence in the unknown (Burke 1990: II,
sect. XIX, 77). Still, the ways of modern instrumental music as described
by Twining epitomize the very indecisiveness that is required for artificial
excitations of Burkean fear and trembling. As with Twining,
indeterminacy here prevents a definite picture or idea to be connected
to such sounds. The difference is that Burke points to specific
circumstances in which “uncertain sounds” may leave one in a dreadful
suspense “concerning their causes”: one cannot (yet) definitely
ascertain the meaning of such sounds, what is ‘behind’ them or what
they entail (ibid.: II, sect. XIX, 77). Thus, the excess of possible
significations becomes painful. ‘Subjective inventiveness’ boils down to a
fearing the worst, to a frantic entertaining of ideas of danger in the
absence of clear-cut, visual information.
However, if in his reflections on terror Burke only emphasizes the
downside of indeterminacy, he nonetheless stresses its peculiar pleasures
in his discussion on the artificial infinite. Much like Twining’s experience of
instrumental music, Burke’s experience of the artificial infinite revolves
around an absent, rather than an obscure object. It is typified not just by
a painful but also delightful revelling in the irresolute and indefinite. Thus,
in Burke’s physiological terminology pleasure is a relaxation, and pain an
exertion or contraction of the ‘grosser’ (i.e. muscular or nervous) or ‘finer’
(i.e. mental) organs. Centring on the ‘finer’ organs, his experience of
infinity is, however, a bit of both at the same time. It involves an
agitated, labouring imagination, yet also, and at once, a seemingly
liberated imagination deeming itself limitless in the absence of any
perceivable bounds. As will be seen, this double feeling opens the way
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for a (re-)conception of sublime experience as an unsettled experience
at odds with itself, rather than a successive experience of pain and
pleasure organised along the lines of an Aristotelian plot.

Infinity

In the previous chapter, I have already touched upon Burke’s
conception of the artificial infinite, referring to it as a cunning illusion of
ideas of endlessness and boundlessness. More precisely, for Burke the
idea of the infinite can be described as the idea of an open-ended
progression of similar parts – say, a strait line of dots, which can be
potentially multiplied without end. There is no limit to successively
placing one dot after another. Such parts, indeed, “may be continued
so long” that they “impress the imagination with an idea of their progress
beyond their actual limits” (ibid.: II, sect. IX, 68). What this ultimately
means is that the artificial infinite revolves around “a repetition of similar
ideas”: a reiterating the same again, and again without ever coming to
a close (ibid.: IV, sect. XIII, 129).
No doubt, Burke has derived this special connection between
repetition, the suggestion of indefinite succession, and (artificial) infinity,
from John Locke. In his Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690),
the latter observes that the idea of infinity is based on a “power we
observe in ourselves of repeating, without end, our own ideas”. In this
“endless repetition, there is continued an enlargement”. Or at least,
there is the open possibility of such a continuous enlargement, to which
there is potentially no conclusion or resolution (Locke [1690] 1991: II, XVII,
98). Thus, Locke observes in a passage that remarkably anticipates
Kant’s mathematical estimation of magnitude:
Everyone that has any idea of any stated lengths of space, as a
foot, finds that he can repeat that idea; and joining it to the
former, make the idea of two feet; and by the addition of a
third, three feet; and so on, without ever coming to an end of
his additions, whether the same idea of a foot, or, if he pleases,
of doubling it, or any other idea he has of any length, as a mile,
or diameter of the earth, or of the orbis magnus: for
whichsoever of these he takes, and how often soever he
doubles or any otherwise multiplies it, he finds that, after he has
continued his doubling in his thoughts and enlarged his idea as
much as he pleases, he has no more reason to stop, nor is one
jot nearer the end of such addition than he was at first setting
out: the power of enlarging his idea of space by further
additions remaining still the same, he hence takes the idea of
infinite space. (ibid.: II, XVII, 96)

Typically the empiricist, Locke therefore presumes that the idea of infinity
is ultimately derived from experience: the idea of infinity is ‘begotten’
when one finds that a length of space can be multiplied indefinitely.
When, that is, one finds that one’s mental capacity to multiply similar
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ideas remains equally unbounded even, if not especially, when one is
not “one jot nearer the end” of such multiplication than the initial
addition of one foot to one foot into two feet. One can go on ad
infinitum, and it is this realization that makes for an idea of infinity.
Ironically, therefore, the idea of an incessant progression ultimately
turns on a certain stasis or immobility: a remaining within the same place,
brought about by the continuous return to one’s initial position (having
ultimately come not one bit further to the end of the addition than at
the starting point). The idea of infinity can thus be defined as a never
coming one step closer to an end or goal: it is like running after the
moon, the distance between yourself and the moon remaining ever the
same. Moreover, and perhaps contradictorily, the possibility of such a
continuation (or stasis) without end is conditioned by an idea of
divisibility. As Locke implies, only those ideas that can be divided into
(infinite) parts can be multiplied into (infinite) parts: “All the ideas that
are considered as having parts, and are capable of increase by the
addition of any equal or less parts, afford us, by their repetition, the idea
of infinity” (ibid.: II, XVII, 98).20 Apart from space, these concern ideas of
number and duration – only these can be extended without end,
“augmented to what proportion men please, or be stretched beyond
what they have received by their senses” (ibid.: II, XVII, 98). There thus
being no limit to the (virtual) increase of such ideas, this repeated
augmentation leaves “in the mind an idea of endless room for more; nor
can we conceive anywhere a stop to a further addition or progression,
and so those ideas alone lead our minds towards the thought of infinity”
(ibid.: II, XVII, 98). Infinity is, in a word, indeterminacy – it is the absence of
a fixed ending or conclusion in which a ‘next’ is ever-possible.
In the Enquiry, Burke points to the peculiar pleasure taken in the
idea of such an ‘ever next’ when considering a special and ‘imperfect’
form of – of all things – pictorial representation. He here claims in
remarkably proto-Romantic fashion that in “unfinished sketches or
drawings” he has found “something which pleased [him] beyond the
best finishing” (Burke 1990: II, sect. XI, 70). Why? Because here “the
imagination is entertained with the promise of something more, and
does not acquiesce in the present object of the sense” (ibid.: II, sect. XI,
70). Imagination is tense, restless and must in fact not be “acquiesced”
for the delightful expectation of ‘something more’, something as yet
immaterialised, to be preserved. This restless imagination implies an
imagination which has not yet been able to come to a full stop, to a
final synthesis or complete visual representation. It keeps on searching
for more in an apparently empty space that, precisely, sustains the
promise of a fulfilment yet to come. Without such an opening, the
20Thus,

an idea of whiteness would not apply here since if I add “to the perfectest idea I
have of the whitest whiteness,…another of a less or equal whiteness (and of a whiter
than I have, I cannot add the idea), it makes no increase, and enlarges not my idea at
all” (ibid.: II, XVII, 98). There is, therefore, a limit to increase with respect to one’s ideas of
so called simple abstracts.
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promise of continuation would be lost. There would be nothing left to
desire, fear, or hope for – the latter two passions explicitly belonging to
the province of Burkean imagination, as well as “all our passions that are
connected with them” (ibid.: 17).
For the same reason, Burke takes to spring and youth, rather than
summer and the fully grown He also states that a rose is “more beautiful
before it is full blown; in the bud; before this exact figure is formed” (ibid.:
II, sect. XI, 70; III, sect. II, 86). If this moves into the direction of Twining’s
notion of suggestiveness, then indeterminacy indeed proves to be of
more significance to the Burkean sublime than a mere breeding ground
for terror alone. It becomes an undermining not just of existential but
rather of imaginative certainties in what I would like to call an
anticipating without end: confronted with a mere fragment before any
‘exact figure’ has been formed, the power of imagination operates in a
suspension that indefinitely postpones any full and definite determination
of a figure or form.
One could probably call this fascination with the indecisive and
indefinite a Romanticism of the Enlightenment – with imagination
running wild and restless in a landscape of ruins and fragments that
never more than suggest the possibility of fulfilled figures. If not quite the
transcendental and holy creative, transformative power it would
become for the Romantics, imagination is here nevertheless already
actively engaged in divining or anticipating what has not yet been
given.
A similar activity of imagination – if not truly creative, then at least
expansive – can be observed in Burke’s private adaptation of Locke’s
theory of infinity as an endless repetition of uniform parts. Here, too,
imagination is said to find “no rest” in projecting an excess of similar
ideas, in continuing a repetitive rhythm or succession of uniform parts ad
infinitum (ibid.: IV, sect. X, 126). Though it could be suggested that
imagination in this instance mere mechanically reproduces such parts as
perceived by the senses – that it is just a passive sounding board of the
senses, involuntarily repeating what they have ‘registered’ in endless,
reactive monotony – Burke’s observations on the pleasures of
‘incomplete’ presentation in the sections on the artificial infinite also
allow for a rather different reading.
I would, indeed, suggest that in the experience of the artificial
infinite imagination is actively, though abortively, searching for a way to
represent a complete idea. Somehow, it wants to arrive at such a
complete idea. It remains restless only so long as it “can no where fix a
boundary”, so long as it cannot finish or resolve something (ibid.: II, sect.
IX, 68). Restlessness connoting agitation, impatience, and eagerness, it
suggests the possibility of an imagination desiring an ending, desiring a
final conclusion to an open-ended succession. Desiring, that is, to forge
a “perfect unity”, but its attempts are fruitless (ibid.: II, sect VII, 66).
This, I suggest, can be called the pain, the labour, of Burke’s
experience of infinity. It is the agitation of an imagination that does not
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“acquiesce in the present object of the sense”, i.e. the part, but looks
forward toward “something more” to finish off, if you will, a wanting,
unwholesome object (ibid.: II, sect. XI, 70). Like the Romantic fragment,
Burke’s fragment presupposes a larger whole and this is, I believe, what
the Burkean imagination here seeks to, but cannot, arrive at.
At the very same time, however, the absence of an encompassing
form tricks imagination into a delightful illusion: it “meets no check which
may hinder its extending” any given number of parts to infinity (ibid.: II,
sect. VIII, 67).
Imagination, that is, itself takes on the apparent
boundlessness it encounters. It feels no limits in reiterating the same over
and over again. What is more, this reiteration is not experienced as such,
that is, as an insistent repetition, but as a progression or extension. As with
Locke, stasis, a consistently remaining within or returning to the same
place, here allows for the idea of an indefinite continuation or
expansion: repetition precludes change or development yet precisely
because of that there is in the mind the idea of endless room for more.
Just as in Burke’s passage on unfinished drawings a space must be kept
open in which the promise of ‘something more’ can be preserved, so in
the artificial infinite the absence of any boundaries preserves the illusion
of an ‘ever next’. This open horizon occasions the pleasure of the
Burkean experience of artificial infinity: it makes for an agreeable and
even joyful suspension in which, firstly, imagination is deemed to expand
itself without effort, and, secondly, the tension or labour required for
change or development is happily postponed. Instead, the subject can
painlessly and tirelessly revel in a continuous return that is felt as a
progression without end.
Seen in this double light, the Burkean experience of artificial infinity
can be described as an experience pointing in two different directions
at the same time: it moves forward and backward at once. On the one
hand, Burke’s impatient imagination looks forward toward an ending,
toward fulfilment, over-activating itself without becoming productive in
a conclusive sense. At the same time, it looks backward toward a return,
suspending any tension of change or renewal in a reiteration of the
same in the face of an always-open space. In this way, a lack of
fulfilment allows for pain and pleasure at once, and on one and the
same level: while Kant proposes two different faculties of mind,
imagination and reason, whose respective limits and limitlessness make
for the mediation of a pleasure through a displeasure, it is in Burke’s
experience of artificial infinity that the same power of mind –
imagination – gets caught in an internal and irresolvable doublemovement: it wants to progress and regress, to transcend and suspend
at once, hesitating in-between pain (tension) and pleasure (respite
through deferral).

A Mighty Unknown Want
Burke’s compatriot James Usher – an Irish teacher converted to
Catholicism – would likewise stress the curious two-facedness of the
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sublime feeling in his then immensely popular Clio, or a Discourse on
Taste (1767). As Usher maintains, ideas of infinite might or extent create
such a peculiarly double effect on the mind that “while we tremble [with
silent fear] we are seized with an exquisite delight”. This paradox is, for
him, the trademark of the sublime (Usher [1769] 1998: 108). In nature, he
continues, this “mixed sensation weighs upon us, when we see an ocean
disturbed and agitated in storms; or a forest roaring, and bending under
the force of a tempest…We are struck by it with more calmness…in the
starry heavens; the silence, the unmeasured distance, and the unknown
power united in that prospect render it very awful in deepest serenity”
(ibid.: 109).
What Usher calls his “novel” explanation of the paradoxical
“combination of passions in the sublime” often appears like a religious
version of Burke’s sublime feelings of terror and infinity (ibid.: 107, 103).
More precisely, his idea of sublime experience centres on a religious
passion resisting its own resolution. Partly, this is because the object of this
passion remains eternally beyond human grasp, vision, or
comprehension. As Usher puts it, the object of this “religious passion is not
an idea, it is unknown” (ibid.: 110). This is to say that the object of the
sublime is, in the end, not so much obscure (though eventually
retrievable, like a dark secret behind the curtain) as open or vacant.
Comparable to Twining’s experience of instrumental music, Usher’s
experience of the sublime revolves not around a hidden but a fugitive
object that the mind forever labours but never fully succeeds in bringing
into view: 21
…whence you may conceive the distress, that obliges the poet
to fly from image to image, to express what he feels. No idea,
however grand, answers his purpose; yet as he feels strongly he
still hopes, and rushes to snatch into view another grand
prospect. The variety of his efforts shows the object the mind
labours with to be different from anything we know; to be
beyond the power of utterance…(ibid.: 120-121)

The curious nature of Usher’s sublime feeling is, in this instance, not
so much due to the fact that the “mighty unknown power” – the Deity –
here alluded to occasions “obscure fears” but on the other hand also
“obscure hopes” (ibid.: 113, 110). This may be your regular tremendum
and fascinans, a trembling with fear but fascination at the same time
typical of religious experience, but in Usher’s text it never comes to light if
and how such obscure fears and hopes would interlock or coincide.
What does come to light, however, is the double nature of a religious
passion that, as the “source of the sublime sensation”, is made up of an
internally conflicting feeling of hope and curiosity (ibid.: 110).
21As

such, Kantians would refer to Usher’s vacant object as an object of reason: a
supersensible idea of which no ‘instance’ can be given in sensibility, and which cannot
be cognised.
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The conflict, in this instance, significantly compares to the aporia
detected in Burke’s experience of the artificial infinite. Basically, what
Usher tries to show is that hope, like curiosity, involves pain and pleasure
at the same time in an openness that holds the future in suspense. As
Usher explains, hope carries with it “the plainest symptoms of a passion
that wanders, and is astray for its object”. In its “anxious search” this
wandering passion is directed toward a prospect “whose completion
lies in the dark” – it is without a positive destination and, for that reason,
even without a name (ibid.: 111). Its non-directedness, I would say, is
toward a radical alterity that can never be appropriated or even
approached.
Thus, partaking of a religious passion whose ‘object’ – as a vacant
object – remains eternally unknown and inconceivable, the completion
of hope’s prospect lies forever in the dark. As a desire in search of its
object, hope’s object is – and will remain – a “fugitive object”, always
just around the corner, just out of reach, “for ever near us and for ever
[hiding] from us” at the same time (ibid.: 129). It is a desire that seems to
go forward but in fact tends to go backward, always-repeating its
search, as fulfilment is never more than deceptive. For, as Usher
maintains in proto-Romantic fashion, “when we arrive at the point we
proposed” it turns out to be the starting point for another search, equally
fruitless: with every step forward, the fugitive object recedes ever further
(ibid.: 111).
Thus, as with Locke’s idea of infinity, Usher’s wandering desire turns
on a stasis or immobility: a continuous return to one’s initial position,
which never takes one a step closer to an end or goal. Though
frustrating, this aimlessness or unproductiveness also constitutes the
delight of Usherian religious hope. It leaves an openness in which
(somewhat like Burke’s unfinished things and drawings), the delightful
promise of ‘something more’, an ‘ever next’, is preserved. The
annihilation of this open space would in fact equal the “annihilation of
that bright-beaming human hope, that travels on before us during life”
(ibid.: 133). Hope is an end in itself, sustains its own rationale – and hope
can only be sustained in the continued postponement of the concrete
and definite realization of some dimly felt prospect. This is why Usher also
refers to the religious passion as a “mighty unknown want”: it expresses
the ‘wandering’ status of a desire that has not yet found and does not
yet know its object; that, indeed, comes before and suspends the
materialization of an object which is always wanting (ibid.: 132). In this
way, the Usherian subject can hope and desire infinitely. It is focused on
an “obscure enthusiastic delight which we never enjoy”, somewhat
comparable to the sense of an indefinite suspension experienced in the
Burkean artificial infinite (ibid.: 132).
In this way, interlocking the delight of anticipation with the
frustration of want or unfulfilment, Usher’s sublime experience can be
defined as a deadlocked experience undermining its own resolution. In
contrast to Kant, pain is not posited as something intermittent, followed
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by a pleasure of self-elevation. Pain and pleasure are rather inter-reliant.
The two coexist and preserve each other in the experience of an
indefinite suspension or deferral, without a cathartic, liberating moment
that allows the subject to powerfully and conclusively reassert itself.
Instead, Usher’s anxiety persists, as an uneasy distress and an eager
desire at the same time, at best leaving the subject to an eternal
wandering and wondering:
In the disorder and confusion of seas in storms, or when lofty
woods struggle with high winds, we are struck with an
humiliating awe, surprize, and suspense; the mind views the
effects of boundless power with still amazement: it recoils
upon itself in a passion made up of terror, joy, and rapture,
and feels in sentiment these questions: Who is the author of
this? What is he to me? Is he the object of my eternal curiosity,
of my mighty fears and hopes? (ibid.: 111)

Intimation

In this way, Usher’s sublime experience lacks the proverbial ‘turningpoint’ where pain gives way to pleasure. Rather, it meanders in-between
both, the one presupposing the other in a rhythm of endless deferral that
somehow precludes a dialectic reversal. Or rather, as a wandering
desire implying a hopeful suspension that is constantly subtended by a
painful tension, the Usherian sublime feeling can be said to be reversing
itself without end, and without mediation: there is no other ‘instance’ to
reconcile the coinciding moments of pain and pleasure into a unified
and finalized experience. As such, Usher’s sublime experience
undermines normative conceptions of sublime experience in twentiethcentury criticism: a neatly organized experience that takes place within
the same, invariable structure of beginning-middle-ending. What falls
outside the range of this traditional conception, and what I have tried to
put to the fore here, is an experience that is basically un-organized, that
cannot be unequivocally controlled and resolved. This is already
illustrated by Burke’s experience of artificial infinity: an experience that is
divided against itself, without a ‘turning’ from pain to pleasure and,
suspending its own development in a hesitating space in-between
progression and regression, without end. The keyword is indeterminacy
rather than transcendence, which, in Usher’s case, manifests itself as a
constant – as an insurmountable obstacle, or an incurable lack, but at
the same time also as a fruitful emptiness in which something wholly
other might announce itself. The sublime feeling here boils down to an
irresoluteness in the presence of something always missed.
In a way, the radical indeterminacy central to Burke’s feeling of the
artificial infinite and the Usherian sublime recalls Twining’s experience of
instrumental music: the listener forever labours to bring an object
(mentally) into view, yet never succeeds in drawing a definite picture.
Like the object of Usher’s sublime experience, Twining represents the
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object of musical experience as a fugitive object that ever-recedes from
grasp, a not-yet-given that remains to be determined.
Interestingly, however, Usher’s own account of instrumental music in
Clio already suggests such a parallel between the experience of the
sublime and that of instrumental music. Kevin Barry has, in this instance,
already emphasized Usher’s proto-Romantic sensibility to music, leading
him to insert “a concept of music into the terms of rationalism and
empiricism in such a way as to subvert their very assumptions” (Barry
1987: 61). That is to say, though on the one hand conventionally
associating music with the passions, Usher on the other hand also
anticipates early German Romantic theories of instrumental music by
representing it as sensuous and abstract at the same time: as being
“perceivable by the mind but too unstable to be grasped as knowledge
or idea” (ibid.: 62). Thus, Usher observes in Clio, there are few
who have not felt the charms of music…It is a language of
delightful sensations, that is far more eloquent than words… We
feel plainly that music touches and greatly agitates the
agreeable and sublime passions; that it wraps us in melancholy,
and elevates in joy; that it dissolves and inflames; that it melts us
in tenderness, and rouses to rage: but its strokes are so fine and
delicate, that, like a tragedy, even the passions that are
wounded please…Particularly the most elevated sensation of
music arises from a confused perception of idle or visionary
beauty and rapture, which is sufficiently perceivable to fire the
imagination, but not clear enough to become an object of
knowledge. This shadowy beauty the mind attempts, with a
languishing curiosity, to collect into a distinct object of view and
comprehension; but it sinks and escapes, like the dissolving
ideas of a delightful dream, that are neither within the reach of
memory, nor yet totally fled. The noblest charm of music, then,
though real and affecting, seems too confused to be collected
into a distinct idea. (Usher 1998: 152-156)

A sublime connection here first of all appears in music’s “strokes”
being so gentle that even painful passions please. Secondly, and more
importantly, in eluding appropriation music becomes the very
equivalent of the vacant or open, fugitive object of the Usherian
sublime. Like this fugitive object, music (and I take it that Usher is here
referring to contemporary instrumental music) kindles and challenges
imagination, but its “visionary rapture” cannot be captured and
individuated as “an object of knowledge”. Imagination here labours in
vain, running after something it cannot contain. At once very close and
distant, at once intimate and obscure, music contradicts an exact and
complete appropriation. This could well suggest – as will be proposed
more emphatically in early German Romantic accounts of instrumental
music – that contemporary instrumental music is, for Usher, the most
adequate medium to stage the sublime in art.
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Usher’s analogy of musical effects with the at once lingering and
dissolving ideas of a “delightful dream” are, for that matter, illuminating
here. It points to the impossibility of exactly recalling and retrieving an
unconscious state within the (verbal) representations of consciousness:
on waking, the dream is irretrievably, if not totally, lost, has become
inaccessible as such. Even when immediately recalled, there is always
something missing, something escaping in one’s very recounting or
remembering of it. And one cannot say precisely what is escaping – all
one knows is that one’s reconstruction does not quite cover the strange,
little details, the exact content, or the precise atmosphere, of the dream
dreamt while asleep. So it is with music for Usher. Like the fugitive object
of the sublime, it leaves a trace of something more, something different
that could not be held or kept: something of which one cannot say if it
was ever really present at all.
I would like to call this vague hint of something other, something
missing, an intimation, and for the following two reasons. First, intimation
connotes something intimate, inmost even, and distant at once,
something that is privately and intensely felt (like a dream) yet at the
same time dodges the full grasp of imagination, memory, and cognition.
Second, and as such, intimation is a radical form of suggestion that
leaves not so much an open space to be filled in as an emptiness which,
one feels, cannot be satisfactorily and completely filled.22 An intimation
is a barely perceptible hint or trace of something indefinable that
cannot be entirely recovered (like a dream or, for Usher, an experience
of music), that is lost or ‘beyond’, yet in a strange way also part of
oneself. It fades as an ‘unknown’ but it also lingers inside as a vague and
indeterminate feeling. In intimation, all one has is a rest or residue of
something persisting systematically as lack. It speaks, to quote William
Wordsworth from his “Ode: Intimations of Immortality” (1807), “of
something that is gone”, yet never definitely (or: consciously) had or
occupied. Nevertheless, somewhere “in our embers” there is
…something that doth live,
that nature yet remembers
What was so fugitive! (Wordsworth [1807] 1993: l. 53; ll. 129-132)

In the course of the nineteenth century, I will show in chapters 4 and 5,
this idea of intimation will come to dominate especially German
Romantic aesthetics of instrumental music and the sublime-as-infinite
alike, interconnecting the two in a way that will eventually make them
indistinguishable. As in Usher’s text, instrumental music (in its later
22Rob van Gerwen (1996, 1998) simply posits intimation as suggestion, that is, as a notshowing or not-saying inviting a reader, viewer, or listener to supplant what has been
omitted (through a so called vicarious experiencing: I feel what has not been said or
shown), but I disagree. Though the difference between intimation and suggestion is not
categorical but rather one in degree, intimation tends much more towards the purely
indexical and metonymical than suggestion.
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eighteenth- and earlier nineteenth-century realizations) will not just
evolve into a ‘model art’ of the sublime, an example to which the other
arts can only aspire. It will also be increasingly represented as an
equivalent of the sublime, as, indeed, belonging to the sublime. In
Richard Wagner’s words: “in and for itself…music can only be judged
according to the category of the sublime for as soon as it fills us, it brings
about the highest ecstasy of the consciousness of boundlessness”
(Wagner [1870] 1983: 56, my translation).
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3
Might
If the emotions are easily integrated in audible
expression and fuse into a whole; if the sounds
relate fluently to one another, constituting by
their rhythmic symmetry a melody that the
imagination can grasp without difficulty, then
true beauty manifests itself in music. But when
the sounds impinge on the ear at great length,
or with complete uniformity, or with frequent
interruptions, or with shattering intensity, or
where the part-writing is so complex, so that
the listener’s imagination is severely taxed in an
effort to grasp the whole, so that it feels in fact
as if it is poised over a bottomless chasm, then
the sublime manifests itself.
Christian Friedrich Michaelis

Introduction

Like Burke’s unresolved experience of infinity, I have argued, Usher’s
wandering desire opens up a different perspective on the sublime
feeling: it need not, as in the dominant Kantian model, necessarily be
framed as a narrative of overcoming, moving from terror to relief, or
frustration to elevation. Rather, it can also be conceived as an
unresolved, self-conflicting oscillation of pain and pleasure at once. The
central focus of this ‘alternative’ sublime experience, I have moreover
shown, is not so much on might or grandeur as on the absence of any
perceivable – containable and retainable – presence. Usher
approaches this absence as a fugitive object, always receding from
grasp, and relates it to music in so far as music for him fires imagination
yet at also defies imaginative grasp: comparable to what happens in
Burke’s experience of infinity, imagination is here over-active without
being productive in a definitive sense. It cannot achieve closure.
If this amounts to the formulation of a musically sublime experience
– whereby the idea of musical, we have seen, already embodies the
indeterminacy or indefiniteness associated with the sublime – it stands,
however, quite apart from eighteenth-century practices and earlynineteenth-century criticisms of the musical sublime. What dominates
here, I will show in this chapter, is a straightforward Longinian rhetoric of
transport, manifesting itself as an instrument of massive seduction in
musical performance practices from the 1750’s onward. The idea of an
affective realism addressed in chapter 2 will be of dominant concern
here, without, though, the attending focus on the undecided and
obscure that marked Burke’s and Beattie’s accounts of sublime
evocation. Instead, the emphasis is almost exclusively on the classically
derived notion of pathos mounting to bombast in large-scale musical
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performances rivalling the effects of violent nature. Thus, it will be seen,
to bring about the sublime feeling, music’s allegedly elusive, ambiguous
presence did not suffice – or at least, not yet. It was rather, firstly, recast
as a mighty, second nature unequivocally stunning and stupefying its
listeners or, secondly, as a bombastic vehicle of (self-)elevation.

Pathos

Burke’s Enquiry can well be read as a manual ‘how to move your
audiences’: move them with words, because words preserve a visual
indeterminacy that can in principle make for tensions of uncertainty, but
also: move them with words because words have a greater emotive
capacity than pictures. As we have seen, it is for Burke the business of
words “to display…the effect of things on the mind of the speaker, or of
others, than to present a clear idea of the things themselves” (Burke
1990: V, sect. V, 157). Indeed, feeding on a common social passion
called sympathy allowing one to feel like another, words can be used in
such a way as to convey a passion “as it is felt”; to move an audience as
the speaker is moved, or as a character described by that speaker was
moved (ibid.: V, sect. VII, 160).1 Words, differently said, can miraculously
effectuate an identity of feeling between speaker and audience, the
latter experiencing vicariously what the former has expressed.
1As

Burke writes, it is the business of words, “to affect rather by sympathy than imitation”
(Burke 1990: V, sect. V, 157). This social passion of sympathy may be alluded to as
substitution’s other side. Just as words replace and function as something else, so
sympathy in its Burkean conception is a going out to and feeling as someone else, a
repositioning of self as other, achieved on the part of the reader or listener: “sympathy
must be considered as a sort of substitution, by which we are put in the place of
another man, and affected in many respects as he is affected” (ibid.: I, sect. XIII, 41).
Although sympathy can also be effectuated by paintings, Burke maintains that words
are more successful in this respect:”…we take an extraordinary part in the passions of
others, and…we are easily affected and brought into sympathy by any tokens which
are shewn of them; and there are no tokens which can express all the circumstances of
most passions so fully as words; so that if a person speaks upon any subject, he can not
only convey the subject to you, but likewise the manner in which he himself is affected
by it” (ibid.: V, sect. VII, 158). Thus, Gary Weissman has remarked in a different context,
whereas “pity is a feeling felt for another, sympathy is a sharing of another’s feelings. In
pity, we feel in a certain way towards another; in sympathy, another’s feelings become
our own” (Weissman 1997: 45). In this way, Weissman rightfully notes, sympathy treads a
thin and dangerous line between “compassion and appropriation” (ibid.: 45). For as a
feeling like an other, or an assuming to feel like an other, sympathy is also a taking
possession of an other’s experience; of appropriating the other as self. Burke, however,
has a more hopeful conception of sympathy: as a common social passion it would
make for altruism and heroism. Forging a direct bond between self and other, Burke
argues, sympathy “hinders us from shunning scenes of misery; and the pain we feel,
prompts us to relieve ourselves in relieving those who suffer; and all this antecedent to
any reasoning, by an instinct that works to its own purposes, without our concurrence”
(Burke 1990: I, sect. XIV, 43). While Kant has a moral law operating in sublime
experience, Burke thus offers a moral instinct, impelling one almost despite oneself to
act for others as one would act for oneself, not driven by self-interest but by the
dictates of this instinct.
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In chapter 2, I have called this verbal magic a realism in effect,
dominating British aesthetics of the sublime at least from John Dennis to
such well-known theorists of poetry and rhetoric as Robert Lowth and
James Burgh. Their common point of reference may, in this instance, well
have been a passage from chapter 15 of Peri Hypsos in which the power
of imagination is represented as a vehicle for the transference of self to
other, and other to self:2
In a general way the term ‘image’ is used of any mental
conception, from whatever source it presents itself, which gives
rise to speech; but in current usage the word is applied to
passages in which, carried away by your feelings, you imagine
you are actually seeing the subject of your description, and
enable your audience as well to see it. (Dorsch 1965: 121)

Burke would have wanted to eliminate the possibility of any visual
witnessing here, yet it is nonetheless a witnessing primarily brought about
by a transport of strong feeling rather than clear and exact seeing. Burke
and the pseudo-Longinus are, differently said, basically after the same
thing: to show how “strong expressions” can bring about a vicarious
experience, an imagining oneself present in the face of an object or
event; to feel what one allegedly would have felt in the actual presence
of this object or event (Burke 1990: V, sect. VII, 159).
In Peri Hypsos the point about such an affective realism is that the
infusion of “much passion and energy” in speech “not only persuades
the hearer, but actually masters him” (Dorsch 1965: 124). This mastering
or captivating is, in turn, nothing less than the trade mark of the
Longinian grand style, feeding on violent emotional transport, something
of a rhetorical rape, rather than intellectual persuasion:

2In

the later eighteenth and nineteenth century, this alleged ability to put oneself in the
place of an other, and the urge to relieve that other of a painful impediment, will be
commonly known as the sympathetic imagination. In A Defence of Poetry, Percy
Bysshe Shelley would specifically define it as “Love; or a going out of our own nature,
and an identification of ourselves with the beautiful which exists in thought, action, or
person, not our own. A man, to be greatly good, must imagine intensely and
comprehensively; he must put himself in the place of another and of many others; the
pains and pleasures of his species must become his own” (Shelley [1821, 1840] 1993:
759). As much as this will strike one as a typically Romantic dictum, the supposed moral
import of imaginative identification still holds sway for present-day theorists focused on
the possible relations between ethics and aesthetics. Rob van Gerwen (1996, 1998), for
instance, (unknowingly) echoes Burke when elaborating on what can be called
fictional empathy: a feeling that is not quite sympathy, but “just a livelier
(emotional)…understanding of an other’s experience” in a fictional context (van
Gerwen 1998: 18, my translation). Significantly, like Burke, van Gerwen maintains that
the less clear and explicit an artistic representation of a scene or event, the more easily
feelings of empathy may be solicited. In such representations, not-showing appears to
be more provocative than showing, as it demands a more active, imaginative
involvement.
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…the effect of elevated language is not to persuade the
hearers but to entrance them; and at all times, and in every
way, what transports us with wonder is more telling than what
persuades or gratifies us. The extent to which we can be
persuaded is usually under our own control, but these sublime
passages exert an irresistible force and mastery, and get the
upper hand with every hearer. (ibid.: 100)

The grand style is not just the lofty but rather also the impassioned and, if
you will, impassionating style: it is not just about high and fine or even
convincing rhetoric, but rather prominently about a direct and ideally
irresistible transference of affects from speaker/poet to audience. Thus,
in The Art of Speaking (1761) James Burgh emphasizes that “true sublime
in delivery” when an orator’s eloquence proves so powerful that 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, works them to whatever he pleases”
(Burgh [1761] 1996: 117). The orator turns mesmerist, manipulating his
hearers into feeling what he induces them to feel, and more than that,
forcing them into a feeling that is not their own. “True eloquence”, Burgh
maintains, “does not wait for cool approbation” but instead mercilessly
carries its hearers away (ibid.: 117).
Robert Lowth, likewise, elaborates on Peri Hypsos in his famous
Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews (1787) when claiming that
“the sublime of passion” arises out of an imaginative ability of the
poet/speaker to “conceive any emotion of the mind so perfectly as to
transfer to his own feelings the instinctive passion of another, and,
agreeably to the nature of the subject, to express it in all its vigour”
(Lowth [1787] 1969: I, Lect. 17, 366).3 The poet, differently said, must
literally take on the passion s/he is describing with the express purpose of
directly transmitting it to her or his hearers. Thus, when a passion is
expressed in this way, the mind of the hearer ideally “feels and suffers in
itself a sensation, either the same or similar to that which is described”
(ibid.: I, Lect. 17, 368). It is the same identity of feeling, the same vicarious
thrill, central to the Dennisian and Burkean sublime. Hence, Lowth
3The

Lectures were first published as De Sacra Poesi Hebraeorum in 1753, based on the
lectures Lowth had delivered at Oxford University, and were translated into English by
G. Gregory in 1787. The Latin edition circulated in England and Germany, with a
German translation appearing in C.B. Schmitt’s Auszug aus Dr. R. Lowth’s…Vorlesungen
über die Heilige Dichtkunst der Hebräer, mit Herder’s und Jones’s Grundsätzen
verbunden (1793) (Freimarck 1969: XXIV-XXVII). As Vincent Freimarck points out, Johann
David Michaelis, professor of philosophy at Göttingen, issued his own annotated edition
of De Sacra Poesi in 1758 and 1761 and it appears that the second Oxford edition of
1763 is “in some way an answer to Michaelis’s criticisms” (ibid.: XXVI). It is in this respect
interesting to note that Carl Grosse – a German theorist of the sublime to be discussed
in the next chapter – was closely affiliated with David Michaelis, himself issuing a
German translation of James Beattie’s Dissertations Moral and Critical in 1790 (Zelle
1990: 82).
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observes, “that sublimity” emanating from “the vehement agitation of
the passions” which the pseudo-Longinus had marked as one of the two
“innate” sources of the grand style (ibid.: I, Lect. 17, 368; Dorsch 1965:
108).4
On the basis of this, and in imitation of the pseudo-Longinus, Lowth
then concludes that the sublime must intersect in some significant way
with the pathetic. In its original Greek connotation pathos refers to the
passions, to the suffering from intense and powerful feeling, but – as we
have seen in John Dennis – already by the end of the seventeenth
century the meaning of the term would be literally widened into an
extolling of not necessarily tender but in any way deep, sympathetic
feeling from one’s hearers. It is in this latter sense of the term that Lowth
relates the pathetic to the Longinian grand style. As he puts it, though
“intrinsically very different”, the sublime and the pathetic nevertheless
have
a kind of affinity or connection. The pathetic includes the
passions which we feel, and those which we excite. Some
passions may be expressed without any thing of the sublime; the
sublime also may exist, where no passion is directly expressed:
there is however no sublimity where no passion is excited.
(Lowth 1969: I, Lect. 17, 371-372)

While not identical, the sublime and the pathetic can thus hardly be
kept apart. The latter feeds and reinforces the former in so far as the
sublime revolves around violent emotional transport, around self-loss: the
pathetic is not the sublime, or vice versa, but is of decisive importance to
the powerful effects of the so called sublime style as aiming at a fierce,
passionate, and immediate overmastering of one’s audiences. With this
in mind, I will show in the following sections, firstly, how the art of music
came to be intimately associated with the pathetic since the later
seventeenth century and how, secondly, this may have contributed to
the representation of a specifically musical sublime style in the
eighteenth century.

Pathos, Music, and the Sublime

Before Robert Lowth, John Baillie had already observed that though
the sublime – to his mind – fills the mind “with one vast and uniform idea”,
affecting it “with a solemn sedateness”, it is frequently mixed with the
pathetic: with a violent “agitation of the passions” such as fear or anxiety
(Baillie 1953: 33 ). That is to say, the “grand may be so blended with the
4The other “innate” source is the ability to form grand conceptions, the one here at
issue is “the stimulus of powerful and inspired emotion” (Dorsch 1965: 108). Emotion, for
Longinus, is not the same as the sublime yet it can be “confidently” maintained that
“nothing contributes so decisively to the grand style as a noble emotion in the right
setting, when it forces its way to the surface in a gust of frenzy, and breathes a kind of
divine inspiration into the speaker’s words” (ibid.: 109).
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pathetic and warm” (for instance in “the description of battles” firing
and heating rather than calmly elevating the mind), as “difficultly to be
divided” (ibid.: 32). Again, as with Lowth, while Baillie carefully separates
the grand and pathetic, he also admits that the two can hardly be kept
apart: where the sublime serves to agitate and overmaster the passions,
it cannot do without, and mixes itself with, the pathetic. This confusion of
the sublime and pathetic makes for a “complex” rather than a “simple”
sensation that proves to be just as “difficulty to be resolved”: the
“sublime dilates and elevates the soul, fear sinks and contracts it; yet
both are felt upon viewing what is great and awful” (ibid.: 32). One thus
gets the distinct impression that what Burke and Kant would later define
as the sublime feeling – delight through terror, or delight through
frustration – harks back to this mixture of the sublime with the pathetic,
making not for a simple but a complex sensation of pain and pleasure.
Or, more radically put, what today – primarily on the basis of Burke and
Kant – has come to be known as ‘sublime experience’, was in the earlier
and even later eighteenth century explicitly described as a blend or
fusion of the sublime with the pathetic.
Starting from this notion of a ‘pure’ and ‘mixed’ sublime – i.e. a
sublime of solemnity, and a sublime mixed with the pathetic at once
dilating and contracting the mind – Baillie observes with respect to the
artistic sublime that especially in music “the pathetic…is frequently taken
for the sublime” (ibid.: 40). Though Baillie unfortunately does not
elaborate on this issue, it is not difficult to see why and how this idea of a
musical sublime in terms of the pathetic may have come about in the
eighteenth century: if the pathetic, in its service to the ‘mixed’ sublime,
refers to the exciting of powerful feelings through a so called direct
emotional transmission from speaker to audience, then since the later
seventeenth century music had been represented as being particularly
suited to the purpose.
Consider, in this respect, Thomas Mace’s enthusiastic account of
the agitating ‘language’ of music in his Musick’s Monument (1676).
Mace, a clerk of Trinity College at the University of Cambridge, gets
quite carried away (and apologises for doing so) when elaborating on
the emotive powers of music. Not hesitating to establish an affinity
between instrumental music and verbal rhetoric, he nevertheless, and in
proto-Romantic fashion, grants the former a special position. This is due
to, firstly, music’s allegedly immediate and, secondly, transcendent ways
of emotional ‘transference’ – music goes, so to speak, straight to the
heart, while verbal rhetoric first makes a detour in the signifying mind.
Moreover, unlike verbal rhetoric, which would be geographically limited
in its power, music is said to transcend all boundaries and needs no,
indeed defies any, translation:
…as in Language, various Humors, Conceits, and Passions (of all
sorts) may be exprest; so likewise in Musick, may any Humour,
Conceit, or Passion (never so various) be exprest; and so
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significantly, as any Rhetorical Words or Expressions are able to;
only (if I may not be thought too Extravagant in my Expressions)
if any Difference be; It is, In that Musick speaks so
transcendently, and Communicates Its Notions so Intelligibly to
the Internal…and Incomprehensible Faculties of the Soul; so far
beyond all Language of Words, that I confess and most
solemnly affirm, I have been more Sensibly, Fervently, and
Zealously Captivated, and drawn into Divine Raptures, and
Contemplations,
by
those
Unexpressible,
Rhetorical,
Uncontrolable Persuasions, and Instructions of Musick’s Divine
Language, than ever yet I have been, by the best Verbal
Rhetorick, that came from any Man’s Mouth, either in Pulpit or
elsewhere. (Dolmetsch [1915] 1972: 12)

Affectively, music is so overwhelmingly successful for Mace that it is
beyond resistance and even beyond paraphrase for its listeners – a
characterisation which would become something of a cliché an odd
125 years later in German accounts of music during the early Romantic
period. Outwitting the emotive power of words in this respect, music
easily becomes an example for verbal rhetoric in the Longinian art of
instantly captivating and enrapturing an audience.5
In eighteenth-century France, the Abbé Dubos would likewise
emphasize the transcendent power of instrumental music: all (?) the
sounds of music, he observes, “have a wonderful power to move us,
because they are the signs of the passions that are the work of nature
herself, from whence they have derived their energy. Spoken words, on
the other hand are only arbitrary symbols of the passions. The spoken
word only derives its meaning and value from man-made conventions
and it has only limited geographical currency” (Dubos [1719] 1981: 18).
Music is the ‘real’ emotional thing, words but its derivative; music is
directly related to nature (here used in the sense of feeling, spontaneity),
words are merely arbitrary. Or, as John Neubauer says, for Dubos
“sounds are natural signs because they are universally understood,
immediate expressions of agitations in the soul, whereas the meaning of
words is defined by convention” (Neubauer 1986: 134-135).6 Thus,
5Not

surprisingly, focusing on music’s affective-communicative abilities, Mace therefore
places due emphasis on expressive nuances in musical execution. This basically comes
down to a marking of contrasts: “Play Loud and Soft; sometimes Briskly, and sometimes
Gently and Smoothly, here and there, as your Fancy will (no doubt) Prompt you unto”
(Dolmetsch 1972: 14). Indeed, the urgency to acquire a ‘Spiritual’ rather than purely
technical insight into a musical exercise will be something of a running gag in Musick’s
Monument: “Many Drudge, and take much Pains to Play their Lessons very Perfectly as
they call it (that is, Fast) which, when they can do, you will perceive Little Life, or Spirit in
Them, merely for want of the knowledge of the last Thing, I now mention, viz.: They do
not labour to find out the Humour, Life, or Spirit of their Lessons: Therefore I am more
Earnest about It, than many (It may be) think needful” (ibid.: 14). What is important, to
make this a Burkean paraphrase, is not clear and exact but emotive-effective
reproduction.
6Neubauer in this instance also points to Johann Nicolaus Forkel’s (1788-1801) and
Anselm Bayly’s (1798) later conceptions of music as nature’s ‘original daughter’; the
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Neubauer quotes Wilhelm Heinse, when captured by music “we no
longer think of words but are penetrated by the matter itself” (ibid.: 134).
This would be almost more than the precise affective realism that
Edmund Burke requires for artistic evocations of the sublime, and having
read Dubos, he certainly would not have missed the latter’s claim that in
the musical transference of affects, “the pleasure of the ear becomes
the pleasure of the heart” (Dubos 1981: 19).
A similar claim had been made over a decade before by the man
who more or less started the famous French polemic on the supremacy
of either Italian or French opera: the Abbé François Raguenet.7 An
admirer of the Italian style, with its allegedly greater sensibility “of the
passions”, Raguenet posits in his Paralele (1704) that the Italians, unlike
the French, succeed in captivating and transporting an audience by
purely musical means (Raguenet [1704] 1998: 168). In unmistakably
Longinian fashion, and in almost rhapsodic rapture, Raguenet shows
how such a violent overmastering of the soul is brought about:
If a storm, or rage, is to be describ’d in a symphony, their [i.e.
the Italians] notes give us so natural and idea of it, that our souls
can hardly receive a stronger impression from the reality than
they do from the description; every thing is so brisk and piercing,
so impetuous and affecting, that the imagination, the senses,
the soul, and the body itself are all betray’d into a general
transport; ‘tis impossible not to be borne down with the rapidity
of these movements. A symphony of furies shakes the soul; it
undermines and overthrows it in spite of all; the violinist himself,
whilst he is performing it, is seiz’d with an unavoidable agony; he
tortures his violin; he racks his body; he is no longer master of
himself, but is agitated like one possessed with an irresistible
motion. (ibid.: 168)

Music here enforces its listeners to lose themselves into the scene or
event it ‘describes’: the music becomes the rage, just as the violinist here
takes on the agony relevant to it, so that the audience feels as if present
in the face of it. Indeed, just as the pseudo-Longinus shows that in
Euripides’s Orestes and Iphigenia in Tauris “the poet himself had ‘seen’
the Furies, and he almost compelled his audience, too, to see what he
direct and “passionate expression of feeling via sounds…, not because it imitates
natural sounds but rather because it is [thought to be] man’s original and natural mode
of expression” (Neubauer 1986: 134).
7Raguenet had visited Rome in 1697 and, having heard the music of Corelli and
Giovanni Bononcini, instantly became a propagator of Italian music. Having published
his views in the Paralele des Italiens et des François en ce qui regarde la musique et les
opéra (A Comparison between the French and Italian Music and Operas) (1702), Jean
Laurent Le Cerf de la Viéville quickly responded in 1704 with a defence of French
music, to which Raguenet again responded in turn in 1705 (Murata 1998: 162-163). The
controversy over the French (Lully) and Italian (Corelli) styles would last till well into the
eighteenth century, issuing a wealth of treatises on the particularities, varieties, and
possibilities of musical expressiveness.
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had imagined”, so Raguenet shows that in Italian music the audience is
urged to witness what the composer had imagined: they are
immediately and helplessly, both in mind and body, “borne down” with
the violent and rapid movements that perform, if you will, the rage or
storm at issue (Dorsch 1965: 121). If, therefore, Burke would later claim
that words are especially conducive to the sublime as “representatives
of…natural things”, capable of affecting one “often as strongly as the
things they represent, and sometimes much more strongly”, Raguenet
here already shows as much with respect to the more ‘direct’ medium of
music (Burke 1990: V, sect. VII, 161).8
As Raguenet thus represents the effects of Italian music in a way
comparable to what the pseudo-Longinus observes on the sublime style,
he does, however, not exclusively focus on the dramatics of violent
transport. The expression of calm and tranquillity – which for Baillie would
have signalled the grand pur sang – can in this instance be just as
irresistible: “Here the notes descend so low, that the soul is swallow’d with
‘em in the profound abyss. There are bow strokes of an infinite length,
ling’ring on a dying sound, which decays gradually ‘till at last it
absolutely expires” (Raguenet 1998: 169). The effect of this is likewise a
being captured or possessed, though now in a hushed rather than
agitated manner, as if being drugged or sedated – a stupor not of fright
but enthrallment. As Raguenet puts it, Italian symphonies “insensibly steal
the soul from the body, and so suspend its faculties, and operations, that
being bound up, as it were, in the harmony, that entirely possesses and
8For

a similar realism in effect with respect to music, consider Raguenet’s compatriot
Yves Marie André (1675-1764), a Jesuit who worked as a professeur royale de
mathematiques at Caen from 1726 until 1762 and published his influential L’Essai sur le
beau in 1741. Thus, André contrasts instrumental music to painting in a way that Burke
would have agreed to. For what, André proposes, “do we see in the finest painting?
Solely the surface of a body: a face, eyes, fixed and inanimate colours and a few other
features that seem to want to speak. Music lays bare the soul to its very depths – its
excitements (expressed in rapid sounds), its struggles (in which sounds conflict), and its
repose (sounds that are tranquil and of little variety). Painting offers to the eyes only
static objects…Music depicts movement” (André [1741] 1981: 34-35). André then gives
an example which will single out music as the art creating the realism in effect which
Burke would deem so essential for artistic evocations of the sublime: “Take for instance
a battle scene. The greatest praise you can bestow on [a pictorial imitation of it] is to
say that you are looking at the original. If a vocal or instrumental concert attempted
the same thing you could imagine that you were right in the midst of the action: you
would hear the two armies marching, the call to advance, the clash of arms, the
resounding of blows as the soldiers strike each other…It is as if our hearts were there at
the scene of the actual battle” (ibid.: 35). No way, André insists, that painting can
achieve such affective realism, and given music’s superior natural endowments, he
adds, is “it surprising…that musical beauty should have qualities that are more
sublime…than the beauties of all the other arts?” (ibid.: 35). One could in turn relate this
to what Jean-Jacques Rousseau identifies as the advantage of music over painting in
his Essai sur l’origine des langues (1764): music can substitute “for the lifeless image of
an object such impressions as the object excites in the heart of the beholder…[it] does
not represent…things but it excites in the soul feelings such as those one experiences on
seeing them” (Rousseau [1764] 1981: 102).
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enchants it, it’s as dead to every thing else, as if all its powers were
captivated by a real sleep” (ibid.: 169). Music here quietly interrupts the
mind, occasioning that Dennisian astonishment which Burke would
brand as the highest effect of the sublime: a state of the soul “in which
all its motions are suspended…In this case the mind is so entirely filled
with its object, that it cannot entertain any other, nor by consequence
reason on that object which employs it” (Burke 1990: II, sect. I, 53). It is
literally lost in helpless fascination, unconscious of itself or its surroundings
– a state of forgetfulness that Richard Wagner, I will show in chapter 5,
was to brand as the specifically musically sublime feeling.
Raguenet, it is true, never uses the term ‘sublime’ in his account of
Italian music. Yet, his words are clearly cast in the discourse of the
sublime that – largely due to Nicolas Boileau-Despréaux’s influential
translation and interpretation of Peri Hypsos in 1674 – was current in later
seventeenth- and early-eighteenth-century France (Monk 1960; Litman
1976). Indeed, Monk has claimed, it is largely due to Boileau’s particular
rendering of Peri Hypsos that the sublime became so emphatically
associated with the awakening of strong, as-if-real-life emotions in art
(Monk 1960: 32). With respect to music, however, it would not be till the
middle of the eighteenth century that the sublime is explicitly raised to
the stake in terms of “the extraordinary, the marvellous, the surprising”
(ibid.: 32). As I will show in the following sections, it is particularly in midand later-eighteenth-century British concert life that the sublime thus
conceived will inform and even shape the reception and performance
of music with special reference to Handel and Haydn.

A Second Nature

In a satirical pamphlet of 1751 on the “Man-Mountain” Handel,
William Hayes, professor of music at Oxford and conductor of Handel’s
oratorios, describes the birth of a different and particularly enervating
kind of music:
...[Handel], whilst at the Zenith of his Greatness, broached
another Kind of Music; more full, more grand (as his Admirers are
pleased to call it, because crouded with Parts) and, to make
the Noise the greater, caused it to be performed, by at least
double the Number of Voices and Instruments than ever we
heard in the Theatre before: In this, he not only thought to rival
our Patron God, but others also; particularly Aeolus, Neptune,
and Jupiter: For at one Time, I have expected the House to be
blown down with his artificial Wind; at another Time, that the
Sea would have overflowed its Banks and swallowed us up: But
beyond every thing, his Thunder was most intolerable - I shall
never get the horrid rumbling of it out of my head. (Deutsch
1955: 715)

Too many ‘Parts’ and too much force. Or rather, too much nature.
Nature as might is everywhere in Hayes’ description: there is noise rather
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than organised sound, and wild nature threatening to devour the
vestiges of culture. Music here not just announces the threats of nature,
but virtually embodies them in its very effects.
Similarly, Hayes observes, the composer is here like God, and many
other gods, unleashing his terrible and awesome powers, with Hayes
becoming something of a Thomas Burnet confronted with the workings
of chaos. The epithet ‘Man-Mountain’ to Handel becomes, in this
respect, highly significant: just as Burnet experienced a mixed sensation
of pain and pleasure in the face of the post-diluvial mountains – ‘ruins’ –
of the earth, so Hayes is at once frightened, seemingly appalled even,
and impressed by Handel’s ‘noise’. And just as Burnet recognizes a hint
of the infinite in the ruins left by the wrath of God, so Hayes recognizes
this hint in the violent movements of the music of his ‘God’. For the
satirical tone of Hayes’ pamphlet, representing the effects of the music
as simply intolerable, should not delude one here. Hayes was an ardent
admirer of Handel, like many of his contemporaries locating the latter in
the category of the divine:
...if you are inclined to drink more copious Draughts of this divine
Art, look into, or rather hear, if possible, [Handel’s] Oratorio of
Israel in Egypt; there you will find he has exerted every Power
human Nature is capable of. In this truly sublime Composition,
he has discovered an inexhaustible Fund of Invention, the
greatest Depth of Learning, and the most comprehensive Talent
in expressing even inarticulate Nature, as well as things which
are obvious to our Sense of Hearing only, by articulate Sound;
not to mention such an Assemblage of Vocal and Instrumental
Parts, blended with such Purity and Propriety; which alone
would render this Work infinitely superior to any Thing the whole
musical World hath hitherto produced. (ibid.: 733)

In one of the few articles published on the musical sublime so far,
Claudia Johnson has argued that such representations of Handel’s music
in terms of the new, the grand, the shocking, and overwhelming witness
the birth of a specifically musical sublime in British musical practice and
theory from the 1750’s onward. This is paralleled during that same period
by a growing, public fascination with the loud, the ugly, the massive,
and intolerable (Johnson 1986: 528). ‘Giant Handel’, voluminousness and
thrilling, partly disconcerting effects in music would become synonymous
with, if not legitimised by, the idea of the sublime as already established
in contemporary critical theory. Thus, Burke observed in the Enquiry:
Excessive loudness alone is sufficient to overpower the soul, to
suspend its action, and to fill it with terror. The noise of vast
cataracts, raging storms, thunder, or artillery, awakens a great
and awful sensation in the mind, though we can observe no
nicety in this sort of music. (Burke 1990: II, sect. XVII, 75-76)
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Excessive loudness, an over-saturated presence, would for Burke
have been suggestive of immense power and in that capacity, acting
on one’s sense of self-preservation, give way to the sublime:
“wheresoever we find strength, and in what light soever we look upon
power, we shall all along observe the sublime the concomitant of terror”
(ibid.: II, sect. V, 61). It is, for that matter, not in the least accidental that
writers like Hayes (comparable to Raguenet) try to infuse Handel’s
oratorios with the ‘raw’ sonorous might of nature, giving them the
painfully awful aspect of the sublime, rather than the pleasurable face of
the beautiful.
Indeed, Johnson observes, most of the mid- and later-eighteenthcentury commentators on Handel focus on the notion of “stupefying
volume” occasioned both by loudness (choirs and orchestras of
extravagantly large proportions) and an intricate multitude of tones
(Johnson 1986: 530). Such voluminousness was considered “a means of
astonishment” and hence an instrument to achieve Longinian effects of
awe and stupefaction (ibid.: 530, 531). This was, as such, an explicitly
desired effect. Eighteenth-century listeners, Johnson states, “did not
want lucidity, distinctness, and balance from performances of Handel’s
music. On the contrary, because they associated Handel’s music with
sublime transport, they wanted from the experience of listening to his
music more than their senses could assimilate” (ibid.: 531). They wanted
the proverbial overflow of powerful feeling.
Thus, one sees a Longinian-like helpless awe reflected in a review for
the European Magazine of the 1784 Handel-Commemoration concerts.
Here, it is reported that because “the immense volume and torrent of
sound was almost too much for the head or the senses to bear... We
were elevated into a species of delirium” (ibid.: 516). One sees it too in
Charles Burney’s comments on those same concerts, stating that “the
Choral power of harmonical combinations affected some to tears and
fainting” (ibid.: 525). Handel’s biographer John Mainwaring likewise
observes with respect to the Messiah that it reportedly fills the ear “with
such a glow of harmony, as leaves the mind in a kind of heavenly
extasy” (ibid.: 530). It is the self-loss, the exuberance already prefigured
by Mace and Raguenet.
And not only the more capricious and rough, but also the more
dense the music, the more grand and, indeed, ‘sublime’ it becomes
(ibid.: 529-532). Burney, for one, writes with respect to Handel’s First
Grand Concerto: “if the epithet grand, instead of implying, as it usually
does, many parts, or a Concerto requiring a great band of Orchestra,
had been here intended to express sublimity and dignity, it might have
been used with the utmost propriety” (ibid.: 529). These epithets of
sublimity and dignity, Johnson rightfully indicates, become something of
a commonplace in relation to Handel in the eighteenth century (ibid.:
517). Not only, I add to this, in music criticism (as in Mainwaring, Burney,
Hawkins, and also John Potter) but also in private correspondences. In a
letter of February 21, 1748, for example, Sir Edward Turner writes to a
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Sanderson Miller on the Oratorio Susanna: “Will not the sedate Raptures
of Oratorical Harmony attract hither an Admirer of the sublime in
music?” (Deutsch 1955: 657). More amusingly, in a letter of December 10,
1750, a Mrs. Delany relates to a Mrs. Dewes her (Longinian) concern that
the dignified fullness of Handel’s music, ingeniously couched in clarity
and simplicity, should not be degraded into nonsensical “frippery”:
On Tuesday morning next, the rehearsal of the Messiah is to be
for the benefit of the debtors – on Thursday evening it will be
performed. I hope to go to both; our new and therefore
favourite performer Morella is to play the first fiddle and
conduct the whole. I am afraid his French taste will prevail; I
shall not be able to endure his introducing froth and nonsense in
that sublime and awful piece of music. (Deutsch 1955: 695)

All these eulogies and commentaries aside, it should, however, be
realized that Handel’s coronation as the master of sublimity had a
certain self-serving or self-generating effect. As Johnson justifiably
emphasizes, because Handel was considered the quintessence of
sublimity, eighteenth-century conductors felt that his work should be
performed on the grandest and loudest of scales – grander and louder
than Handel himself had probably ever imagined (Johnson 1986: 532).9
Thus the powerful effect of his music, the voluminousness occasioning all
that pain and admiration, was at least partly due to his being
represented as the epitome of the musical sublime. Or, as Johnson puts
it:
the movement toward gigantic performances of Handel’s
music in the eighteenth century is…an authentic eighteenthcentury tradition put in motion not by ill-informed masses, but by
conductors, biographers, and historians alike, who associated
the musical sublime with voluminousness and believed that
large forces realized the sublime properties of Handel’s music.
(ibid.: 532)

Interestingly, these Handelian standards were extended to other
composers as well. What applied to his music, to his ‘sublime style’, could
also make other composers approach the sublime. As Johnson
paraphrases Charles Burney: “an ‘omnipotent band’, such as the one
employed at the Commemoration [including an orchestra of 253 and a
choir of 257], could actually impart a sublimity in performance even to
9However, as Johnson points out, Handel did use more than a hundred singers and
instrumentalists in his concert at the Foundling Hospital in 1749 (Johnson 1986: 530). She
nevertheless adds to this that “these proportions are not typical of Handel's other
productions” and that he thus “inadvertently lent his own authority to inflated
performances” which met the demands of later 18th-century critics, biographers and
conductors (531). To them, a grand scale was something Handel's music simply and
absolutely required.
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the less intrinsically sublime music of Geminiani and Corelli” (ibid.: 532).
They benefited from it, but Handel’s music demanded such a “powerful
agency” (ibid.: 532). Seen in this light, Handel as represented by his critics
and conductors indeed brought about the musical sublime in Great
Britain: the ‘sublime strokes’ as attributed to Handel and his music, were
applied to other composers, and thus perpetuated themselves in later
eighteenth-century British performance practices at large generated by
those Handelian representations.

Difficulty

While Handel thus – inadvertently – set a new standard for musical
production and musical delight, late-eighteenth-century Britain
witnessed yet another ‘champion’ of the sublime in the form of Joseph
Haydn. The latter reportedly was as ‘new’ as he was ‘violent’ and
‘majestic’. With respect to the first, Haydn's novelties – most notably his
large instrumental forms, his methods of orchestration, his complex and
at times very witty contrapuntal devices, or his surprising and
unconventional rhythmic patterns – constituted something of a shock
(Barry 1987: 22).10 Those musical ‘specialists’ not amused by Haydn’s
music often pointed to the perplexing nature of the ‘Continental style’ in
general and Haydn in particular. Thus, Charles Avison criticised “the
innumerable foreign Overtures...this Torrent of Confused Sounds” – this
torrent which, as hard as it is to believe from a present-day perspective,
frustrated comprehension and could, as such, not be grasped or
assimilated unproblematically (ibid.: 19). Haydn posed a strain on the
musical imagination. He was, in Burney’s words, “divine” but his style as
yet “too much for” the professional musical scene (Burney [1789] 1981:
194, 195). Only those, he goes on to say, with a special taste for the
unknown, adventurous, and outstanding; those, one would now say,
with a special taste for the avant-garde, could appreciate the charms of
the German instrumental style, with its “notes, lengthened and polished
into passion”:
There is a degree of refinement, delicacy and invention which
lovers of simple and common music can no more comprehend
than the Asiatic's harmony. It is only understood and felt by such
as can quit the planes of simplicity, penetrate the mazes of art
and contrivance, climb mountains, dive into dells or cross seas in
search of extraneous and exotic beauties with which the
monotonous melody of popular music has not yet been
embellished... Novelty has been acquired and attention
excited, more by learned modulation in Germany than by new

10However,

in the Classical Style (1976) Charles Rosen reminds us that after1780 these
"unexpected rhythmic effects are tightly controlled...within a large-scale system of
symmetries" (Rosen 1976: 337).
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and difficult melody in Italy. We dislike both perhaps only
because we are not gradually arrived at them...(ibid.:195)

The irony here is that from (roughly speaking) 1772 onwards, Haydn,
for all his supposed difficulties and ungraspable ingenuities, became as
much focused on the public as on the professional musical scene, and
had accomplished a very lucid, popular style by the 1790’s.11 It is
nevertheless significant to say the least that Burney restricts the ‘true’
appreciation of the German style to those minds in search of the new
and unexpected. Burney’s choice of metaphor is certainly not
accidental here, given the cult of mountain-climbing and adventuretravel tightly connected to the cult of the sublime during the eighteenth
century (Andrews 1989). It will, in this instance, once more be recalled
that the experience of the sublime in those designated areas of the Alps,
the Pyrenees, the Scottish Highlands, or the Lake District largely required
what Burke called a high difficulty degree: the effort, combined with the
thrill of exploring allegedly unknown or at least difficultly traversable
territory, was crucial to experience that delightful shock of surprise and
astonishment on stumbling on an unexpected, awesome vista.
At the same time, however, while Avison and the likes of him were
averse to Haydn’s musical torrents, it appears that the late-eighteenthcentury public welcoming Haydn as the new ‘Man-Mountain’ in Britain in
1791, was quite ready for shock and surprise. If, as Burney put it, “our
present musical doctors and graduates are [not] quite up to Haydn
11The

irony is not only that the music of Haydn, despite the apparent difficulties of his
style, became, as Rosen describes, an enormous popular success in the late-eighteenth
century (Rosen 1976: 329). “There have been composers”, Rosen observes, “who were
as much admired and others whose tunes were as much whistled and sung during their
lifetimes, but none who so completely won at the same time the unquestioned and
generous respect of the musical community and the ungrudging acclaim of the
public” (ibid.: 329). Part of this may be due to the incorporation of folk-music in his work,
which Haydn did increasingly so from around 1785 onward, and which helped him to
develop a full-fledged popular style. However, and this is the second irony, this
‘popular’ style - although typified by an increasing dramatic clarity of the later Haydn was by no means a simple style (ibid.: 332). On the contrary, since Haydn, like Mozart,
was only inclined to use folk material within the contexts of an already established style,
he created a popular style which abandoned “none of the pretensions of [so called]
high art” (ibid.: 332). “Only for one brief historical period”, Rosen goes on to say, “in the
operas of Mozart, the symphonies of Haydn, and some of the Schubert songs, has the
utmost sophistication and complexity of musical technique existed alongside – or
better, fused with – the virtues of street music” (ibid.: 332). Any other composer aiming
at such popularity, aiming at the public humming or whistling his/her songs or tunes on
the street, would have had to sacrifice the ingenuity and complexities of his/her style.
Fusion is, in this respect, an appropriate term for the ‘popular’ element in the styles of
Mozart and Haydn, the way in which this element was integrated into their respective
styles, not only stabilised and clarified their respective musical forms but were also used
as a starting-point for the most elaborate and “sophisticated structures” (ibid.: 333-341).
All this leads Rosen to the interesting statement that “the style of Mozart in Die
Zauberflöte and Haydn in the Paris and London Symphonies...became not less, but
more learned, as it became more popular” (ibid.: 333).
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yet…the public are…unanimous in applauding” (Barry 1987: 22). Haydn’s
willingness to accommodate the expectations and susceptibilities of his
London audiences by devising that loud crash in his Surprise Symphony
(No. 94) is a case in point. The crash, in any case, caused a thrill and was
something of a stunt as it immediately wiped out any memory of the
London concerts performed by Haydn’s pupil Ignaz Pleyel. As with
Handel, such startling novelties capturing and overpowering an
appreciative audience became a sign of the God-like greatness of the
composer. Not only in England but also in Austria, where Haydn's
impressive Creation gave rise to all sorts of celebratory poems equating
God the Creator with God the composer: the Genius (Kramer 1995: 7390).12 Haydn is even said to have reinforced the equation when being
one time so carried away by his own creation cadence that he pointed
toward heaven and solemnly declared: “it came from there” (ibid.: 90).
In Britain, though, Haydn was celebrated on a rather more
mundane and sensational level. In line with the tastes of most
contemporary audiences, a 1794 reviewer of the Morning Chronicle
characteristically associates the new in Haydn's music with the great and
awesome: “[Symphony No. 99] abounds with ideas, as new in music as
they are grand and impressive; it rouses and affects every emotion of
the soul” (Barry 1987: 22). And as with Handel, the horrible and nearby
intolerable here become a sure token of the musical sublime. The same
reviewer, in any case, writes of the Allegretto of the Military Symphony
(No. 100) in rapturous terms strongly reminiscent of Handelian
commentary:
The middle movement was again received with absolute shouts
of applause. Encore! encore! encore! resounded from every
seat: the Ladies themselves could not forbear. It is the
advancing to battle; and the march of men, the sounding of
the charge, the thundering of the onset, the clash of arms, the
groans of the wounded, and what may well be called the
hellish roar of war increase to a climax of horrid sublimity! (in
Johnson 1986: 528)
12As

composer Hugo Wolf would still depict the representation of chaos in Haydn’s
Creation in the discourse of the sublime in 1885: “The very first measures with the muted
violins inspire in us the sensation of standing before a mysterious presence. A magician,
[Haydn] conjures up the dark image of Chaos. Gray cloud masses illuminated by
strange iridescent lights revolve slowly in a confused ferment. Listen! what where those
voices? such distressed , wailing sounds – such gently serious songs? They mingle,
dissolve, fall silent – another vision, radiant with magic beauty emerges from the
darkness. The soul is filled with awe at sight of this magical apparition. Quietly moving, it
wanders along its course. It soars aloft; it colours the air with crimson, it falters, falls – a
flash from the black depths – and the apparition has vanished. Seas of clouds envelop
the richly coloured scene again. The tone poet has awakened from his dream” (Wolf
[1885] 1956: 304). Wolf adds to this that the music here – working its way out of the
Urklang on the unharmonized C to the C minor chord – ‘speaks’ all the more vividly
because “the composer translated through his musical feeling not the face [of chaos]
but the impression of the face” (ibid.: 305).
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As Johnson remarks, since the sounds of war and violence had already
been identified by critics, conductors, and biographers as the musical
sublime during the Handelian era, the reviewer is at liberty to “freeassociate” on the idea of the sublime and the discordant, violent, and
clamorous in music (ibid.: 528). By the time of Haydn, in other words, the
idea of the musical sublime – crystallising as a taste for special,
calculated effects that sanctified the harsh and painful in music –
appears to have been firmly established in eighteenth-century British
musical culture. It is, for that matter, perhaps only fitting that Haydn
should have been adopted as one of the paragons of this musical
sublime, given the fact that his Creation effectively thrusts out that
singular phrase from the book of Genesis which was to fascinate theorists
of the sublime from Boileau, and even from Longinus, to Kant: God said,
let there be light, and there was light.

Totality
When Burke makes his observations on the sublime of sonorous
massiveness he does not hesitate to add that the “shouting of multitudes
has a similar effect”. The “sole strength of the sound”, he continues, “so
amazes and confounds the imagination, that in this staggering, and
hurry of the mind, the best established tempers can scarcely forebear
being borne down, and joining in the common cry, and common
resolution of the croud” (Burke 1990: II, sect. XVII, 76). If Burke,
elaborating on the effects of loudness, thus recognizes a desire for selfloss in the “common resolution” of the masses, he is already describing
something that Andreas Huyssen has recently represented in terms of
“monumental seduction” (Huyssen [1996] 1997: 25, my translation). The
monumental here pretty much overlaps with what I have described
above – massiveness, voluminousness – with the superadded condition
that it exclusively works the grand and overwhelming through the
uniform, unitary, and universal (ibid.: 24). Its seduction has, in turn, been
analysed by Michel Foucault as acting on a “fascism” in the modern
mind “that causes us to love power, to long precisely for that which
dominates and exploits us” (ibid.: 25). Although Huyssen moderates this
masochistic desire as being historically conditioned, rather than being a
“metahistorical norm”, one can nevertheless detect a fascism of the
sublime in Burke’s description of sound as a source of ecstasy when it
evokes a sense of massive unison: when a multitude of voices strive to
merge themselves as one single, overpowering voice (ibid.: 26).
Though with respect to music Huyssen – not altogether
unexpectedly – traces such monumental seductions to Richard Wagner
and the use that the Nazi’s so very easily made of his operatic music as
an instrument of “mass-psychological control”, I suggest that this
seduction is already present in the colossal Handelian performances
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described above (ibid.: 25).13 Here are the same strategies of massive
transport tied to a fondness of large-scale forms meant to crush and
overwhelm individual listeners who were, indeed, quite eager to be
crushed.
However, as I will presently point out, these performative strategies
but pale in comparison with the gigantic music festivals to be held
during the reign of Terror in late-eighteenth-century France. If, as Burke
claims, the sublime of sounds is not only excited by sheer overwhelming
loudness but also by the irresistible, massive sharing in a “common cry”,
then these festivals would set a sinister precedent to the practices of the
Nazi’s a century and a half later: the central issue here is transport, your
regular Longinian stirring of the soul, that is to make for a shared, if not
totalised agitation enforcing the participation of all. Here again, the
pathetic can be seen to be of decisive importance to the sonorous
overkill that Burke had related to the sublime as a ‘no-nicety’ agitating
and capturing the soul.
Thus, James Johnson has shown in his Listening in Paris (1995), the
role of listeners or spectators as such was to be effectively eliminated
between 1793 and the death of Robespierre. During this period music
was employed as a powerful manipulative tool to ‘purge’ and ‘reeducate’ the masses, and the countless festivals organised for this
purpose openly betray a tendency to eradicate private experience,
which was considered elitist and un-democratic (Johnson 1995: 125136).14 “In order to enjoy a festival”, James Johnson quotes one of the
festival planners, “it does not suffice to be a spectator, one must be an
actor” – one must join in the ‘common resolution’ and not stay on the
outside, the “dramatic action” being “the people assembled” (ibid.:
126). The idea behind all this, Alexandre de Moy reported, was to form a
“single and unitary character”, a “single and unitary spirit”, and a “single
and unitary whole from all members of the state”. Privacy was thus ruled
out, for should there be anyone, de Moy warned, “or some class of
13Huyssen

mainly locates the monumental, revolving as it does around the bombastic
and pompous, in the nineteenth- and twentieth centuries. Thus, he argues, nowadays
the “monumental is aesthetically suspect, because it is connected with nineteenthcentury bad taste, with kitsch and mass culture. It is politically suspect, because it is
considered to be representative of nineteenth-century nationalism and twentiethcentury totalitarianism. It is socially suspect, because as a rhetorical strategy it is
reserved for mass movements and mass politics. It is ethically suspect, because it revels
in the monstrously grand due its predilection for the massive, with the intention to
overwhelm the individual spectator. It is psychoanalytically suspect, because it is
connected with narcissistic delusions of grandeur and imaginary perfection. It is
musically suspect because, well, because of Richard Wagner” (Huyssen 1997: 24).
However, I have indicated, the idea of monumental seduction was already present
well before Wagner in eighteenth-century Britain.
14These festivals, as Johnson points out, were not to be trifled with. There was “a festival
for youth and a festival for old age, a festival for virtue and one for morals. There were
festivals for reason, liberty, enlightenment, and labor, of Continental Peace, of Terror,
and of the Supreme Being” (Johnson 1995: 126).
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citizen who wished to isolate itself in these festivities and hide, this would
be noted by the multitude and looked down upon by the totality” (ibid.:
126).
This impossibility to hide oneself, to cannot but be part of and
participate in a whole, is reflected in the colossal settings of orchestra’s
as envisioned (though not realized) by Opoix and Merlin. As Johnson
indicates, the former started from the assumption that one orchestra
could not evenly or ‘democratically’ reach and captivate the masses
present. As a consequence, he proposed twelve orchestra's and 12,000
singers from all levels of society at the Fête des Victoires of 1794. Opoix
even wanted thirteen orchestra's, all of them positioned among the
masses (ibid.: 126). What with all the citizens singing, Merlin predicted,
the music would “ravish souls with transports as yet unknown” (ibid.: 126).
During yet another festival, Étienne Méhul had a crowd of thousands,
divided into four sections, sing a major chord together (ibid.: 127). There
is here an aspiration not merely toward massive but also toward an
uncompromising harmony, imposing the inclusion of all, and
occasioning unprecedented sensations of ‘unity’ and ‘elevation’.
The certainty that such unity would indeed be achieved, that, in the
words of La Revellière-Lépeaux, “two or three thousand spectators”
would indeed “feel the same sentiments and share the same pleasures
at the same time”, was thought to be guaranteed by music’s allegedly
direct, emotive-manipulative qualities (ibid.: 128). I have already noted
how this idea gained ground in France in the earlier eighteenth century:
contemporary music, we have seen with respect to Raguenet and
others, was attributed an affective realism operating so forcefully that it
urged or compelled its listeners to feel exactly – and thus immediately
engage in – what it ‘described’. James Johnson, moreover, has shown
that during the 1770’s and 1780’s, when Gluck won the war against
Piccini in Paris, what might be called pathetic listening became a
distinct fashion (ibid.: 88-95). Defined by the same emotive
engagement, the same ‘identity of feeling’ described by Raguenet,
such pre-Revolutionary listening was promising to the festival-planners of
the Terror: “Who hadn’t seen women kneeling and sobbing at the
Opéra? If entertainment could produce such profound feeling, the
possibilities for political lessons were staggering” (ibid.: 129). As if a
means for collective catharsis, music as it were cleansed ‘the people’
through its instant emotive spell, to inspire ‘lofty’ emotions like courage
and patriotism. To ensure this end, the most absurd experiments were
conducted even after 1794, amongst others a performance of the “Ça
Ira” at the Jardin des Plantes in 1798 to test the response of two
elephants called Hanz and Margueritte, with satisfying results: a “rough
correlation between particular types of music and specific responses
could now be made” (ibid.: 131).15
15As

James Johnson amusingly describes this experiment on the basis of a
contemporary account in the Décade philosophique written “with scientific precision”:
“The observers were most interested in the effect of martial music on the elephants.
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Thus, both the tricks of the sublime (the tendency toward the
bombastic and pathetic; the provoking of massive transport) and the
allegedly direct, special effects of music became a matter of vital
political concern during the Terror. No one, it was believed, could
escape the entrancing powers of music, just as no one could escape
the grasp of the Terror: stirring the audiences into a shared state of
massive transcendence, musical sounds could ostensibly reduce them
to one gigantic subject, as much malleable as predictable. In this way,
the musical sublime – i.e. the use of music as a designated medium to
effectuate monumental seduction – became big business. If the
sublime, since the days of Boileau, prominently revolved around an
overmastering of one’s audiences, and if music proved particularly
adequate to the purpose, then the musical sublime became a means
for open despotism in the service of the totalising claims of the Terror.
Indeed, it could be hypothesised, momentarily perplexing the mind,
the sublime is already attuned to the idea of instant and complete
participation that the organisers of music festivals were after during the
reign of Terror. Consider, in this instance, an eighteenth-century tourist at
the 90-foot stepped Cora Linn falls in Scotland describing such
perplexity: “Your organs of perception are hurried along and partake of
the turbulence of the waters. The powers of recollection remain
suspended during this sudden shock; and it is not for considerable time,
that you are enabled to contemplate the sublime horrors of this majestic
scene” (in Andrews 1989: 233). Here, as Malcolm Andrews puts it, “the
sublime seize[s] hold of the mind” before it can “begin consciously to
organise any response” (ibid.: 233). What this first of all implies is that, as
the traveller already indicates, the mind is as it were absorbed into the
object of perception: the “organs of perception” partake of this object.
In this way, secondly, the spectator ceases to be a spectator but turns
participator: momentarily beside itself, the mind here no longer
contemplates from a safe distance but instantly and blankly shares in
the might it is perceiving. It is only after some time that it can recollect
itself, allowing the traveller to turn spectator once more – a privilege
denied during the Terror.
‘Ça Ira’, the radical popular song, was their test case. Instantly the pair become more
livelier, and Margueritte already softened by the solo bassoon [played before during
the live performance of ‘O ma tender musette’], now ‘redoubled her solicitations’. She
‘caressed’ Hanz instantly and gave him gentle kicks from behind. Presently the
Conservatoire’s choir joined in with the words. Now, Margueritte couldn’t contain
herself. She trotted back and forth in cadence, mingling her own blasts with the sound
of the trumpets. Approaching Hanz, her ears began to flap with great agitation as her
‘amorous trunk created him in all the sensitive areas of his body.’ She fell to the ground
in delirium, spreading her legs as she leaned back against the bars. ‘We heard her utter
cries of desire from this position.’ But an instant later, ‘as if she had been ashamed of
an act that had so many witnesses’, she stood back up and resumed her nervous,
cadenced trot” (Johnson 1995: 130-131). It seems that the sexual rather than
courageous response to the martial music posed no problem to the experimenters.
What solely mattered, or so it appears, was that the “swift and direct effect of music”
upon its listeners had been confirmed (ibid.: 131). It was a promise for the future.
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In so far as this parallels the astonishment, the being entirely
consumed by a scene or object, already described by Dennis, Baillie,
Burke, and others, one could say that the organisers of the gigantic
French music festivals exploded the idea of sublime feeling as partaking
of the pathetic: like the Handelian performances but on a decisively
larger scale, sublime experience here becomes a compulsory public rite
“proclaimed to be at the same time profoundly inward and shared”
(Johnson 1995: 134). The “sympathetic stirring of emotion by emotion” at
once central to eighteenth-century ideas of sublime evocation as
feeding on the pathetic on the one hand, and current ideas of music on
the other, here openly displays itself as an ideology of power, with the
monumental not only referring to the colossal and uniform in musical
performance but also to the massive and unitary in musical reception:
everyone gathered together to be uniformly inspired and ostensibly
experience one and the sentiment (ibid.: 137).16

Symphony
If in eighteenth-century British critical theory the sublime had
already been interpreted in terms of violent surprise, the astonishment
occasioned by the grand and unexpected, in Germany Johann Georg
Sulzer had done the same in his Allgemeine Theorie der Schönen Künste
(A General Theory of the Fine Arts) (1771, 1792-94).17 As the entrance
‘sublime’ – ‘Erhaben’ – in Sulzer’s guide reads:
…in works of taste, that is generally called sublime which, in its
way, is much greater and more powerful than we had
expected; which is why it takes us by surprise and elicits our
admiration. The merely beautiful and good, in nature and in art,
pleases, works agreeably or edifying; it makes a soft impression,
which we enjoy quietly: but the sublime works with forceful
blows, seizes us and irresistibly overwhelms us… [The sublime]
is…the highest in art, and must be employed when the mind is
to be attacked with powerful strokes, when admiration, awe,
powerful longing, high courage, or also fear or terror are to be
aroused (Sulzer [1792] 1967: II, 97-98, my translation)

16However,

with the grasp of the Terror eventually receding, this shared and unanimous
pathos brought about by calculated musical effects quickly fell apart. Consequently,
“musical experience, much to the dismay of former Jacobins, grew ever more
subjective and interior” and, as such, uncontrollable (Johnson 1995: 136). Persisting as a
relic was the genre of the hymn in national music.
17First published in 1771, a second print appearing in 1792, Le Huray and Day point out,
Sulzer’s work was modelled on the French Encyclopédie. It was the first German guide
to art and the aesthetic “to give much space to music” (Le Huray and Day 1981: 121).
Sulzer’s consultants on music were Johann Philipp Kirnberger, Heinrich Christoph Koch,
and Johann Abraham Peter Schulz (ibid.: 121). Dahlhaus attributes to the latter the
description of the lemma ‘Symphony’ in Sulzer’s guide (Dahlhaus 1988: 99). The Theorie
was widely known and though probably considered “old fashioned by [Sulzer’s]
contemporaries,…continued to be read for years” (ibid.: 121).
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The sublime thus operates when one’s expectations are thwarted, when
that which was not (wholly) foreseen suddenly happens or occurs in all
its power, might, or horror. It is like a “violent stream, sweeping away
everything in its course” and transcending any familiar, comprehensible
norm: like a mighty natural event that cannot be stopped or controlled
by human force (ibid.: 101).
Metaphorically, this devouring, uncontrollable stream significantly
compares to the movements of the French Revolution, in many ways
something enormous gotten out of hand. In the article ‘Symphony’,
Reinhold Brinkmann has recently recognized similar so called
“revolutionary metaphors” (Brinkmann 2000: 13). Thus, Brinkmann quotes
from Sulzer’s encyclopaedia:
The symphony is excellently suited for the expression of
grandeur, passion, and the sublime. Its ultimate purpose in a
chamber concert is to offer all the splendour of instrumental
music…The allegros of all the best chamber symphonies contain
profound and clever ideas, a somewhat free treatment of the
parts…, an apparent disorder in the melody and harmony,
strongly marked rhythms of different types, robust melodies and
unison passages, concerting middle voices, free imitations of a
theme (often in fugal style), sudden modulations and digressions
from one key to another that are all the more striking the more
distant their relation, distinct gradations of loud and soft, and
especially the crescendo, which when used in conjunction with
an ascending and swelling expressive melody, is of the greatest
effect…Such an allegro is to the symphony what a Pindaric ode
is to poetry: it elevates the soul of the listener…(ibid.: 13; Sulzer
[1794] 1969: IV, 478-479)

Apparently reflecting a “rhetoric of the Revolution”, the allegros of
chamber symphonies are here defined in terms of grandeur; in terms of
“extraordinary, overwhelming effects” with special reference to “the
uplifting and stirring emotions evoked”; in terms of violent dynamic
contrasts and the surprising (i.e. the sudden modulations), which would
compare to the swift, violent, shocking, and overwhelming events
associated with the Revolution (Brinkmann 2000: 13).
I would, however, rather suggest that at the very best the rhetoric of
Revolution is here inscribed into the already-available discourse of the
sublime and in relation to this, the discourse of pathos and Sturm und
Drang.18 That, in other words, the rhetoric of rapid change, stirring
emotions, and overpowering shocks associated with the Revolution at
18If anything, the representation of the chamber symphony in Sulzer’s guide nicely
applies to the particular style (involving the grand, the sudden, powerful contrasts,
rapid modulations) that a Luigi Cherubini had developed during the years of Revolution
in his overtures and operas. Yet it remains very much the question if it was he, rather
than Boccherini, Stamiz, Haydn, or Mozart that the authors of Sulzer’s encyclopaedia
had in mind – even with respect to what they call Opernsymphonien (Sulzer 1969: IV,
480).
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best coincides or intersects with, rather than purposefully defines, the
representation of the chamber symphony – a purely instrumental
musical genre – as a vehicle of the sublime in Sulzer’s guide.19 Carl
Dahlhaus has, for that matter, indicated that even long before the first
edition of Sulzer’s encyclopaedia, in 1739, Johann Adolf Scheibe already
attributed qualities of the unexpected and surprising to the musical
genre of the symphony. A composer, Dahlhaus quotes Scheibe, who is
not “passionate and full of esprit” can never “produce an impressive
and sublime symphony” (Dahlhaus 1988: 101, my translation). A
symphony, in other words, requires pathos, and also an ability to move
beyond conventional bounds, to do that which does not please but
startles the ear: “Unexpected flashes [Einfälle] must suddenly surprise all
listeners…One unsuspected change must follow after the other” (ibid.:
101). Thus, the rhetoric of shock, surprise, and artistic adventurousness
can hardly be traced to a political rhetoric of Revolution here, but rather
precedes it as an aesthetic discourse.
Conversely, however, it could well be maintained that the
representation of the symphony as a mouthpiece of the musical sublime
ultimately contributed in no small degree to a small revolution in the
hierarchy of musical genres in Germany around 1800: no longer the
oratorio, no longer music with words, but the “purely instrumental
symphony” became “the pinnacle of music” (Brinkmann 2000: 13).20 Or
more radically phrased, as an instrument of the sublime the symphony
became an instrument of revolution in the emancipation of music purely
19This

preoccupation with the shocking, with the unexpected and extraordinary is also
tightly connected to the eighteenth-century idea of genius. Indeed, if the French
Revolution fed ideas of freedom of artistic will, the freedom to leave old rules behind
and make for new beginnings, this freedom was already implied in the tight association
of the sublime with the idea of genius – with, in the words of Edward Young, “the power
of accomplishing great things without the means generally reputed necessary to that
end” (Young [1759] 1996: 114). Extended to genius, the sublime is about liberty, about a
freedom to move away from established artistic means, to work like a magician and
effectuate the astonishing and amazing: “rules, like crutches, are a needful aid to the
lame, although an impediment to the strong” (ibid.: 114). Or, as Haydn reportedly put it
to Georg August Griesinger: “Art is free and must not be confined by technical fetters.
The ear – naturally, the cultured ear – must be the judge, and I feel myself authorised as
anybody else to make up rules. Such artificialities have no value; I should rather
someone try to write a truly new minuet” (Morgenstern 1956: 69).
20For an exhaustive account of the emancipation of music from language in the
eighteenth- and nineteenth centuries, see Neubauer (1986). I would furthermore
propose that the appeal of music purely instrumental in the late-eighteenth- and earlynineteenth century is in part due to the concern with visual obscurity and semantic
indeterminacy in current aesthetics of the sublime: due to its obscurity, indeterminacy,
and also due to its allegedly immediate emotive effects, instrumental music as
represented by Twining and even – inadvertently – by Beattie became a most likely
candidate to evoke the sublime in art. This will have contributed no little to the
canonization of music purely instrumental as the ‘highest’ art at the dawn of the
nineteenth century. Already considered in chapter 2 with respect to British aesthetics of
music, I will pursue this issue further in the next chapter with respect to early German
Romantic aesthetics of music.
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instrumental. The emancipation of music, that is to say, as an art to be
reckoned with rather than – as, for instance, Kant had held in the third
Critique – a mere art of entertainment excluded from the domain of
culture with a capital C.21 Thus, Brinkmann quotes from the Musical Diary
for the Year 1803:
Purely instrumental music is the only musical genre that satisfies
itself. In it alone does the art of music appear in absolute purity.
Unconcerned with poetry or sculpture, this music follows its own
path; it speaks solely for itself, independently and free; alone
and autonomously does it reach and fulfil the highest goal.
Symphonies are the triumph of this art. Unconstrained and free,
the artist can conjure the entire world of emotions…(ibid.: 14)

And in 1805: “Like those blessed with protean talents to reach the
utmost pinnacle, the symphony reaches beyond its boundaries and
gradually takes possession of all around it by right of the stronger” (ibid.:
14). The symphony here comes to relate to other musical genres as the
genius relates to ‘common mortals’: it goes its own way, liberated from
the rules that condition the literary and plastic arts, speaking
“independently and free” and realising “the highest”. Indeed, it seems
as if the symphony takes on the might and irresistible power that Sulzer
and others associate with the sublime: a superior force transcending its
own limits, like a river bursting its banks, its “fullvoiced” power scattering
all before it (ibid.: 14).
Knowing this, it may be concluded that “the canonization of the
symphony as the dominant musical genre went hand-in-hand with the
canonization of the sublime, the new, and progressive as principal
aesthetic categories” – though this canonization of the sublime and the
new is, pace Brinkmann, not solely but at best partly due to the
upheavals of the French Revolution (Brinkmann 2000: 15). Or more
correctly, in so far as the canonization of the sublime in earlier
nineteenth-century art and aesthetics can be related to the Revolution,
21According

to Chua, the politics of gender played no inconsiderable role in this:
previously connoted as ‘feminine’ as an art of entertainment, an ornament, the late
eighteenth- and early nineteenth century witnesses a masculinization of instrumental
music, particularly the symphony, as a vehicle of the sublime: “Unlike its female
counterpart, the male form was supposed to have a certain ‘moral destiny’, a solid
internal organisation that could resist the wiles of female madness…If music were to
have any moral purpose, it had to firm up the muscles, tighten the fibres, and tune the
intellect, so that the body could be mobilised for action [, an activity associated both
by Burke and by Sulzer with the sublime,] and not merely sink into female reaction”
(Chua 1999: 136). Simply said: instrumental music had to become a ‘man’, had to be
represented in terms of those qualities connoted as ‘masculine’ to be taken seriously as
an independent art form. This ‘masculinity’, evidently, was derived from the aesthetic
category of the sublime in so far as it was represented in terms of the powerful, terrific,
laborious, and impressive. At the same time, however, the idea of the sublime as I have
traced it in the preceding chapter rather converges with then ruling qualities of the
‘feminine’ such as the ambiguous, indefinable, and indeterminate.
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it is a sublime that is more emphatically associated with political
ideologies of progress, new beginnings, rapid changes, and hopeful
futures. In Brinkmann’s words, the “events of the…French Revolution,
which aimed at a change of reality and a radical new beginning, here
come to serve as models for the assessment and representation of
trends in other fields that are directed toward the new, the future –
especially in the sciences and the arts” (ibid.: 4). Not surprisingly, the
canonization of Beethoven – since the 1830’s the new and heroic
incorporated – would take “place in the context of this new orientation
in artistic production and reception”, tightly associating him with the
idea of the symphony as going its own, independent way; as moving
beyond the bounds of the regular and familiar, astounding and
shocking instead of ingratiating contemporary listeners (ibid.: 15).

Beethoven Oppressive

As an aesthetics of the new and extraordinary, I have noted, the
aesthetics of the sublime is intricately intertwined with the notion of
genius. Edward Young, in this instance, defined genius as a flight above
learning. It is apparently free from determinations and “the rules of the
learned”, which is why it is likely to be mistaken for the weird, ugly,
difficult, or bizarre (Young [1759] 1996: 115). Indeed, as Young liked to
put it, “genius often then deserves most to be praised, when it is most
sure to be condemned; that is, when its excellence, from mounting high,
to weak eyes is quite out of sight” (ibid.: 115). The true genius is
unrecognized, affirming itself in being incongruent with ruling,
established tastes.
This idea of the misunderstood genius, the genius that in fact exists
by the grace of being misunderstood by “weak eyes”, has dominated
Western culture at least since the Romantic era, with Beethoven as one
of its archetypical heroes. If this genius is thus, as it were, wrapt out of
sight from ordinary mortals, ostensibly escaping their grasp, then Friedrich
Rochlitz, amateur composer and first editor of the Allgemeine
musikalische Zeitung (The General Musical Journal), probably thought it
would not do any harm to spell it out in terms of the sublime in the
programme leaflets for the 1807 performance of Beethoven’s Third, the
Eroica, at Leipzig: “Fiery, magnificent Allegro/ sublime, solemn Funeral
March/ impetuous Scherzando/ grand Finale, partially in strict style”
(Brinkmann 2000: 12).
The Eroica, it is well known, was not received very cordially on its
premiere in Vienna on April 7, 1805. Thus, an anonymous critic for the
Freimüthige (The Outspoken) of April 26, 1805, reports that
…everyone not precisely familiar with the rules and difficulties of
the art [of music], can find no pleasure in [this symphony], but
rather, due to a mass of disconnected and overwhelming
[überhäufter] ideas and a continuous tumult created by all
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instruments, leaves the concert hall with an unpleasant sense of
exhaustion [Ermattung]. (Schmitt 1990: 30, my translation)22

The Eroica appears too complex and massive to be easily digested, and
crushes instead of – as such display of power is usually said to work in the
eighteenth- and early nineteenth centuries – uplifting its listeners. The
feeling of exhaustion here in fact indicates a mental and even physical
battle with the music without a satisfying result: it cannot be
transcended, it cannot be subjected or overcome.
22Schmitt’s

Revolutiuon im Konzertsaal. Zur Beethoven-Rezeption im 19. Jahrhundert
(1990) presents a wealth of source-readings that help to establish a link between
Beethoven-reception and cultural change during the late-eighteenth- and nineteenth
centuries. Curiously enough, however, Schmitt never considers the possible rise of a
musical sublime in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century German and/or Austrian
(musical) culture. Rather, he focuses on the socio-historical backgrounds to the change
in the reception of Beethoven during the 1830's and 1840's, which was typified by a
more than positive appreciation of Beethoven’s works hitherto often labelled ‘difficult’,
‘wild’, ‘horrible’, ‘adventurous’ and ‘painful’. Schmitt wholly attributes this change to
the early experience of the Industrial Revolution. Beethoven, his argument runs, was
ahead of his time in so far as the speed, density, and massiveness of his music
appeared not yet attuned to the ‘pulse’ of most of his contemporary listeners of the
late-eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Only with the advent of the Industrial
Revolution during the 1830’s and 1840’s, when speed and a panoramic experience of
visual reality were supposedly integrated into everyday culture, did audiences become
more capable of digesting his music without impediments and did Beethoven rise to
the level of a modern Titan. This ‘panoramic’ experience of landscape comes down to
a way of dealing with visual reality that is more focused on the whole than the
individual details of a scene. Schmitt derives this, evidently enough, from the mid- and
late-nineteenth-century experience of the Panorama, but also relates it to the newlyfelt sensation of looking at landscapes rapidly moving by while journeying by train. Due
to the speed of the train, foreground details vanish all too quickly from sight so that the
eye focuses only on a blurred and distant background. It takes in the totality of a
landscape instead of isolated objects. Presumably, this gradual adaptation to the
experience of a blurred whole would have attributed to the more easy digestion of
Beethoven’s lengthy symphonies in which details were allegedly lost in an impenetrable
maze of sound. Schmitt admittedly has a point about the preoccupation with speed,
with time swiftly moving and things rapidly changing, in the 1830’s and 1840’s. As
Brinkmann has already quoted Johanna Schopenhauer from her 1839 memoirs: “In the
real as well as the figurative sense,,,how different, how so very different everything has
become in these recent years that encompass the greater part of my existence! In
express carriages and steamships, life and travel move forward at triple and quadruple
speed; even the hours gallop more rapidly. What will become of arms and legs, but
especially of the head, once railroads cover the earth like a net, or Mr. Green carries
out his plan to reach America in his balloon in three days’ time, or circles the world in
only one week?” (Brinkmann 2000: 10). I doubt, however, if this cultural change, this
collective transformation of reality-perception that Schmitt calls the ‘panoramic
experience’ has been the exclusive, or even the major, factor in the changing
perception of Beethoven’s music. So many other factors play a part in this, both
aesthetic, musicological, musico-cultural, and socio-cultural, that Schmitt’s idea of a
‘new’, panoramic way of listening is more instructive and illuminating when conceived
of as a metaphor of nineteenth-century musical listening than a necessarily ‘real’,
collective listening. Interesting, nevertheless, is his claim that pre-Industrial listening is no
longer accessible to us, so that we can no longer be pained, shocked, or confused by
Beethoven’s sounds, as ‘panoramic’ listening has become the rule (Schmitt 1990: 265).
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This idea of a battle lost does not merely refer to the Symphony’s
voluminous attack on the ear but also, in this particular performance, to
a continued frustration to appropriate the tumult of sound as a coherent
and controllable object of experience. As it appears, ruling
contemporary listening schemes and conventions collapse in this
hearing of the Eroica. The music resists immediate assimilation and
engages the musical imagination in an endless and fruitless struggle for
overview. The listener in question thus undergoes, one could say, a
Kantian experience of the (mathematical) sublime cut short. He feels the
pains but not the final pleasures occasioned by a sense of
Unangemessenheit since he cannot, in the end, measure himself
against, let alone above, the massive and apparently uncoordinated
manifold of sounds. Even a self-avowed admirer of Beethoven
complains, for that matter, in the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung of
February 13, 1805, that the Eroica would contain too much of the “shrill
and bizarre”, so that the possibility of “oversight is hampered extremely
[äußerst erschwert], and unity is almost entirely lost” (Schmitt 1990: 30). As
such, it could be suggested, the Symphony occasions a limit-experience
without relief, exhausting the listener without the superadded joy of
alleviation and self-affirmation. An experience, ironically enough,
running exactly counter to the heroic narrative structure of Beethoven’s
Third.23
The exhaustion occasioned by the Eroica was, however, also simply
due to what was considered to be its inordinate length: “it lasts for A
WHOLE HOUR” as one critic for the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung of May
1, 1805, indignantly reported (ibid: 31). Yet, he nevertheless admits that
the Symphony is characterised by some “grand and daring ideas” (ibid.:
31). Others, too, were more positively inclined, reproaching Beethoven’s
antagonists with a lack of musical refinement: those claiming that
Beethoven only succeeded in “evoking the unusual and fantastic” by
gross, calculated effects such as “curious modulations and violent
transitions”, instead of showing himself a true genius in bringing forth “the
beautiful and sublime”, were simply unable to grasp all the “higher
beauties” of the Eroica (ibid.: 30).24 The inability alluded to may well
concern the inability to make sense of Beethoven’s tendency to build
up and sustain tension over extended periods of time, thus creating a
large-scale harmonic and melodic unity that may not have been
immediately perceptible to all contemporary ears.25
23See

for this Scott Burnham’s excellent Beethoven Hero (1995).
may, for that matter, partly have been due to the high difficulty-degree that
Beethoven’s symphonies would have presented to contemporary orchestras. In a
review for the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung of May 9, 1804 attributed to Friedrich
Rochlitz, the second Symphony is in any case described as requiring long and intense
labour from the orchestra: it must be played over and over again so as to merge its
“original and at times very curiously grouped ideas” in such as a way as to realize the
“grand unity” that Beethoven would have had envisioned (Schmitt 1990: 28).
25Thus, Charles Rosen explains in The Classical Style, the mysterious and by now much24This

debated dissonant C♯ (measure 7) after the momentous opening blasts of the Eroica is
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In spite of these positive notes, though, it is difficult to accept Tia
DeNora’s claim in Beethoven and the Construction of Genius (1995) that
as of 1799 the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung drastically revised its
evaluative framework so as to allow Beethoven to be no longer
“evaluated in terms that best served musicians like [Joseph] Wölffl [with
whom Beethoven had duelled at the piano] and other members of the
‘Mozartian school’, as [Carl] Czerny describes it” (de Nora [1995] 1997:
181). “Filtered through these criteria, Beethoven’s music could logically
be classified as less than adequate and his talent could be called into
question” (ibid.: 181). Different interpretive categories, however, attuned
to Beethoven’s ‘harsh’ and ‘rough’ style, would have cultivated a
different evaluative discourse, with the epitomes ‘bizarre’ or ‘difficult’
transforming overnight into ‘original’ and ‘heroic’. Thus, DeNora claims,
by “May 1802…, the transition in aesthetic criteria was more or less
complete”, and to substantiate her claim she cites a critic writing that
The original, fiery and intrepid spirit of this composer, which even
in his early works could not escape the attention of astute
observers, but which did not always find the most cordial
reception, probably because it sometimes sprang forth in a
manner that was ungracious, impetuous, dismal and opaque is
now becoming even clearer, ever more disdainful of all
obstacles, and without losing its character, ever more pleasing.
(ibid.: 185)

That, however, there was no general consensus on this point in the
early nineteenth century, is already indicated by the exhausted
Viennese critics quoted above. Indeed, the same critic complaining of
the inordinate length of the Eroica unfavourably contrasts Beethoven to
Mozart in a comparison between the Eroica and the latter’s G minor
symphony (KV 550) of 1788. Thus, he ascribes to Mozart the unique ability
to combine “the greatest beauty” with the “highest sublimity”, while he
“nonetheless never slips into the wild and adventurous. [The G minor
Symphony] is a colossal image, but [consists] of the most beautiful
relations” (Schmitt 1990: 35). ‘Nonetheless’ and ‘but’ are the key words
here. They indicate a certain reservation against the sublime and
colossal respectively – the latter term being defined by Joachim Heinrich
Campe (elected honorary citizen by the Paris revolutionaries) in his
Wörterbuch (1813) as everything “which by far transcends the ordinary
and natural measure of things” (ibid.: 50). Apparently, for this critic, the
sublime and colossal are acceptable in music only when tempered by
only resolved and integrated at the opening of the recapitulation. In this way, tension is
allowed to be felt longer and more intensely, but also to be resolved more climactically
in the D♭ (measure 557) resolving into the C opening up the F major horn solo (Rosen
1976: 393-394). Exploiting postponement to the full, Beethoven exploits tension to the
full. But as he resolves it no less emphatically, it is curious that the above-quoted critic
(Rosen mentions him too) should only feel exhaustion and no relief. He has evidently lost
track, and to him the move eventually leading to F major remains unheard.
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the beautiful. The ideal is a domesticated sublime, an aspiration toward
the grand and astounding within the bounds of Classical convention
incarnated by Mozart.
To that same critic, we have seen, Beethoven presents the very
opposite. Taking stock of “light, clarity, and unity” all too little, the terms
‘wild’ and ‘adventurous’ directly apply to Beethoven’s alleged
subversion – which, it is now agreed, is no subversion at all, but rather a
stretching of the limits – of Classical form (ibid.: 35). Thus, and quite
disapprovingly here, Beethoven is implicitly represented as a practitioner
of the sublime pur sang, of a sublime no longer attenuated by the
shock-absorbing buffer of the beautiful, trading elegance and ease for
confusion, violence, and – what with Beethoven’s not too gentle
pianistic touch26 – even destruction. His music, Schmitt notes, was
experienced as ‘new’ and ‘unusual’ in relation to the works of Haydn
(once considered too difficult for late-eighteenth-century listeners) and
Mozart. These still embodied “the measure of all music around 1800,
which one had gotten used to, which traditional listeners could
understand” and assimilate without difficulties (ibid.: 33). Thus, even in
1812 a critic reviewing a Beethoven concert in Munich for the
Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung of February 19 reports that the ‘singular
art’ of Beethoven was still not sufficiently known or appreciated: “One is
used to the works of Haydn and Mozart, and one need not be surprised,
when these unusual products of Beethoven, so far removed from the
ordinary, in general fail to work their effect on the listener” (ibid.: 33).
Different listening conventions would have been required to accept the
‘difficulties’ of Beethoven’s style: conventions not attuned to the
dominant rules of the beautiful in music (ease and elegance, clarity and
formal correctness) but to the alleged wildness and unruliness of the
sublime that – rendering lawlessness a sign of genius – only started to
gain positive ground in Beethoven-criticism from the first decades of the
nineteenth century onward.

Beethoven Sublime

In 1798, Váklav Jan Tomášek, admirer of Mozart, attended a
Beethoven concert in Prague. As Schmitt points out, he recalls in the
annual Libussa for 1845 how the music gripped him instantly: “Because
of Beethoven’s grand performance [großartiges Spiel] and most of all
26As

DeNora reports, it was only during “the years between 1796 and 1810” that partly
due to the Breitkopf and Härtel lobby supporting Beethoven since 1801, “the Viennese
piano at the hands of its most eminent manufacturer [Andreas Streicher] was
restructured to be more closely aligned to Beethoven’s rather idiosyncratic needs”
(DeNora 1997: 178; see also 174-179). Thus, not only the evaluative discourse, but also
the instrument of the pianoforte would have been made to accommodate
Beethoven’s ‘barbaric’ tastes – before, pianofortes had frequently collapsed under his
hands, causing him to complain in 1796 that “the pianoforte is still the least studied and
developed of all instruments; often one thinks that one is merely listening to a harp”
(ibid.: 176).
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because of the daring expression of his fantasy my mind was astounded
in a very strange way” (ibid.: 24). During a subsequent concert,
however, Tomášek decided not to let himself be carried away that
easily and to listen with a rather more distanced and critical ear. The
result was that he recognized many mistakes in Beethoven’s work as it
would have jumped from one motif to another, concluding
disapprovingly that the “unusual” and “original” were here an end in
themselves (ibid.: 24). Thus, he suggested in the end, Mozart is like “a sun
which shines and warms, without departing from its lawful course;
Beethoven I call a comet marking bold orbits without subjecting itself to
a system, its appearance giving rise to all sorts of superstitious
interpretations” (ibid.: 25).
In so far as this metaphor of a comet, embodying the supernatural,
eccentric, and terrible, is expressive of Tomášek’s personal ambivalence
toward Beethoven – admiring his grandeur, bravery, and power, but
rejecting his apparent lawlessness – then it also adequately epitomizes
the Beethoven-controversy at large in the later eighteenth- and earlynineteenth century. For while the idea of Beethoven-as-comet suggests
the idea of an unguided missile suspected of all sorts of frivolous,
unexpected, and dangerous turns, it also points to a Longinian-like striker
of the sublime moving beyond the limits of fixed and established formal
systems. A composer, that is, who creates his own daring course and in
aiming this high, his audiences will have to take his abrupt and startling
turns for granted. In the first case, Beethoven’s music would be merely
strange, difficult, and adventurous, causing pure pain, shock, or
exhaustion, in the second case grand and delightful, but in both cases it
is positioned in the discursive context of the sublime: the bold and
agonizing, or the grand and captivating, the ugly and difficult, or the
out-of-the-ordinary and awesome, the lawless an eccentric, or the
brave and ‘high’ style.
Sulzer had, for that matter, already aligned the difficult with the
sublime in his aesthetic encyclopaedia. He argued that the feeling of
awe or admiration typical of the sublime comes from a hampering of
imaginative grasp, such as grand and massive things or extraordinary
representations that resist easy assimilation: “we admire those objects of
representation [Gegenstände der Vorstellungskraft] which, because of
the multitude and richness of things, instantly appear to us, and which
we cannot grasp [die wir zu fassen nicht vermögend sind]”; which we, as
it were, cannot keep up with [die sehr viel weiter gehen als wir folgen
können] (Sulzer 1969: II, 99). Apparent disorder here signals a ‘higher’
imperceptible order – comparable to the genius imperceptible to
‘common’ eyes and ears noted by Young – that one literally cannot
follow.
Familiar with Robert Lowth’s Lectures (to which he refers in his guide
on p. 107), Sulzer may for that matter have also been familiar with
Lowth’s idea of the sublime feeling as an experience of something
beyond reach that exerts and exhausts imagination in frustrating its
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attempts for a comprehensive overview. The feeling of admiration, in
any case, which Sulzer attributes to ungraspable and overpowering
objects of representation recalls Lowth’s suggestion that the sublimity of
an object, eliciting respectful awe, is attested to in the frustrated
attempts of imagination to comprehend it:
Here the human mind is absorbed, overwhelmed as it were in a
boundless vortex, and studies in vain for an expedient to
extricate itself. But the greatness of the subject [i.e. the topic]
may be justly estimated by its difficulty; and while the
imagination labours to comprehend what is beyond its powers,
this very labour itself, and these ineffectual endeavours,
sufficiently demonstrate the immensity and sublimity of the
object…Here the mind seems to exert its utmost faculties in vain
to grasp an object, whose unparalleled magnitude mocks its
feeble endeavours…(Lowth 1969: I, Lect. 16, 353)27

It may not have been very hard for early nineteenth-century music
critics in favour of Beethoven to take up this idea of an imagination
fruitlessly and painfully exerting itself in the experience of the sublime –
and recast the alleged ‘perversity’ and ‘lawlessness’ of his style into the
already-available discourse of the sublime. To reconceive that is, of the
painful difficulties and exertions reported with respect to Beethoven’s
work as being conducive to the pleasurable awe of the sublime. Thus
the category of the sublime could be used as a legitimisation for these
ostensible discomforts and unpleasant surprises – a legitimisation which,
after all, Scheibe had already given in his reflections on the sublime and
the symphony.
Consider, in this instance, an article of 1805 for the Berlinische
musikalische Zeitung, vol. 1, no. 46, by Christian Friedrich Michaelis on the
musical sublime. Michaelis (1770-1834) was a disciple of Kant and,
undoubtedly much to the latter’s distaste, devoted himself to applying
the Kantian sublime feeling to instrumental music in articles published in
the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung and the Berlinische musikalische
Zeitung between 1805 and 1807. Significantly, however, Michaelis never
specifically describes the subjective finality of the Kantian sublime
feeling, but rather focuses almost exclusively on the strains and pains of
imagination. That is to say, for Michaelis the sublime in music is attested
to by an intense difficulty of imagination to assimilate a sonorous mass,
without this difficulty being causally related to a ‘higher’ faculty of mind
of which the listening subject would subsequently, and delightfully,
27Lowth here of course antedates Kant – something which even Samuel Holt Monk
would have had to admit (Monk 1960: 83). The sole difference between the two is that
Lowth attributes the difficulties experienced by the imagination to the object of
perception, while Kant assigns it to the faculty of reason within the subject. In both
cases, however, the sublime manifests itself in the frustration experienced by the
imagination to grasp a totality beyond reach, which in Lowth’s case refers to God, and
in Kant’s case to an idea of reason.
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become aware. Indeed, as Michaelis interprets Kant quite curiously, “the
sublime does not readily appeal to the mind or to the imagination, but is
able to satisfy us only because of its very incompatibility with both”
(Michaelis [1805] 1981: 290). Thus, the sublime is hostile to the entire
province of mind, not just to the faculty of imagination.
Music, to Michaelis’s mind, can excite the sublime feeling in two
ways: it can either “portray the state of mind aroused by such a feeling”
or it can itself become the occasion for such a feeling. In the second
case, this means that music must reproduce the effects of sublime
nature, must become a second nature, so as “to intensify the
imagination and to arouse in us ideas of the infinitely great” (ibid.: 289).
To achieve this end, the composer is allowed to transcend the limits of
the beautiful in terms of ease, elegance, and fluency: s/he may make
the listeners suffer or painfully exert themselves through sounds impinging
on the ear, firstly, “with shattering intensity”, secondly, with a nearby
unbearable uniformity, or, thirdly, with an excessive diversity (ibid.: 290).
The first possibility to arouse the sublime, sheer loudness or
voluminousness, makes the musical imagination pine for relief, the
second possibility, a variation on Sulzer’s hammer strokes, makes it long
for variety, the third possibility makes it desire a coherent overview: “the
themes [may be] developed together in so complex a manner that the
imagination cannot easily and calmly integrate the diverse ideas into a
coherent whole” (ibid.: 290). If such an overkill of variety implies pain,
then the pleasure that it nevertheless arouses at the same time is that
the musical imagination, in being taxed and overwhelmed is triggered
to “exert itself and expand beyond its normal bounds”: imagination
paradoxically surpasses itself, or is ‘stimulated’ to do so, in being
confronted with something that exceeds its normal capacity (ibid.: 290).
Comparable to Burke’s – rather than Kant’s – experience of infinity, the
pains and pleasures of the sublime are thus located on the level of
imagination only: the suffering and satisfaction brought about by the
sublime resides, on the one hand, in the laborious efforts of imagination
to grasp a ‘too-big’ or ‘too-much’ and, on the other hand, even if such
an excess continues to resist imaginative hold, in the pleasure of having
nonetheless stretched and pushed its limits in the process.
Another possibility to bring about this effect is, moreover, the use of
the “strange and wonderful” (ibid.: 290). Perhaps elaborating on Sulzer’s
indication that the sublime revolves around a thwarting of expectations,
and Scheibe’s claim that a symphony cannot attain the sublime without
unsuspected turns and flashes, Michaelis points out that the sublime as
excited through “the marvellous” in music can be realized by the use of
unconventional, surprising, powerfully startling, or striking
harmonic progressions or rhythmic patterns. Supposing, let us
say, the established tonality suddenly veers in an unexpected
direction, supposing a chord is resolved in quite an
unconventional manner, supposing the longed-for calm is
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delayed by a series of stormy passages, then astonishment and
awe result…(ibid.: 289)

Judging from what contemporary critics complained about with respect
to Beethoven’s Eroica, this would almost by implication make it an
emblem of the sublime in Michaelis’s book: music here surprises and
exerts its listeners, it is difficult to be enjoyed straightforwardly, it
overpowers and exhausts the musical imagination with an overflow of a
confusing torrent of sounds, it startles and pains the ear through the shrill
and bizarre, while disorienting it with unexpected dissonances and
unconventional, deferred resolutions. Michaelis, indeed, explicitly
mentions Beethoven’s work as an example, referring to its “epic scale
with heroic struggles between the themes” (ibid.: 289). This may indicate
how the idea of the sublime may have accommodated to Beethoven’s
allegedly wayward, uncompromising style, opening up a different
evaluative perspective that could render the so called difficulties of his
music – having “no immediately pleasant effect on the…imagination” –
as a necessary, purposeful means to parallel the effects of violent,
awesome nature; to achieve the sublime pur sang (ibid.: 290).
Although this different evaluative perspective would only really
come into fashion during the later 1820’s (after the first performance of
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, and after Beethoven’s death),28 rendering
Beethoven an epitome of joy through suffering in Western music,
Michaelis’s fascination with the startling, marvellous, and overwhelming
28Thus,

on the occasion of the first performance of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony in 1824,
an anonymous Viennese reviewer for the Sammler represents Beethoven in terms of the
sublime spectacle of an ice-topped volcano rumbling with “inexhaustible activity”
within: the reviewer has, “like all other listeners, considered with amazement the
wonderful construction of this tone-world”, he has admired “the fullness, the novelty,
the richness of ideas” which according to him pervade all Beethoven’s compositions,
and grants him “the occasional flight of fancy into incomprehensible regions” (Schmitt
1990: 46). In that same year, Friedrich Kanne, part of Beethoven’s circle since 1819,
described for the Wiener Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung not the stupefying but
intensifying effects of the Ninth Symphony carrying its listeners “like a storm from one
emotion to another” in all its grandeur and massiveness (ibid.: 48). Not long after, in
1827, Kanne mourned Beethoven’s death in a poem celebrating his “sublime music”:
“Oh sacred nature, your voice sounds/ As though I hear the mighty roar/ Of sublime
music which booms toward heaven/ With terrible harmonious gushing/ As though I
heard the battle hymn’s/ Splendid sound” (Gibbs 2000: 271, 267). In 1828, moreover,
Beethoven’s Eroica was performed at Paris during the opening season of the Société
de Concerts, causing an unsuspected public rapture. As James Johnson reports, “the
public filed out ‘in a kind of delirium’, ecstatic and electrified, calling out ‘divine!’
‘delicious!’ ‘superb!’…François Antoine Habeneck, the maestro who conducted
clutching his violin, opened the third concert of the 1828 season with Beethoven’s Fifth,
whose first movement produced ‘a kind of stupor visible on every physiognomy’ and
elicited prolonged salvos of applause” (Johnson 1995: 258). Erstwhile, in 1807 and even
in 1819, also rejected in Paris as positively monstrous and barbaric, Beethoven was now
heralded as a champion of the sublime who takes his listeners by force rather than
obtaining their consent through ingratiating pleasantries and a strict observing of rules:
a Longinian-like rhetoric that transports instead of persuades, stupefies instead of
accommodates.
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in (instrumental) music was nevertheless shared by a handful of early
German Romantic critics and writers. As Le Huray and Day observe, the
“practical expression” of Michaelis’s ideas on the musical sublime
is to be found in the creative criticism of a number of Michaelis’s
poetic contemporaries, amongst whom are numbered JeanPaul Richter, Ludwig Tieck, Wilhelm Wackenroder and above all,
perhaps, E.T.A. Hoffmann. Their concern was not so much with
the object – the musical composition itself – but with the feelings
which that object aroused in the listener. Hoffmann’s famous
article on Beethoven’s instrumental music…epitomizes the new
criticism; in listening to Beethoven, Hoffmann experienced fear,
horror, suffering even, and a longing for the infinite that he felt
was the ‘essence of romanticism’. (Le Huray and Day 1981: 6)

Although Hoffmann’s music criticism will be rather more focused on the
musical object, and its technical details, than Le Huray and Day make it
out to be, I will show in the following chapter that he nevertheless largely
approaches Beethoven’s instrumental work along the lines set by
Michaelis. Thus, it will be seen, in his Beethoven-criticism for the
Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung Hoffmann echoes Michaelis in marking
the astounding and intensifying effect of the continued repetition of
similar chords, the suspense occasioned by the continued deferral of
resolution, and the feel of the infinite brought about by imagination’s
frustrated attempts to easily and instantly grasp a sonorous mass or
musical whole. Hoffmann’s emphasis on feelings of fear and horror while
listening to Beethoven will also indicate a continuation of the aesthetics
of the sublime – not as an aesthetics of solemn elevation but rather one
of dread, anxiety, and agitation that, we have seen, strictly speaking
belongs to the blend of the sublime and pathetic.
Curiously, however, while Hoffmann will thus take eager recourse to
the aesthetic vocabulary of the sublime, he ultimately uses this
vocabulary not to describe a sublime experience in so many words, but
to formulate an experience of Sehnsucht: literally a craving [Sucht,
connoting addiction and suffering] for yearning [Sehnen] that always, if
not necessarily, remains without satisfaction. As such, it would
preoccupy the German Romantic imagination from the later 1770’s
onward in the form of an impossible longing for the infinite. It may, in this
context, well be wondered if this paradoxical, quintessentially Romantic
feeling still has any specific or even partial bearing on the sublime
feeling as I have traced it so far in eighteenth- and early-nineteenthcentury aesthetics. That is to say, drawing on the discourse of the
sublime, can the idea of Sehnsucht in early-nineteenth-century German
music criticism in any way be conceived as partaking of the aesthetics
of the sublime – if not as an aesthetics of might and monumental
seduction, then at least as an aesthetics of the infinite? With a
preliminary view to the next chapter, in which the early German
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Romantic experience of Sehnsucht will be fully explored, I would say that
it does for the following three reasons.
Firstly, and most obviously, we have already seen Sulzer define
powerful longing as a modality of the sublime feeling: the sublime, to
recall Sulzer is “the highest in art, and must be employed when the mind
is to be attacked with powerful strokes, when admiration, awe, powerful
longing, high courage, or also fear or terror are to be aroused” (Sulzer
1967: II, 98). On the basis of this, Sehnsucht can at least be read as
intersecting with the sublime in so far as the latter includes the arousal of
intense desire next to the (currently) more familiar responses of awe and
terror. Secondly, and in relation to this, as a feeling of lack or unfulfilment, desire may already recall the idea of a frustrated imagination
central to eighteenth-century aesthetics of the sublime. Thus, desire
connotes a feeling impelling one to the attainment of something that, so
to speak, also impels imagination in the experience of the sublime as
defined by Lowth, Michaelis, and even Kant: it wants comprehension,
overview, orientation, it desires a release from confusion, tension, or
frustration, it wants to reach beyond, and it cannot get it.
Indeed, in so far as this desire is in vain, in so far as imagination will
not be released, will not transcend but at best stretch its own horizon, it is
a frustrated desire that (as an aesthetic feeling) has an elective affinity
with the feeling of Sehnsucht as a necessarily unfulfilled yearning for the
infinite. The painful efforts of imagination to grasp something beyond its
power of comprehension, to recall Lowth, remain fruitless and do not, as
with Kant, signal a higher subjective finality: a self-realisation or selffulfilment. At the very best, they signal an objective finality, i.e. a feeling
of awe relevant to something other outside the subject, that remains
always out of reach or grasp. If, however, this objective finality still points
to a closure of some sort (and by this I mean an eventual feeling of
wonder or admiration for this unreachable other, which, as it were,
compensates for and legitimises the difficulties experienced on the level
of imagination) I will show in the next chapter that Sehnsucht strictly
speaking precludes any such closure; that it is literally a desire without
end, constantly undermining its own resolution.
In this respect, thirdly, Sehnsucht will be seen to intersect quite
significantly with Burke’s inconclusive experience of the artificial infinite
and Usher’s idea of the sublime feeling as a wandering or unsettled
desire. Like the former, Sehnsucht revolves around an experience of the
infinite conceived of in Lockean fashion as never coming one step
closer to an end or goal: a literally unending or indefinite process that
ultimately reveals itself as static. Like the latter, moreover, Sehnsucht boils
down to a perpetual frustration without (re)solution, a double bind in
which the pain of unresolved desire becomes a pleasure in itself. Not so
much the idea of might as the idea of visual and semantic
indeterminacy already encountered in chapter 2 here comes to the fore
again, linking the feeling of Sehnsucht to the tensions and the pleasures
of indeterminacy central to the Burkean and Usherian sublime. Thus,
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though Sehnsucht and the sublime feeling are never explicitly identified
with each other in contemporary criticism, the two can nevertheless in
retrospect clearly be seen to be rooted in a common field of ideas.
Indeed, one could suggest that it is the aesthetic idea which
thematically connects the Burkean and Usherian sublime with Romantic
notions of instrumental music as being especially conducive to an
experience of the infinite as, literally, the indefinite.
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4
Desire
And
precisely
this…dreadful,
Delphicambiguous obscurity really makes the art of
instrumental music into a God for human
hearts.
Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder

Introduction

In his 1820 review of Mozart’s Don Giovanni, Hoffmann observes with
respect to the famous Ghost scene that it gave him the creeps and
made his hair stand on end (Hoffmann [1820] 1988: 363). This might be
called the cosy shivering characteristic of the Burkean sublime-as-terror –
cosy not only because as a fictional scene of terror the listener/viewer is
safely
distanced
from
the
dreadful
appearance
of
the
Commendatore’s marble statue at the banquet hall, accompanied by
the ominous music of the overture, but also because eventually all
comes to a satisfying ending in Mozart’s Opera. After Don Giovanni is
dragged into hell, a reassuring epilogue follows, and even though the
moral lesson sung to the audience appears half-hearted it does remove
the immediately overwhelming effect of the scene of terror, allowing for
a sense of closure and relief.
If such closure appears typical of eighteenth-century opera –
Handel’s Jephtha is a case in point1 – how different is Hoffmann’s
response to Beethoven’s Symphony in C minor. Here, I will show in this
chapter, he remains dogged even till after the music’s very ending in an
anxiety combining pleasure with pain that cannot, to all appearances,
be effectively overcome or concluded. Indeed, the very
inconclusiveness of this experience mirrors the Romantic notion of the
infinite as indefinite flux that, for Hoffmann, especially informs
Beethoven’s instrumental works: Beethoven’s symphonies, he states,
have one ‘subject matter’ (Vorwurf) which ought to be the subject
matter of all music: the infinite.
Comparable to Locke and Burke, I will argue in this chapter,
Hoffmann and his Romantic contemporaries represent this infinite in
terms of the indeterminate: in terms of something that cannot be
defined, fixed, or encompassed, that lacks closure or resolution, but
rather goes on and on, continuing indefinitely. In imitation of Jean Paul,
Wackenroder, and Tieck, Hoffmann translates this indeterminacy into a
semantic indeterminacy and links it up with the ambiguity or
indecisiveness, the ‘open sign’, that he ascribes to music purely
instrumental. In this way, I will show, he makes it into a vehicle, a witness,
of the infinite.
1I

would like to thank Wessel Krul for these remarks.
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Given the status of the infinite as a primary source of the sublime in
eighteenth-century aesthetics, this could well imply that instrumental
music also came to function as a vehicle of the sublime in the early
Romantic era. Indeed, Carl Dahlhaus has observed in Die Idee der
absoluten Musik (The Idea of Absolute Music) (1978), “the changing
conception of instrumental music” during the 1790’s involved a rereading “of ‘indeterminacy’ as ‘sublime’ instead of ‘empty’ ” that can
be called “fundamental. The fact that musical ‘content’ cannot or only
vaguely be determined, does not diminish but elevate” the status of
music without words (Dahlhaus 1978: 67, my translation). It becomes the
‘highest’ art in the hierarchy of the fine arts, or at least a model for the
arts of poetry and painting to undermine definite outlines, fixed
signification or determinate sense.
In critical retrospect, the canonization of instrumental music can
thus hardly be disconnected from the eighteenth-century aesthetics of
the sublime as an aesthetics of the infinite. An aesthetics, I will show in
this chapter, which evolved more explicitly into a poetics of the vague
and indeterminate during the early Romantic era. Typically, the
adequate response to such instrumental music would be an unfulfilled
and unresolved yearning, an unending Sehnsucht: an ever-failed yet for
that reason also ever-lasting desire. This Romantic desire, I have
proposed in the previous chapter, displays an elective affinity with the
sublime feeling in so far as it concerns a paradoxical, inconclusive
experience of the unseen and indefinite. Here, I explore this affinity in
more detail: I focus on the thematic overlap between Sehnsucht on the
one hand as a feeling in which the impossibility of wish-fulfilment
paradoxically occasions a delight of suspension, of concretisation being
ever-deferred, and the Burkean experience of the infinite on the other in
which the impossibility of imagination to fix a form or boundary, to
represent a finished whole, allows for the delight of an anticipating
without end.
It could, for that matter, be suggested that the early Romantic
experience of Sehnsucht classifies as an instance of what Thomas
Weiskel (1976) has in his elaborations on the Romantic sublime termed
the liminal sublime. This liminal sublime is a sublime not of transcendence
but one revolving around wavering, vacillating or withholding instead.
Arguably, not all the details and implications of this Romantic sublime
would apply to the idea of Sehnsucht. Yet the two do converge in their
divergence from the normative, Kantian moment of climactic
breakthrough: what is at issue here is not a transition from frustration to
self-revelation, but a lingering or hesitating at the limit of revelation
(Weiskel [1976] 1986: 174). Thus, William Wordsworth’s poetic landscapes
signal, for Weiskel, the liminal sublime in so far as they would constantly
hesitate on the verge of a revelation without, however, ever revealing
anything specific at all (ibid.: 174). Not a narrative of overcoming, I will
explain, but a narrative of repetition, such a liminal sublime experience
tends toward the aesthetic idea: it revolves around an indecisive
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imagination dawdling in an open space in which nothing has yet been
definitely or concretely configured. Knowing this, Van de Vall has
proposed, one could call this “an experience on its way to articulation”
(van de Vall 1994: 384). As such an experience, I will argue below,
Sehnsucht in fact never evolves beyond being on its way, always
undermining its own resolution, always returning to its starting-point, and
always sustaining its own internal conflict as an anxiety holding pain and
pleasure in one. In this way, it could well make up an interesting,
Romantic alternative to Kant’s epic variety of the sublime feeling.
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Sehnsucht

Sehnsucht could be termed a feeling of infinite lack, the suffering of
a desire which constantly eludes its goal or destination. Or better, in not
reaching a destination, in indefinitely postponing a conclusion, the
Sehnsüchtiger finds her or his destiny. S/he longs to be at home in an
eternal not-yet – somewhat like the Freudian fetishist, s/he is absorbed by
fore- rather than end-pleasure – and this is how s/he, comparable to the
Usherian subject, is doomed to an eternal deferring and wandering,
never feeling at home and never finding a home. For this home – and all
the qualities familiarly associated with it – will always be where the
yearning-craving subject is not, and s/he knows it: s/he is eternally
homesick, eternally dissatisfied.2 As Goethe puts it in Die Leiden des
jungen Werthers (1774):
Oh, it is with the distant as with the future! A vast, dim All [ein
großes dämmerndes Ganzes] rests before our soul, our feeling
[Empfindung] melts in it like our eyes, and we yearn [sehnen
uns], ah!, to completely surrender to it, to be filled with all the
delight of a single, great, delicious feeling [uns mit aller Wonne
eines einzigen, großen, herrlichen gefühl ausfüllen zu lassen] –
And oh! when we run towards it, when the yonder now
becomes here [wenn das Dort nun Hier wird], everything is as it
was before, and we stand in our poverty, in our limitedness, and
our soul craves for comforts slipped away [entschlüpftem
Labsale]. (Goethe [1774] 1985: 31, my translation)

As a Sehnsüchtiger, a restless spirit hurrying to and fro and never finding
what it was hoping for, Werther can only intimate an harmonious ‘All’
and the unitary fulfilment it would instil in his soul. He has a dim, lingering
awareness of it but it dissolves precisely when it comes near, when he
tries to appropriate it. Like the distant and the future, Werther’s hopeful
‘yonder’ cannot appear without disappearing in an empty here and
now. Fulfilment is impossible because this yonder can only exist as a still
immaterialized promise. Werther therefore speaks of a mental world full
of premonitions and vague desires that he prefers to a world of
materialisation: a world of divining, hinting, and anticipating in which
nothing has yet presented or realized itself, in which nothing has yet
been fixed and in which consequently anything can yet happen or
occur (ibid.: 12).
One is reminded here of Burke’s and Beattie’s delight of
imagination in the incomplete and undetermined. It allows for the
2In his lectures on literature and art, August Wilhelm Schlegel ascribes this eternal
homesickness to the “Christian attitude” (Schlegel [1801] 1981: 270). Christian religion,
he says, “is bound to awaken the clearest realisation that we seek in vain for happiness
here on earth…that no external object can ever entirely satisfy the soul, and that every
pleasure is but a fleeting illusion” (ibid.: 270). Resting “beneath the weeping willows of
exile”, the soul can only sing songs of melancholy because it remains ever-unfulfilled
(ibid.: 270).
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sustaining of a promise of ‘something more’ that has not yet been
presented – dargestellt, in Goethe’s terminology, which would literally
mean: put there, in front of my eyes, already formed. Like Burke’s
unfinished sketches and drawings, Werther’s world of premonitions or
Ahnungen is a world-in-waiting where the subject can imagine an
endless, unlimited becoming in an open, as yet undetermined space
ahead.
If Burke associates this space with the world of youth and spring, of
dawn and early hours where things have not yet definitely been
configured, this is precisely the world where the Sehnsüchtiger wants to
return to in longing for an unknown harmonious ‘all’ in the future. S/he
wants to retrieve a state of youthful incompleteness in the unfulfilled
yearning for an unattainable, undetermined ‘yonder’. Though the wish
be futile, s/he longs back for the times, as the poet in Goethe’s Faust
exclaims: “When I was still becoming,/…When mists [nebel] shrouded my
world,/ The buds still promised wonders,/…Give me back my youth!”
(Goethe [1787-1790] 1974: I, ll. 15-16, my translation). Thus, one could say,
the Sehnsüchtiger wants to return to the future in so far as s/he wants to
repeat a circumstance in which ‘later’, ‘yonder’, ‘endless becoming’,
and together with it, endless longing was still possible – in which the
future was still an open future.
If, as such, Sehnsucht manifests itself as a frustrated longing forward
that is really an impossible longing backward for a ‘once’ in which such
a longing forward was still viable, Ankersmit rightfully reads it in terms of
nostalgia in History and Tropology (1994). As he quotes from (and
translates) the poem “Einst und Jetzt” (“Once and Now”) by the Austrian
Romantic Poet Nikolaus Lenau (1802-1850):
I wished I were again in the country,
Where I once was happy,
Where I lived and where I dreamt,
That most wonderful world of youth!
Thus I was longing from afar,
For childhood’s native soil,
Expecting, that in the familiar setting
Childhood’s bliss could be found again.
Finally it was given to me
To return to the valley of my youth;
But to him who comes back home
It is not as in the days of old.
As one greets old friends
So I greet many a dear place;
But my heart becomes heavy
For what was dearest is lost forever.
(in Ankersmit 1994: 198)
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What epitomizes these lines, according to Ankersmit, is a sense of
“displacement, of being displaced”: as an adult, the speaker is not
where he wants to be, and even when he returns to the place of youth,
the place of dreaming, he can of course not mediate the distance
between ‘once’ and ‘now’ (ibid.: 199).3 As in fairy tales, ‘once’ is here
probably only an imaginary place and time to begin with, so that one
really longs to be back in what nowadays is called a non-lieu, or, more
simply, a never-never land that was never (consciously) occupied. Thus,
the point being made about nostalgia here is that “it always urges us to
undo displacement but without ever actually succeeding in achieving
this goal” (ibid.: 199). This mixture of desire and frustration also sums up
Sehnsucht, whereby “desire and the frustration of desire both
presuppose and reinforce each other”: Sehnsucht can be sustained as
endless desire because it is a desire that can, and in a way must, not be
satisfied (ibid.: 199). As with nostalgia, there is something odd about the
“goal-means relationship of practical reasoning” here: “nostalgia
presents us with a goal that selects the means that can never realize the
goal while, paradoxically, this seems to be precisely the goal” at issue
here (ibid.: 199). Sehnsucht, differently said, is nostalgia in its being a
yearning that appears purposeful in its purposelessness – in never
winning near the goal. In this respect, it recalls for Ankersmit the
‘purposefulness without a purpose’, the Zweckmässigkeit ohne Zweck, of
the Kantian aesthetic judgement of the beautiful (ibid.: 199-200).
However, though this reference to Kantian beauty will indeed justify
the attributing of an “aesthetic quality” to the fugitive object of
Sehnsucht, I would rather link it up with Usher’s experience of the sublime
as an experience that is likewise without end, without a final destination
(ibid.: 200). My first reason for doing so is that Sehnsucht, as Ankersmit
himself already points out, is an experience not of harmony but of
difference: the nostalgia inherent to Sehnsucht does not imply a “reenactment of the past” but the felt impossibility of such a complete reenactment or return (ibid.: 205). There is a difference, a gap between
the nostalgic or Sehnsüchtiger and her/his past prospect of fulfilment
projected in the future, which cannot ever be bridged. The awareness
of this gap, moreover, brings about a feeling of pain, rather than
pleasure alone, even though this pain appears to give rise to a peculiar
delight of some sort: like the pain of nostalgia, the pain of Sehnsucht is

3As

Ankersmit explains, nostalgia implies both a temporal and a spatial displacement
(Wordsworth’s “Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey” (1798) is of course
another case in point.) The latter, however, appears to be the older connotation of the
two. Thus, the “neologism nostalgia (a composition of the Greek words nosteoo – ‘to
return home safely’ – and algos – ‘pain’) was coined in 1688 in a learned dissertation
by the German physician Johannes Hofer to describe the mental afflictions of Swiss
mercenaries fighting far from their native country – afflictions that might even result in
suicide” (Ankersmit 1994: 199).
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described in the same paradoxical terms as the pain of the sublime. It is
a ‘sweet pain’, an ‘aching pleasure’, or a ‘blissful grief’.4
As I have already observed in relation to Burke’s experience of
artificial infinity and Usher’s sublime feeling, such a mixture of co-existing,
yet apparently contradicting feelings can, in this respect, be described
in terms of the constantly changing or shifting aspect of the same
‘state’: a radical indeterminacy, manifesting itself as lack and plenitude
at once. In the Burkean experience of artificial infinity, this lack pointed
to a lack of form, a lack of comprehension, while the idea of plenitude
referred to the felt boundlessness of imagination expanding itself in the
endless, successive apprehension of uniform parts. It was the plenitude
created by the lack of a fixed boundary. In Usher’s sublime feeling,
again, lack signified a pain of unfulfilment, an obscure desire without an
object, while at the same signifying an inexhaustible plenitude, a lasting
promise of the unknown. Both the feeling of frustration and anticipation
together making up anxiety, here existed as two deadlocked sides of
the same structural uncertainty.
Sehnsucht is propelled by a similar mechanism: lack or un-fulfilment
makes for a pain of agony and incompleteness, yet this very
incompleteness is also the condition of possibility for the endless longing,
the longing-in-itself, that the Sehnsüchtiger desires and tries to sustain.
More so, I have noted, the delight of indeterminacy central to Sehnsucht
consists in the fact that this unfulfilled, wandering desire itself amends for
the lack of an imaginary past – the openness associated with ‘youth’ –
4Take,

for instance, poor Werther’s impossible, frustrated love for the unattainable Lotte
– unattainable because, in Roland Barthes’ specular terms, she is a love-object
“belonging to another” (Barthes [1977] 1990: 184). As little more than a screen on which
Werther can project his wandering desires, ‘Lotte’ presents a prospect, an opening, for
endless becoming: a medium through which Werther divines, ahnt, a possibility of
fulfilment. However, no matter how unreachable ‘Lotte’ remains, no matter how big
the gap between desire and gratification, and no matter how painful the sense of
displacement, Werther persists – and not without reason. Yes, eventually ‘Lotte’ will be
little more to Werther than a painful, continual reminder of lack. Nevertheless, and
paradoxically, this is also a lack that almost literally fills him, transforms because
dominates the world he sees, and this fixation, Werther admits “gives me then so many
happy hours” (Goethe 1985: 62). For no matter how unbearable the pain, “can you
demand of the poor soul, whose life is dying…steadily from a wasting disease, can you
demand of him that he should finish his ailment outright, with one stab?” (ibid.: 49). No,
because Werther is much too attached to his ailment, finds it all too delightful and
revels, wallows in it. Just as the physical pain attending a (terminal) illness reminds a
patient on the one hand of death approaching but, on the other, also of the fact that
s/he is still alive, so Werther’s pain sustains the nearness of ‘Lotte’. It keeps her alive and
real for him. No matter how nearby intolerable, his pain still ensures a (last) connection
with his impossible beloved. As such, Werther’s Sehnsucht may well intersect in some
respects with Thomas Burnet’s sublime experience of the ‘ruins’ of the Alps. As I have
shown in the general introduction, mountains are for Burnet a painful reminder of the
loss of paradise; ruins of guilt and depravity to the seventeenth-century Christian mind.
However, at the same time they occasion a distinct delight as visible, palpable links
with the Deity. Thus, while exciting a pain of lack, of displacement, the ruinous
mountains that Burnet encounters also, and at the same time, make for a sense of
belonging, of attachment.
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irretrievably lost. That is to say, in the indefinable feeling of Sehnsucht,
the desired incompleteness associated with this past is repeated in an
experiential way. In focusing him- or herself on a not yet being or having,
in ever-postponing a fulfilment of desire, and in sustaining its purposeful
purposelessness, the subject tries to dodge the determinations of life
‘after youth’. Give me back my youth!, the poet in Faust exclaims, give
me back the openness that I now must lack. And he recreates it in
surrendering to a longing-without-end.
Sehnsucht may therefore be painful because the craving subject
remains wanting, but it is nevertheless a pleasurable pain. For precisely
the unfulfilled status of this craving simulates a desired state of
incompleteness. Thus, the place where the Sehnsüchtiger would like to
linger (always-repeating the openness ascribed to a magic ‘once’
where something undefined may yet be coming or occurring, and all
one has to do is wait for it to happen), is at a point right before a
moment of fulfilment, revelation, completion, and so on. Just a glimpse
of these, and never more – it is the question mark where Usher’s sublime
experience (not-)ends. For only at this (premature) moment, before
promises of fulfilment can fade into lost prospects, before a vague ‘over
there’ becomes the prosaic ‘here and now’, the desire of not-yetbeing(-there) can be reasonably sustained. Seen in this light, and
despite all the restlessness involved, what the Sehnsüchtiger wants to do
is to postpone the course of time, postpone change. S/he wants to
remain in a vacuum where things have not occurred, come about,
evolved, or developed just yet. In this way, the ungraspable infinite for
which s/he yearns is already felt in the openness of a permanent not-yet:
as with Locke and Burke, infinity is felt in never coming one step closer to
an end or goal, so that there remains endless, empty room for more. If
this emptiness hurts, it also helps against hurting: it makes for tension, for
agony, but for tensionlessness, for respite, at the same time.

Lacking an Ear

If, as we have seen, Burke’s experience of infinity, Usher’s sublime
feeling, and the feeling of Sehnsucht – a suffering to and craving for
yearning – comprises lack and plenitude at once, one could detect a
similar double bind in Thomas Twining’s experience of the suggestiveness
of instrumental music. Here, the lack of a definite concept, the lack of
certainty, allows for a plenitude of interpretations to be made. What is
more, this lack allows for a plenitude of self. For Twining, contemporary
instrumental music hurries the listener back to his/her subjectivity, and
allows this subjectivity to fill a music heard with emotions playing freely
on the listener’s fancy – while never in any way becoming determinate
emotions.
However, it may be proposed, the absence of precisely mediated
contents here also implies the absence of a ‘firm’ interpretive ground
that could well lead to ‘negative’ feelings of impotence, disorientation
and frustration. Sonate, que me veux-tu? Bernard Le Bovier de
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Fontenelle long ago transposed the lover’s question to the realm of
instrumental music: what does instrumental music demand of me, what
on earth must I do to satisfy the bidding of music’s ambiguous signs?
What, as William Fitzgerald puts it in “The Questionability of Music” (1994),
is expected of me (Fitzgerald 1994: 123)? In contrast to many of his
earlier nineteenth-century contemporaries, the critic and writer Charles
Lamb would express a similar sense of helplessness and even an
outspoken irritation with instrumental music in his delightful “A Chapter
on Ears” from The Essays of Elia (1823). Before discussing the exalted
musical Sehnsucht as described by Jean Paul, Wackenroder and Tieck, it
will be instructive to first consider Lamb’s invective in some detail.
“I am”, Lamb’s persona Elia makes clear ironically, “not without
suspicion that I have an undeveloped faculty of music within me” (Lamb
[1823] 19xx: 63). Yet, what he lacks is an ear, an ear for listening
delightedly, exaltedly, and creatively to music. True, to “say that this
heart never melted at the concord of sweet sounds, would be a foul
self-libel. ‘Water parted from the sea’ never fails to move it strongly. So
does ‘In Infancy’. But they used to be sung at her harpsichord” – and it
seems that the ‘her’ (“why should I hesitate to name Mrs. S.-, once the
blooming Fanny Weatheral of the Temple”) thrilled and melted Elia more
than the sounds themselves (ibid.: 63). However, considered apart from
Mrs. S., and apart from words, Elia cannot make head or tail of
instrumental music. Indeed, the problem seems to be that he feels as if
he is somehow expected or required to decipher a secret code while
listening, but fails signally:
I am constitutionally susceptible of noises. A carpenter’s
hammer in a warm summer noon will fret me into more than
summer madness. But those unconnected, unset, sounds are
nothing to the measured malice of music. The ear is passive to
those single strokes; willingly enduring stripes while it hath no task
to con. To music it cannot be passive. It will strive – mine at least
– spite of its inaptitude, to thrid the maze; like an unskilled eye
painfully poring upon hieroglyphics. I have sat through an Italian
Opera till, for sheer pain and inexplicable anguish, I have rushed
out into the noisiest places of crowded streets, to solace myself
with sounds which I was not obliged to follow, and get rid of the
distracting torment of endless, fruitless, barren, attention!
(ibid.: 64-65)

As Fitzgerald points out, like the hieroglyph (a notion that Lamb is
likely to have borrowed from Denis Diderot’s reflections on music) music
for Lamb “torments us with an impression of meaningfulness that will
neither allow us to satisfy our desire for understanding nor to relinquish
our search” (Fitzgerald 1994: 123). It is a Twiningian experience of musical
suggestiveness, or an Usherian Sehnsucht-like feeling of the sublime,
without any appreciation for or delight in the semantically
indeterminate. The Usherian question mark, continually postponing
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revelation or, in case of Twining, fixed signification, becomes an
unequivocal instrument of torture here. Almost a parody of the stockRomantic response to instrumental music, Lamb’s “inexplicable anguish”
is caused by instrumental music’s teasing ambiguity, neither allowing his
ear to be passive, nor enabling it to be active or productive in an
affirmative sense:
Above all, those insufferable concertos, and pieces of music, as
they are called, do plague and embitter my apprehension. –
Words are something; but to be exposed to an endless battery
of mere sounds; to be long a dying, to lie stretched upon a rack
of roses; to keep up languor by unintermitted effort; to pile
honey upon sugar and sugar upon honey, to an interminable
tedious sweetness; to fill up sound with feeling, and strain ideas
to keep pace with it; to gaze on empty frames, and be forced
to make the pictures yourself; to read a book, all stops, and be
obliged to supply the verbal matter; to invent extempore
tragedies to answer to the vague gestures of an inexplicable
rambling mime – these are faint shadows of what I have
undergone from a series of the ablest-executed pieces of this
empty instrumental music. (Lamb 19xx: 65-66)

This is tongue-in-cheek, but still: what for Twining is the delight of
instrumental music, is its horror for Lamb – to be given just a very vague
hint and to supply or create the rest yourself. Lamb’s frustration is
particularly directed at the sounds rising “from that inexhausted German
ocean, above which, in triumphant progress, dolphin-seated, ride those
Arions Haydn and Mozart, with their attendant Tritons Bach and
Beethoven, and a countless tribe, whom to attempt to reckon up would
but plunge me again in the deeps” (ibid.: 66). These Arions and Tritons
would become pillars of the musical sublime in the nineteenth century,
and if Lamb feels the claim of their ‘empty’ instrumental music, but does
not know “how to make good on [it]”, writers like Jean Paul,
Wackenroder, and Tieck had seemed to hold the answer: total surrender
(Fitzgerald 1994: 123).

Naming a Lack

One could in fact say that in so far Lamb’s anguish here is due to a
felt lack of response-ability, then for early Romantic writers like Jean Paul
or Wackenroder a felt sense of lack precisely becomes a condition for
musical response-ability: what music purely instrumental ‘wants’ or
‘requires’ from its Romantic listeners is a penetrating self-insight, a
recognition of their “own nameless longing” (ibid.: 123). It wants
involvement, submission, and even faith, so that this listener sighs and, in
Jean Paul’s words, exclaims: “Truly all you [music] name I lack” (ibid.:
123). These words from Hesperus are in fact Herion’s, who is reflecting on
the feeling of Sehnsucht while hearing a garden-concert from the
distance. Almost literally echoing Usher’s wandering desire that does not
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yet know its object, and is thus without a name, he describes Sehnsucht
as a “great wish that will never be fulfilled”: “it does not have a name, it
is in search of its object [er sucht seinen Gegenstand]” (Bock 1900: 142,
my translation). It comes when,
on a summer night, you look to the north, or to the far
mountains, or when moonlight shines the earth or the heavens
are full of stars, or when you are very unhappy. This great,
awesome [ungeheuer] wish moves our spirit upward [hebt
unsern Geist empor] but with pains: ah! lying down, we are
tossed into the sky like epileptics [Fallsüchtigen]. (ibid.: 142)

Comparable to the sublime feeling, upward movement is attended
by pain, yet, in contrast to Kant, this pain does not signal the success but
the very failure of transcendence. Instead of rising above ourselves, we
are “tossed into the sky like epileptics”, prone to falling, which no doubt
symbolises the disillusionment of wish-fulfilment already described in
Goethe’s Werther. In so far, however, as the tones of music here
nevertheless name the “awesome wish” or incurable lack that,
according to Jean Paul, cannot be expressed as name in words, they
become a vessel of truth, mirroring the rising and (inevitably) falling
movements of the spirit. They name not what I lack, they name my lack,
my endless, unresolved yearning.5
Comparable to Jean Paul, young Wackenroder describes the
articulation of a like-minded, restless desire in music in “Das
Eigentümliche innere Wesen der Tonkunst” (The Essential Inner Nature of
Music) from Phantasien über die Kunst für Freunde der Kunst (Fantasies
on Art for Friends of Art), published after Wackenroder’s untimely death
in 1798 by Ludwig Tieck in 1799. Wackenroder speaks in relation to
instrumental music of a “sweet, yearning-craving pining [sehnsüchtige
Schmachten] of love, the ever-oscillating swelling and subsiding of
Sehnsucht, because the soul, out of the tender slinking [Schleichen]
through neighbouring tones, suddenly swings itself upward…and sinks
again” (Wackenroder [1799] 1886: 72-73, my translation). And somehow
it never stops rising and sinking. With “lascivious rancour” [wollüstigen
Unmut] the soul here twists from one “unsatisfied striving” to another,
eternally and fruitlessly struggling for resolution [Auflösung] (ibid.: 73).
Even when it comes, moreover, this moment of resolution is not so much
glorious and relieving as sad and undesirable. As with Werther, when the
5Like August Wihelm Schlegel, Jean Paul represents this nameless longing or Sehnsucht
in his Vorschule der Ästhetik (Introductory Course in Aesthetics) (1804, 1814) as an
essentially Romanticised (i.e. subject-centred) Christian feeling, or more precisely, as
expressing a supposedly Christian withdrawal from the world of sense into an internal
and eternal world of the spirit. In relation to this, Jean Paul proclaims a Christian poetry
arising after and in opposition to the Greek poetic spirit which is essentially Romantic,
because the Romantic stimulus – defined by Jean Paul in terms of indefinite expanse –
finds a “congenial place” only in the allegedly immaterial ‘spirit’ of Christian poetry
(Richter 1998: 14).
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‘over there’ becomes an ‘over here’, the yearning-craving subject
stands alone and disillusioned: the tension of Sehnsucht is a tension that
“in the end resolves itself only with tears” (ibid.: 73). Pain persists.
However, if instrumental music thus enacts the oscillating
movements of tireless Sehnsucht,6 once more allowing for a plenitude of
self, may not the lack that it names also be the lack or incompleteness
of its ambiguous, open sign? That is to say, would not this incompleteness
– cherished by Twining, abhorred by Lamb – incite the Sehnsucht that
Wackenroder and Jean Paul are referring to, rather than music being an
exemplification of the desire already rising and sinking within the
Romantic subject anyway? Indeed, if the Romantic craving for yearning
revolves around a continued deferral of presentation – of concretisation
– Wackenroder represents instrumental music as being most suited to the
purpose: as a holy mystery, allowing the listener to the limit of revelation,
but never to revelation itself. As, more precisely, allowing not just for
passive submission but also for that animated imaginative suspense of
something still to be formed, determined, or disclosed, which also
marked Burke’s delight in unfinished sketches and drawings. Or, as
Wackenroder cryptically describes the radical indeterminacy of musical
meaning and expression in “Die Farben” (Colours):
Music wraps itself around people [sie spielt um den Menschen],
it wants nothing and everything. It is a medium finer than
language, perhaps softer than its thoughts. The spirit can no
longer use it as a means, as an instrument. Rather, music is
substance itself [sie ist Sache selbst], which is why it lives and
moves in its own magic circle [Zauberkreis]. (Wackenroder 1886:
45-46)

Music wants, means “nothing and everything” (which is why it drives
Lamb to madness) and, like the impossible feeling of Sehnsucht it
arouses, cannot be used as a means for an end: it is an end in itself. That
is to say, and this epitomizes the early Romantic conception of music as
a shining example for the other arts, musical sounds cannot be used to
imitate or refer to a world other than themselves because they live and
move in their own magic world, because they create a self-sufficient
world onto themselves. They do not individualize specifiable objects,
6Though

Wackenroder never mentions a single composer, his point of reference with
respect to contemporary instrumental music would have been the music of the
Classical or Viennese style. This style, one would say from a present-day perspective, is
perhaps least suited to the feeling of Sehnsucht as an unresolved and unending desire.
Yet, since Wackenroder emphasizes a final moment of resolution, though branding it a
tearful, undesired resolution, this connection is not unfeasible. Indeed, he may well
have recognized the anxiety inherent to Sehnsucht in that tension typical of the
Classical style between ‘stable’ and ‘unstable’ tones respectively, which rises when
tones move away from their own (contextually determined) key, decreases again
when they approach this key, and is only (and for Wackenroder, who seems to strictly
follow Wertherian Sehnsucht, sadly) resolved when eventually they return to the tonic
by (regular) way of conclusion.
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they are engaged in their own self-enclosed game – a prison-house of
music – which touches the Romantic listener profoundly yet at the same
time eludes him or her completely. The ‘spielt um’, after all, suggests
Umspielen: an almost physical nearness on the one hand, an encircling
or entwining, but on the other hand a teasing distance, a dribbling
round or past the listener’s conceptual grasp.
Wackenroder’s friend Ludwig Tieck, likewise fascinated by the
Sache selbst-issue,7 argues in a somewhat comparable manner in the
Phantasien. Thus, in “Die Töne” (Tones) he describes the constitutive
elements of music as “fluid”, like
a transparent, crystal-clear stream. In the shimmering tones, the
eye in fact often believes to see delightful, ethereal, and
elevated figures trying to merge as one, working themselves up
from the deep, growing clearer and clearer in the flowing
tones. The true pleasure of music, however, is that it allows
nothing to become a true reality [daß sie nichts zu wahren
Wirklichkeit gelangen läßt], for with a glaring sound everything
bursts [like a bubble] again, and new creations are in
preparation. (Tieck [1799] 1886: 89, my translation)

Here, musical tones are condemned to what Paul de Man has defined
in Blindness and Insight (1983) as a “persistently frustrated intent toward
meaning” (de Man 1983: 129). As ‘signs’, the sounds of music are open,
transparent like a water surface. Yet as such they do not allow the
listener to ‘see through’ the looking glass and find a fixed and “true
reality” on the other side. Rather, and hence the association of musical
tones with a continuous flux, though possible ‘signifieds’ shimmer through
the stream, they burst apart just before they reach the surface, just
before they materialize as one, as concrete ‘meaning’. Then, the whole
process starts anew, with “new creations” in the making that likewise will
never be finalized. As open signs, transparent and opaque at once,
musical sounds thus not totally exclude a signified but continuously defer
7In

imitation of Wackenroder, Tieck declares instrumental music autonomous, radically
separated from any mimetic (i.e. here: imitative) principle. Thus, he argues in “Die
Töne” (Tones), sculpture, drawing, and painting derive their images, their subjectmatter from living and identifiable nature – from a dort which is not themselves,
however much “beautified” – and to that extent depend on it (Tieck 1886: 88). How
different, he exclaims, it is with music! Music for him operates in the absence of a
signified, always deferring its materialization, engaging the listener not in a play of
make-belief and illusory recognition but in an infinite play of signifiers that ‘speak
nothing’. Its tones “do not imitate, do not beautify, they are a separate world onto
themselves” (ibid.: 88). And again, in “Symphonien” (Symphonies): “In instrumental
music, art is independent and free”. Transposing, in typical Romantic fashion, the
autonomy claimed for the Kantian transcendental subject to art and the aesthetic,
Tieck states that art here “writes its own laws” in fantasizing “playfully and without
purpose” – without any intent toward signification (Tieck 1886 : 95). This is what art
should become in the Romantic mind: released from the dominance of the signified, it
is to surrender itself to the dominance of the signifier per se as exemplified by the open
and self-reflexive operations of instrumental music.
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the realisation of a determinate signified. They raise, so to speak, a
promise of meaning which is never made good, which evaporates in the
very act of listening. The ear, here represented metaphorically as an eye
that cannot ‘see through’ and cannot contain or retain a signified, is
caught in an infinite, circular play of signifiers. To put it in Jos de Mul’s
words, in an endless, “unverifiable and uncontrollable process of
meaning that must lack an ultimate signified” (De Mul [1990] 1999: 188).
It is not difficult to recognize in this persistently frustrated intent
toward meaning the persistently frustrated intent toward fulfilment that
characterises both Sehnsucht, Usher’s feeling of a mighty unknown
want, and Burke’s self-divided and unresolved experience of the
sublime-as-infinite. Indeed, if the latter explicitly concerns the infinite as
unending process or movement, then Victor Cousin writes in his Du vrai,
du beau et du bien (On the True, the Beautiful, and the Good) (1818,
1836) that the constant deferral of fixed signification (music’s
“weakness”) precisely allows music to excite a sense of the infinite
(music’s “power”). Here, the sense of the infinite concerns not a
metaphysical infinite, but an indefiniteness relative to the way in which
instrumental music allows for infinite interpretation: 8
Music pays for the immense power that it has been given; it
awakens more than any art the sentiment of the infinite,
because it is vague, obscure, indeterminate, in its effects. It is
just the opposite art to sculpture, which bears less towards the
infinite because everything in it is fixed with the last degree of
precision. Such is the force and at the same time the feebleness
of music that it expresses everything and expressing nothing in
particular. (Cousin [1836] 1981: 318)

Like Wackenroder, Cousin states that music means nothing and
everything at the same time, or rather, that it expresses something for
everyone: “The same measure reminds one of a mountain, another of
an ocean; the warrior finds in it heroic inspirations, the recluse religious
inspirations” (ibid.: 319). No doubt, Cousin continues, “words determine
musical expression but the merit then is in the word not in the music; and
sometimes the word stamps the music with a precision that destroys it,
and deprives it of its proper effects – vagueness, obscurity, monotony –
but also fullness and profundity, I was about to say infinitude” (ibid.: 319).
As with Tieck, the proper function of instrumental music is thus “to open
to the imagination a limitless career” (ibid.: 318). This openness is then
8Thus, it is indeed the aesthetic idea – rather than Kant’s idea of reason in the
mathematical sublime – that reigns supreme in these Romantic notions of the infinite.
For a Friedrich von Schelling, De Mul points out, this aesthetic idea grants (finite) works
of art an “unbounded quality”, which implies, in a more or less poststructuralist train of
thought, “that the meaning of the work of art contains an infinite number of possible
interpretations that cannot be comprehended by finite [understanding], but can only
surface in the fundamentally open history of the aesthetic experience of that work”
(De Mul 1999: 12). This could justifiably be termed a textually infinite.
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translated into music’s apparently inherent ability to trigger a sense of
the infinite as an indefinite postponement of resolution or, in visual terms,
revelation. In so far as this coincides with the movements of Sehnsucht as
never coming one step closer to an end or goal – as, in Jean Paul’s
Usherian terms, being ever in search of an object – one could say that
both the early Romantic experience of music and Sehnsucht classify as
an instance of Weiskel’s liminal sublime: a hesitating before the limit of
revelation, a moment never evolving beyond being on its way, which is
experienced as painful and pleasurable at the same time.

Fragments and Aesthetic Ideas

Such lingering or indecisiveness, always postponing resolution, may
even coincide with what Jean Paul, in his Vorschule der Ästhetik
(Elementary Course in Aesthetics) (1804), calls music’s sonorous
indeterminacy. Romantic sounds, he writes, such as the “wavelike
ringing of a string or bell”, materialize the idea of indefinite “expanse” as
they ever-fade into the distance (Richter [1814] 1998: 15). Growing “faint
in endless space”, these sounds allow imagination to linger without end
in what Jean Paul calls “a twilight realm of holy anticipation” (ibid.: 16,
18). Thus, Jean Paul defines the process of shimmering already outlined
by Tieck in a material sense: in the endless echoing of (musical) sounds.
As such, music embodies a semantic and a material diffuseness, an
openness without bounds, conducive to the Romantic feeling of the
infinite-as-indefinite (ibid.: 18).
Something similar had, in fact, been already observed by Carl
Grosse (1768-1847) in his Über das Erhabene (On the Sublime) (1788).
Critically elaborating on the notion of obscurity, and its centrality to the
sublime as expounded by Burke and Beattie,9 Grosse states that unclear
or difficult ideas, unfinished things, silence, and emptiness overwhelm yet
also activate the power of imagination, allowing it to freely fantasise (a
favourite Romantic pastime) in an open space that has been left
unseen or unsaid (Grosse [1788] 1990: 41). For that same reason,
A soft music heard from afar is much more stirring than heard in
the concert hall; and the wavering tones of the distant
[Entfernung, connoting separation] set off the power of
imagination [Einbildungskraft] into a realm of scattering images;
a few brushstrokes [Züge] suffice to inspire their course, just as
they bring the passions to a greater intensity than full clarity and
thoroughly painted [ausgepinselte] sketches. (ibid.: 41, my
translation)

Interestingly, this indicates that for Grosse the sublime of sounds need not
be restricted to the sonorous might discussed in the previous chapter.
Rather, it also manifests itself in broken or faint tones signalling an
indefinite expanse, a distant beyond: not an over- but an under9Grosse

issued a German translation of Beattie’s Dissertations in 1790 (Zelle 1990: 82).
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saturated presence, not an intrusive but an elusive presence that works
its effects by concealing, withholding its full extent.10
It is difficult to assess the immediate influence, if any, of Grosse’s
ideas about obscurity, indeterminacy and the sublime on early
Romantics like Jean Paul, Wackenroder, and Tieck. Carsten Zelle (1990),
it is true, has already pointed to Tieck’s enthusiasm for Grosse’s literary
work, while Dahlhaus (1978) shows that Tieck writes about the sublime in
a letter of May 10, 1792 to Wackenroder (Zelle 1990: 82; Dahlhaus 1978:
62). It remains unclear, however, if Tieck’s idea of an imagination caught
in an unending play of signifiers while listening to musical tones is
immediately derived from Grosse’s notion of an indefinite, imaginative
Schwärmerei related to the “obscurity in impression” of the (Burkean)
sublime. At best, one could say that ideas of indeterminacy and
indecisiveness which Jean Paul, Wackenroder, and Tieck connect to
instrumental music, intersect with notions of the obscure as canonised, if
you will, in mid- and late-eighteenth-century aesthetics of the sublime.
Or that, hypothetically, these aesthetics formed the framework for the
early Romantic aesthetics of the ambiguous, indefinite, and unfinished.
The idea of incompleteness already centralised in British treatises on the
sublime here becomes, in any case, a positive virtue and suggestiveness
a standard: Romantic art is to shun the “sharp, closed outlines” of the
plastic arts, to avoid imitation, and to undermine determinate sense
(Richter 1998: 15).
Like his contemporaries, the poet-philosopher Novalis (Friedrich von
Hardenberg) finds instrumental music most suitable to the purpose. He
claims that in contrast to the painter, “not even the faintest suspicion of
imitation [Nachahmung]” can fall on the musician (Novalis [1799] 1929:
354, my translation). This is because, as Wackenroder and Tieck had
argued as well, there would be nothing in nature for the
musician/composer to copy: s/he must create by herself an
“independent” world for itself (ibid.: 354). This world would contain
10In

fact, while ‘uncertain’ or (semantically) indeterminate sounds thus signal the
indeterminacy conducive to the sublime feeling, it is the organ of the ear that is, for
Grosse, already most suited to an indefinite Schwärmerei (literally a swarming out or
about, but also connoting a rapture or enthusiasm) of imagination. Given the obscurity
that conditions the possibility of sublime evocation, Grosse remarks, “the ear is more
suitable than the eye to create images and agitate the passions”: a painted image, an
image that can be seen with the eye, “rarely conceals something; it satisfies the soul
too easily”, while sounds, tones, or words heard would still require an image to be made
(Grosse 1990: 41-42). Obscurity, in this way, presents the difficulty, the incitement to
imaginative ‘labour’, without which the delight of the sublime cannot be felt,
obstructing as it does the easy and instant satisfaction that is alien to the feeling of the
sublime as well as the Romantic feeling of Sehnsucht. Both require a tension of
indeterminacy, of invisibility, an openness in which something has not fully materialized
just yet. Acting primarily on the ear, such obscurity thus favours the audible over the
visual when it comes to the sublime: as with Burke, the aesthetics of the sublime here
involves a privileging of the poetic and the musical as associated with the unseen and
indefinite, over the pictorial as associated with the clear, and already-fulfilled (ibid.: 42).
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nothing, or at least nothing empirical or verifiable, as its tones would
imitate nothing. At the most, I have shown with respect to Tieck, they
vaguely allude to something as yet unknown and undefined. If, as such,
the tones constituting this separate and so-called autonomous otherworld lack a definable empirical content (i.e. lack a precisely mediated,
and determinable, content), and have at best an “indirect” referential
capacity, their semantically incomplete or fragmentary status should
stand as an example for a new form of literature:
Tales, without coherence, yet with associations, like dreams.
Poems – merely sounding well and full of beautiful words – but
also without any sense or coherence – at the most single
stanzas intelligible – they must be like pure scraps [Brockstücke]
of myriad things. At best, true poetry can have an allegorical
sense on the whole, and an indirect effect like music, etc. (ibid.:
354)

In The Romantic Generation, Charles Rosen has already fully
described how this notion of the fragment, of mostly incoherent,
unintelligible, at best indirectly communicative ‘scraps’, is wound up with
the construction of instrumental music as an art free “to manipulate its
own forms and symbols, apparently without reference to a reality
outside itself” (Rosen 1995: 76).11 An art in which, to speak in present-day
terminology, access to the signified is cut off as it encloses itself in “an
endless metonymy of signifiers” that can be freely and endlessly
manipulated (De Mul 1999: 189). To recall Tieck: “In instrumental
music…art is independent and free, it writes its own laws, it fantasises
playfully and without purpose” – and without unequivocal referential ties
(Tieck 1886d: 95). Rosen in this instance detects a tendency in earlier
nineteenth-century Germany to model the arts of literature and painting
after instrumental music: writers and painters “try to liberate the elements
of [their] art from external reference [i.e. the eighteenth-century
concept of imitation] and to acquire the same power over them that
the musician had over his notes” (ibid.: 76). To acquire, that is,
‘independence’, to create a world that “does not depend on reality…,
but runs parallel to it” (ibid.: 78).
Thus, Ludwig Tieck’s Verkehrte Welt (The Upside-Down World) stands
as a “genuine homage to the art of music”: not so much because of its
11For

the aesthetics of the fragment, see Rosen (1995: 48-51). As Rosen observes, the
Romantic fragment – captured by Schlegel in the image of a hedgehog which, when
threatened, retreats into itself, yet its quills pointing outward at the same time – is “a
closed structure, but its closure is a formality: it may be separated from the rest of the
universe, but it implies the existence of what is outside of itself not by reference but by
[semantic] instability. The form is not fixed but is torn apart or exploded by paradox, by
ambiguity” (ibid.: 51). Or differently said, while the fragment was, for Schlegel, to be a
“finished form”, it is “the content that is incomplete” – the fragment thus at once posits
and undermines its own limits (ibid.: 50). Schlegel, though, differs significantly from
Novalis.
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incorporation of musical genres, as because it disturbs and questions
“the relation of part to whole, of art to reality” through, for instance,
“paradoxical self-references” (ibid.: 76, 77). If such disturbances in the
art-reality relationship in literature problematized direct and unequivocal
referentiality to a stable outside world, critics also projected the
instability of meaning ascribed to contemporary instrumental music onto
the field of painting. For one, as Rosen points out, Friedrich Schiller’s 1794
review of Friedrich Matthisson’s poems makes a case for the liberation of
the “arts of poetry and painting from a narrow dependence on a fixed
content [that] allows free range to the possibilities of meaning” and
meaning-making on the part of the reader or viewer (ibid.: 130). In this
way, the suggestiveness that Twining had attributed to music five years
earlier becomes, or is propagated to become, symptomatic of all the
arts. The more ‘incomplete’ and ambiguous the sign, it seems, the
better.12
True, I hasten to add, Schiller here argues not so much for
instrumental music as for the (Kantian) aesthetic idea as a ‘model’ for
the arts. He even states that the poet has an advantage over the
composer and painter in that s/he “can put a text to each feeling, can
support the symbol of imaginative power by the content and give it a
specific direction” (ibid.: 130). However, Schiller continues in a fashion
remarkably similar to Burke and Beattie, the poet
must not forget that his interference in these affairs has its limits.
He may…allude to these feelings, but he must not spell them
out himself, must not intrude on the imaginative powers of his
readers. Every closer definition [nähere Bestimmung] will be felt
here as a burdensome limitation, for the attraction of such
aesthetic ideas lies precisely in the fact that we look into the
content itself as into a bottomless depth [eine grundlose Tiefe].
(ibid.: 130)
12By

way of example, Rosen refers to the more advanced landscape painters such as
Richard Wilson, John Robert Cozens, and later, John Constable and J.W. Turner, whose
landscapes in Rosen’s view “conveyed feelings and ideas like music, without reference
to history or myth, merely by the arrangement of the elements of nature on canvas”
(Rosen 1995: 131). Indeed, Rosen shows, in a letter of 1824 written to a friend on
account of the first exhibition of his pictures at Paris, Constable considers the French
reproach that his pictures lack a well-defined content as the highest praise: “they want
the objects more formed & defined, &c., and say that they are like the rich preludes in
musick, and the full harmonious warblings of the Aeolian lyre…Is not some of this blame
the highest praise?” (ibid.: 75). It should in this instance, however, be realized that
nineteenth- and twentieth-century composers ranging from Hector Berlioz to Richard
Wagner, Claude Debussy and Igor Strawinsky looked to painting to achieve through
instrumental timbre “a certain vagueness or lack of precision in conveying sensations”
(Lockspeiser 1973: 15). Carl Maria von Weber was, for that matter, an important source
of inspiration for especially Wagner and Debussy: his “orchestra ‘in primary colours’, so
to speak, provides classic examples of instrumental timbre suggesting atmosphere or
character…His use of timbres in operatic works may nowadays strike us as rudimentary,
yet it was precisely these rudimentary notions of instrumental colour that opened the
way to the opulent instrumental orchestra of the Impressionists” (ibid.: 15).
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It just so happens that to the early Romantics this “bottomless depth” is
considered paradigmatic of the allegedly abstract and conceptless art
of instrumental music:13 the abyss [Abgrund] of the Kantian sublime in
which imagination fears to lose itself becomes, in the hands of writers like
Tieck, a bottomless depth or without-ground [Ungrund] in which the
listener longs to lose herself, expanding her imagination in an open
space of infinite interpretation. Indeed, the ‘bottomless depth’ that
Schiller clearly adapts from Kant’s third Critique appears like the distant,
open future of the Sehnsüchtiger. A future in which anything can yet still
occur or take shape – in which things may never stop becoming and the
Goethian ‘mists’ of youthful promise find their aesthetic equivalent. Or,
as Roland Barthes – like an echo of Novalis – has more recently inscribed
these mists into the musical genre of the Fantasie: “Fantasieren: at once
to imagine and to improvise:…to hallucinate, i.e., to produce the
novelistic without constructing a novel…in short, a pure wandering, a
becoming without finality: at one stroke, and to infinity, to begin
everything all over again” (Barthes [1976] 1991: 291).

Expectation Without End

So far, I have tried to show in what ways instrumental music in its
later eighteenth-century conceptions is represented as being especially
conducive to a feeling of Sehnsucht. This feeling of Sehnsucht, in turn,
parallels in many respects the aporetic structure of Burke’s inconclusive
experience of artificial infinity and Usher’s unresolved sublime feeling as
a mighty unknown want. It is an experience at odds with itself, in so far
as imagination fails to grasp something as a whole, to fix a boundary, yet
at the same time – and because of this inability – joyfully deems itself
ever-expanding in an open, undetermined space ahead.
In chapter 2, with reference to Burke, I have represented this
process as an expectation without end. The power of imagination here
operates in a suspension that indefinitely postpones any full and definite
determination of a figure or form. Interestingly, it is precisely this process
which music-critic, writer, and composer E.T.A. Hoffmann will put to the
13This

intricate relation between instrumental music an aesthetic ideas was in fact put
forward by Christian Friedrich Michaelis. In the Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung vol. 9,
no. 44, of 1807, Michaelis links instrumental music to the aesthetic idea in the following
way: “it is precisely on account of this representational vagueness that music more
nearly approaches aesthetic ideas the more it distances itself from intellectual
concepts. For aesthetic ideas, products of reason and imagination, transcend all the
constraints that bind the intellect to the everyday world. Now if music arouses the
imagination by its images, which are wordless and merely internally felt and perceived,
it simultaneously arouses reason…, hinting at or projecting in shadowy detail that very
attractive element which is never expressed in full detail and cannot be realized with
absolute clarity” (Michealis [1807] 1981: 287). That is to say, because the ‘images’ of
music are not of this world, are empirically empty, music ostensibly has an inherently
transcendent quality that brings it closest to the aesthetic idea. See also Neubauer
(1986).
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fore in his Beethoven-criticism between 1810 and 1815. As I have already
argued in the last chapter, Hoffmann here formulates a musical
experience of Sehnsucht while drawing on the discourse of the sublime.
In fact, elaborating on the Romantic, impossible longing for the infinite,
he will capitalise on the then established notion of the “sublime style” as
– Carl Dahlhaus has put it long ago – really being the “symphonic” (i.e.
purely instrumental) style in his famous 1810 review of Beethoven’s Fifth
Symphony (Dahlhaus 1978: 63).14 Before, however, turning to this review, I
will first explore the idea of an expectation without end in Hoffmann’s
lesser known 1812 review of Beethoven’s Coriolan Overture. While it
remains unclear if Hoffmann was in fact familiar with Burke’s Enquiry, I will
show that thematically his analysis nevertheless overlaps quite tellingly
with Burke’s idea of the artificial infinite as evoked through sounds.
To start with, the Coriolan review in many ways recalls what James
Harris and James Beattie (whose illustrations on sublimity from the
Dissertations already circulated in Grosse’s translation as of 1785) had
defined as the ‘preparatory’ role of instrumental music: it is to create the
right anticipatory mood for a story yet to be told or a spectacle yet to
be performed (Zelle 1990: 82). Indeed, Hoffmann observes, “every truly
meaningful play should have an overture, which would tune [stimmte]
the mind precisely in the way that the nature of the play requires”
(Hoffmann [1812] 1988: 94, my translation). In the Enquiry, Burke had
already explained how the steady repetition of similar, sonorous strokes
could make for precisely such a tense anticipating conducive to the
sublime feeling:
When the ear receives any simple sound, it is struck by a single
pulse of the air, which makes the ear-drum and the other
membranous parts vibrate according to the nature and species
of the stroke. If the stroke be strong, the organ of hearing suffers
a considerable degree of tension. If the stroke be repeated
pretty soon after, the repetition causes an expectation of
another stroke. And it must be observed, that expectation itself
causes a tension... But though after a number of strokes, we
expect still more, not being able to ascertain the exact time of
their arrival, when they arrive, they produce a sort of surprise,
which increases this tension yet further. For, I have observed,
that when at any time I have waited very earnestly for some
sound, that returned at intervals, (as the successive firing of
cannons) though I fully expected the return of the sound, when
it came, it always made me start a little; the ear-drum suffered a
convulsion, and the whole body consented with it. The tension
of the part thus increasing at every blow, by the united forces of
14Dahlhaus

further observes that in Hoffmann’s texts the “idea of absolute music – the
thesis that instrumental music is the ‘real’ or ‘proper’ [eigentliche] music –
is…associated with the aesthetics of the sublime. Music ‘released’ from verbal and
functional determinations ‘elevates’ [erhebt] itself above the limitations of the finite as
a hint [Ahnung] of the infinite” (Dahlhaus 1978: 63).
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the stroke itself, the expectation, and the surprise, it is worked up
to such a pitch as to be capable of the sublime; it is brought just
to the verge of pain. (Burke 1990: IV, sect. XI, 126-127, my italics)

Burke is here once more describing the effect created by the artificial
infinite, adding to this the effect of suspense: when he hears a stroke
steadily repeated, he almost automatically expects an other one, and
this expectation alone strains him to such an extent that the next stroke –
however much anticipated – surprises him just the same. “We still
wonder”, to speak with Adam Smith, “though forewarned of what we
are to see”, or rather, in this case, of what we are to hear (Smith [1795]
1996: 233). Surprise, in this instance, comes not from a complete
absence of fore-knowledge but from a partial fore-knowledge provided
by a hint of something ‘next’ to come – though one does not know
exactly when or how it will arrive. As in twentieth-century cinematic
thrillers, one half expects something (horrid) to happen and it is precisely
this expectation which builds up tension to “the verge of pain”, causing
one to “start” (not) a little when it happens after all.
Knowingly or unknowingly transposing such a Burkean enervation of
expectation to the Coriolan Overture, Hoffmann points out how tension
is created by means of repeated, shrill F minor tutti-chords. The chords
are preceded by a dim, deep and unharmonized C played by the
violins, cello’s, and double basses, and succeeded by a teasing silence
that Hoffmann immediately labels a “death silence” [Totenstille]
(Hoffmann 1988: 95). This process is repeated three times, the intermittent
silences building up tension, and the F minor chord mounting
harmonically, until finally two tutti-chords prepare for the Allegro theme:
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All this, for Hoffmann, strains mind and body: “everything winds up
expectation, yes, it oppresses the listener’s breast; it is the terrifying,
threatening murmuring of approaching thunder” (ibid.: 95). That is to
say, it is as if a thunderstorm were approaching, something that will
suddenly break through, overwhelming the listener, the scope and force
of which cannot be fully predicted. Or, as Peter Schnaus has observed in
his E.T.A. Hoffmann als Beethoven-Rezensent (1977), this concerns not so
much a physical as a “mental thunderstorm [Geistergewitter]…, truly
surprising, too direct, almost like a sudden change of style [Stilbruch], for
which no plausible explanation can be given” (Schnaus 1977: 105, my
translation). If, moreover, expectation is raised to a near unbearable
pitch here, tension according to Hoffmann by no means subsides with
the presentation of the Allegro theme to which the introductory chords
lead. On the contrary, this theme only enhances excitement: it “has the
character”, Hoffmann maintains, “of an unrest that cannot be stilled, of
a Sehnsucht that cannot be satisfied” (Hoffmann 1988: 97). Unexpected
transitions, syncopations, and continually ascending and descending
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scales in eights, repeated in various keys would, amongst others,
account for this sustained sense of irresolution.
Writing in the Romantic tradition of Wackenroder, Tieck, and Jean
Paul, Hoffmann would not want it otherwise, would not want rest or
resolution. As I will explain more detailedly below with respect to
Hoffmann’s review of Beethoven’s Fifth, he wants the tension of
expectation and unfulfilled desire to continue not till but till after the
close of the music. For this reason, Hoffmann doubly denies the Coriolan
Overture the sense of an ending. Firstly, he argues that though the
Overture directs its listener to a determinate end or idea – namely the
ensuing play – it also transcends that end: “the dark, terrible seriousness
of [the Coriolan Overture], the horror-rousing resonances [Anklänge]
from an unknown spiritual world allow one to intimate [ahnen] more
than is afterwards fulfilled” (ibid.: 94). That is to say, somewhat like the
Kantian aesthetic idea, the Overture allows one to think (and feel) more
than what Collins’s play presents. It apparently captures the tragic in
such a general – yet exact – way that it could equally, and for Hoffmann
more appropriately, be linked to Shakespeare’s Hamlet or Macbeth.
Secondly, Hoffmann tries to show how the Overture would deny its
own musical ending in directing the listener not to a satisfying conclusion
but taking her back to the initial state of nervous expectation.
Approvingly, he observes how the Overture ends with a sinister tone of
the bassoon, here relating to the fundamental tone as fifth, the
‘plaintive’ tone of the violins, and the dim, short strokes of the double
basses: all this would not bring about relief, but reinforce once more a
tense expectation of that which is about to come, of that which is still hid
behind the curtains on stage (ibid.: 100). The listener is allegedly as (half)blind and uncertain as s/he was at the beginning.

A Performance of Infinity

This idea of an endless, tense expectation also dominates
Hoffmann’s 1810 review of Beethoven’s Symphony in C minor. Notably, if
the feeling of Sehnsucht requires a without-destination or -limit in which
one can desire, anticipate without end, then for Hoffmann – as for his
Romantic contemporaries – instrumental music, rather than music with
words, is of all the arts its most appropriate medium. Vocal music, he
maintains, does not allow for “indefinite yearning” [unbestimmtes
Sehnen] but can only “present affects signified through words as
experienced in the realm of the infinite” (Hoffmann [1810] 1988: 25). This
does not merely imply that contemporary instrumental music such as
Beethoven’s captures the real emotional thing, the emotion ‘itself’, while
words are one step removed from it. It also means that words do not
allow for that indeterminacy which, translated into existential terms, can
make for infinite desire. Differently said: instrumental music is more
successful in the deferral of determination.
To this extent, instrumental music is for Hoffmann the most
“Romantic” of all arts, if not “the only purely Romantic” art – which is to
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say, to recall Jean Paul, expansive in the sense of an indefinite
continuation into a distant yonder:
Music opens up an unknown realm to [wo/]man; a world which
has nothing in common with the surrounding, external world of
sense, and in which [s/]he abandons all conceptually
determinable feelings to devote himself [or herself] to the
unsayable. (ibid.: 23)

Or, as Hoffmann remarks in “Beethoven’s Instrumental Musik”
(“Beethoven’s Instrumental Music”) (1813) – a reworking of the 1810
review – on the same issue: the sole subject of music is the infinite [nur
das Unendliche ist ihr Vorwurf], so that when one speaks of music as an
independent art, one should in fact be specifically referring to music
purely instrumental (Hoffmann [1813] 1947a: 57, my translation).15 Have
you, Hoffmann rants, ever realized this ‘true’ nature and subject of
music, “you miserable composers of instrumental music, as you toil to
present determinable emotions, yes even concrete events? – How could
it ever have dawned on you to treat the very art which stands in
opposition to the plastic arts in a plastic manner?” (ibid.: 57). You have
sinned, for you have degraded that God which – in the Romantic mind –
is music, to the realm of the visible and sayable.16 Pictures show, make
known, words name, define, but instrumental music intimates and, in
Hoffmann’s rendering of it, becomes most true to its Romantic ‘nature’
when ever and only preparing for, or working toward, instead of
confirming or concluding something. When, that is, allowing for a
continued unresolvedness and ambiguity in which infinite Sehnsucht
thrives.
It should here be kept in mind that this idea of instrumental music as,
if you will, infinite movement is – in relation to musical practices of the
later eighteenth- and early-nineteenth century – hardly ever more than
just that: an idea. As Daniel Chua argues in Absolute Music and the
Construction of Meaning (1999), Romantic theorists like the Schlegel
brothers, Novalis, Tieck, or Hoffmann

15To

be sure, when Hoffmann thus links instrumental music to the infinite, he is thinking of
some metaphysical realm ‘up there’ to which the Romantic listener is elevated when
captured and transported by sounds-without-words. As with most of his Romantic
contemporaries, R. Murray Schafer observes, Hoffmann deems music to have
“descended from some higher realm to infuse the world”, and “whoever would
experience its quintessence must rise to meet it” (Schafer 1975: 161). To my mind,
however, Hoffmann also connotes the idea of the infinite as the indefinite, which is to
say, as an infinite postponement of resolution allowing for the sustenance of tensions –
and pleasures – of uncertainty. I will here focus on this interpretation of the idea of
infinity.
16For the religious significance which Hoffmann, like Jean Paul, attributes to music, and
for his reconception of musical listening in terms of the Andacht (attention) required for
praying, see Hoffmann’s “Alte und neue Kirchmusik” (“Ancient and Modern Church
Music”) (1814).
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did not hear a ‘Romantic music’, for Romanticism, so they
claimed, is not an epoch or a style but an essence that
pervades all art that is genuinely Art… What they heard were
basically symphonies of a Stamitz or Haydn, and they renamed
the music as their own. So for Hoffmann, Haydn and Mozart are
Romantic composers in retrospect, for they were instrumental
composers, writing a music latent with Romantic concepts…
(Chua 1999: 178)

Thus, Chua concludes, “by the time someone like Schumann [born in
1810] produced those cyclical, open-ended fragments that emulate
Romantic philosophy, it was already too late. In Schumann, Romanticism
had become a literary device”, as, perhaps, it had for Chopin (ibid.:
178). His second Ballade, op. 38, opens with a siciliano melody in F major
that suggests in musical sounds the Lockean-like idea of infinity of stasis
and progress at once, defying not just the sense of an ending but also
that of a beginning :

Here, Peter Rummenhöler observes in Romantik in der Musik (1989),
“the start avoids beginning” in a triple upbeat, a prelude-without-origin
which delays, postpones its ‘next’: the listener “misses [versäumt]” a
beginning, and the music as it were surfaces “out of eternity into
temporality” (Rummenhöler 1989: 119-120), my translation). Throughout
its 42 measures the Andantino defies “musical memory”, in so far as it
undermines the listener’s ability to integrate what has already been
heard into the present moment and, at the same time, to anticipate
what will come after: what comes is the recurrence of the same, “and
yet slightly different, as if it had never started and will never end” (ibid.:
120). Appropriately, the ending of the Andantino in measure 46 is not an
ending but rather a rupture, a bridgeless transition, one could say, to the
violent second theme, which, Rummenhöler rightfully observes, ”is just as
sweet as it is arbitrary” (ibid.: 120).
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Nevertheless, if this unresolved experience of infinity – what I would
call an Usherian ‘alternative’ sublime experience – can be related to
Chopin’s ‘Romantic devices’, then Hoffmann already grants similar
devices to that early-nineteenth-century symphony which for him opens
up a field of unending yearning: Beethoven’s Fifth. Thus, Hoffmann
repeatedly alludes to a persistent tactic of delay in the Symphony,
which creates precisely the tense experiential effect that Locke and
Burke attributed to the idea of infinity: the feeling of never coming one
jot closer to an end, the illusion of endless progress which ultimately
builds on stasis. Chua, in this instance, accounts for the “intensifying
effect” that Hoffmann attributes to especially the Symphony’s third
movement by pointing to the phrase extensions repeatedly postponing
resolution: as “anticipatory structures”, he observes, they are “anacrustic
in content and form, delaying and deferring the downbeats both within
the phrase and as part of the structure” (Chua 1999: 252, 253). These
structures are, moreover, “repeated end on end, piling up anticipation
after anticipation, with each repetition extended to intensify the force of
expectation” (ibid.: 253). As with the Coriolan Overture, repetition makes
for anxiety. Here, in parallel to the C minor Symphony, the sense of a
speedy and seemingly unstoppable thrust forward was excited by
“rapidly progressing modulations”, yet what these modulations offered
was a steady return of “the same phrase” – albeit ever new and
different (Hoffmann 1988: 100). Restless and relentless [rastlos], Hoffmann
remarks, the same phrase hurries from one key to an other and arguably
it may be this (false) impression of a modulation-without-end, stasis and
progressive movement in one, that makes for an anxiety-without-end.17
Indeed, Hoffmann continues in his 1810 review, in Beethoven’s Fifth
this anxiety persists all the way through. It is again intensified, firstly, after
the climax to the development of the fourth movement’s opening
theme – when Beethoven quotes the theme of the preceding Scherzo –
and, secondly, during the coda of the finale. Here, Hoffmann claims, an
ending is ever postponed. The chord which the listener hears as the final
chord is sounded tree times over, with full-measure silences in-between,
and again over three measures in quarter notes, then silence, then once
more the same chord, and finally once more silence, followed by the
17Within

the tonal bounds of the Classical style, unending modulation – which would
deny a tonal centre – is of course impossible: somewhere, namely at the close of the
Overture, the ‘relentless’ modulation is bound to return to the home key. Tension,
differently said, is bound to be resolved.

135

last tutti-chord on C (ibid.: 40). Thus, as the music cannot seem to get it
over with, the mind is stirred anew through these chords which for
Hoffmann recall the earlier Allegro strokes: “they act like a fire which one
believed to have been put out but repeatedly bursts forth again in
bright tongues of flame” (ibid.: 41).

A Burkean artificial infinite, if you will, announcing itself toward the
close of the Symphony thus appears to subvert the tranquillity attending
(gradual) conclusion and even conclusion itself. For now, or so it seems,
the listener’s expectation of inevitably repeated strokes is roused once
more and even the final chord apparently cannot successfully counter
this uncertainty with an ultimate and conclusive sense of resolution: the
same “nameless and ominous Sehnsucht” captures Hoffmann to the
very end, and, yes, even after it “he cannot release himself from that
wondrous spiritual world where pain and pleasure envelop him in
sounds” (ibid.: 41). Though the music has already died away, Hoffmann
continues to feel the pains and pleasures of uncertain anticipation – of,
to speak in Wertherian terms, presentation or Darstellung ever deferred:
the end never really comes for Hoffmann, and so fixation, revelation,
and relaxation remain suspended. Only this unrest, Hoffmann remarks in
1813, “excites that unknown, that wonderful premonitory [ahnendes]
feeling” which is an end in itself, the “spirit willingly surrendering itself to
dreams in which it deems to recognize the…infinite” (Hoffmann [1813]
1947: 84, my translation). Or, as Chua recaptures Hoffmann’s analysis:
the C minor Symphony has no end, its final chord is “not the end”, its
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final “cadences can only be repeated as finality without end; the music
keeps on ending – even after the final barlines” (ibid.: 255). Instrumental
music here outwits itself, as it appears to perform what theorists like
Hoffmann perceive of as its Romantic ‘essence’: infinitude.

Hoffmann’s Sublime-as-Sehnsucht

There is, of course, something extremely doubtful about the reality
of this performance. For clearly and undeniably conceived within the
traditional framework of sonata form – no matter how “fantastically” its
parts have, according to Hoffmann, been interconnected here – the C
minor Symphony gravitates around a tonal centre to which the music
inevitably returns at the close: a triumph over uncertainty and ambiguity,
one might say, hammered out over and over again during the finale in
the home key (ibid.: 41). Seen in this light, the finale embodies an
ultimate mastery over tension incessantly worked up, a heroic gesture
that wipes out all the conflicts encountered along the way. It is, as such,
far from sustaining any tension of indeterminacy till after its own
sounding. Indeed, harmonically speaking, tension (harmonic ambiguity)
is required and introduced here only in so far as it constitutes a
necessary occasion to re-instate rest and resolution; to allow for an
eventual delight of relief and confirmation.
If this echoes the principle at work in the Kantian sublime, that is no
accident: here too, tension is introduced for the benefit of an ultimate,
decisive re-affirmation of self. To recall Theresa de Lauretis, not despite
but precisely due to intermittent conflicts and ambiguities, this is an
experience impelled by a movement forward toward resolution.
Hoffmann’s continued sense of expectation, in this instance, likewise
points to such a forward motion. Indeed, it might well be argued that his
unresolved feeling of Sehnsucht – passing by the Symphony’s
concluding strokes – is only seemingly unresolved, impelled by a
resolution of a different kind: a resolution yet to be accomplished, a
process yet to be fulfilled.
To illustrate the point, consider Reinhold Brinkmann’s observations
on the idea of form as process in Beethoven’s symphonic works: a form
which concerns the “compositional fleshing out” of the temporal
process in music (Brinkmann 2000: 17). Characterised by “the metaphor
of an arrow”, rather than that of a self-enclosed circle, form as process
feeds on an openness that is only apparent and in fact misleading.
What it does is that it gradually unfolds an ultimate finality in
a chain of events which invariably refers beyond itself, a chain
of events that does not conclude but progresses, continually
pressing forward, in which the processes create a dynamic
experience of time. The goal of a form originated in this way lies
at the end of the work, or even beyond the work itself. Finality is
its organising principle; all symphonies organised as processes
are ‘finale symphonies’. (ibid.: 17)
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Connected to this could be Hoffmann’s repeated allusions to a whole, a
Ganze, dominating the C minor Symphony which can, however, not in
any way make itself apparent [dartun kann] on the level of sensibility: a
whole beyond the individual parts and phrases heard, and which these
parts and phrases can only gesture toward (Hoffmann 1988: 41). Thus,
Hoffmann states with respect to the Symphony’s first movement, “all
secondary ideas, all intermediary phrases” rhythmically relate to the
simple short-short-short-long theme, and only serve to gradually “unfold
the nature of the whole [Ganze]” that this theme “can only allude to”
(ibid.: 33). In themselves, the “elements” of the Symphony hardly make
any sense, only create the impression of something “fragmented, hard
to grasp”: they only have their function and significance within the
“structure [Einrichtung] of the whole...which captures the mind in a
nameless Sehnsucht” (ibid.: 33). This whole, however, can only be hinted
at even by the central theme, as if it were something absolute hovering
beyond the music heard – something as yet unreachable that holds the
mind suspended till after the music’s very end.
To understand this organicist idea of an imperceptible whole
determining the development of a musical work (and justifying its
internal complexities), one can compare Hoffmann’s experience of
Beethoven’s Fifth to the way in which the nineteenth-century left-wing
historian and critic of music Franz Brendel represents the feeling of
musical Sehnsucht in Beethoven’s symphonic works. Brendel (in)famously
focused on the political, so called ‘revolutionary’ movements in
Beethoven’s music. In his introductory editorial for the Neuen Zeitschrift
für Musik (The New Journal for Music) of January 1, 1845 he already
claimed: “Until the year 1830 Mozart ruled, and Beethoven failed to
achieve general recognition. Revolutionary movements installed the
revolutionary Beethoven on the throne, and year by year Mozart
receded ever more into the distance” (Schmitt 1990: 175).18 In his wellknown Geschichte der Musik (The History of Music) (1852, 1889), Brendel
more specifically defined the difference between Mozart and
Beethoven by branding the former a composer of the past, and the
latter a composer of the future, inspiring unending Sehnsucht:

18In

so far, Ulrich Schmitt points out, as the music of the French Revolution of 1789
actually resounded in Beethoven’s work – Schmitt points to Cherubini’s Hymn du
Panthéon (1794) antedating the so called klopf-motif in Beethoven’s Fifth, the parallels
already detected by Robert Schumann between Beethoven’s Fifth and Méhul’s G
minor Symphony, the French ‘fear and trembling’ opera resurging in Beethoven’s
Fidelio, and what has more generally been called the French musical élan terrible
echoing in Beethoven’s symphonies – it shared, in the eyes of early-nineteenth-century
critics, a tendency toward the colossal, new, and out-of-bound with the work of
Cherubini, Grétry, and Méhul: massive sonorities, rapid modulations, abrupt harmonic
transitions, startling dissonances, fast-forward thrusting rhythmic figures, sharply
contrasting dynamics and giant crescendos (Schmitt 1990: 191-220, 52-64). It was,
however, only with Brendel that the political movements of Revolution are explicitly
heard and read into Beethoven’s work.
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Beethoven is filled with the substance of the nineteenth century,
with the striving for freedom, for the realisation of this highest
aim of humanity; that is why there is in his music a break with the
already-existing [mit dem Bestehenden]...; he does not bring
the satisfaction of pleasure, of the full possession of presentation
[Darstellung], he only sings the craving for yearning [Sehnsucht].
Beethoven therefore opens up to us a window on an unending
future, while Mozart stands arrested in his own time. (Schmitt
1990: 174)

Beethoven in Brendel’s representation breaks with the old, the new
not having yet been fully realized. It is a music of discontinuity with the
past and continuity with the future. As such, as a music of the future, it
resists the pleasurable possession of complete presentation or
concretisation. It points to something beyond imaginative grasp,
something as yet unaccomplished that transcends any known standard:
the idea of freedom as the highest human destiny. It is a music signalling
a not-yet, though this not-yet is not something entirely unknown and
other but rather something that can be envisioned as homecoming, as
utopia. Indeed, Brendel states, Beethoven’s music signals a future
“heaven on earth” (ibid.: 174). If, however, it is this hint of a future
homecoming that invokes the feeling of Sehnsucht, then this Sehnsucht
comes uncomfortably close to the Kantian model of sublime experience
– especially as concerns the absence of the full possession of
presentation in the face of a destiny ahead or above. Thus, just as in
Kant’s third Critique the felt impossibility of full imaginative grasp points
to a higher, supersensible vocation, so Brendel here posits Beethoven’s
music as pointing to a high destiny in its very tendency to resist the
pleasure of imaginative or presentational possession. Freedom remains
as task, as destiny, as future, and this future already fulfils the lack felt on
account of the absence of presentation.
Seen in this light, the idea of an “unending future” is not the idea of
a radically open or undetermined space ahead but a fixed goal that will
have been reached: a goal not yet accomplished that determines the
movements of the present as necessarily and inadvertently, to Brendel’s
mind, moving toward it. Or, differently said, as a glorious or fulfilling
future, the unending future stands as an end or culmination. This end
defines the present in typically modernist fashion as a progressive, everforward
moving
struggle.
Paradoxically,
therefore,
Brendel’s
representation of Beethoven’s work as a music of the unending future
stresses the momentousness of the future as closure; the all-resolving
moment of apotheosis. Comparable to the idea of form as process, the
tension of indeterminacy and ambiguity here ultimately reveals itself as
a purposeful, intermediary tension: it pertains to a larger, gradually
unfolding process that finds its destiny in the future.
Hoffmann’s review of Beethoven’s Fifth, it is true, likewise tends
toward such an inherent destiny located not simply at the end but
beyond the work. This destiny must, as it were, be heard as projected
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backward onto its individually ‘fragmentary’ parts and elements for
these parts and elements to be experienced as a meaningful whole.
Thus, though apparently lacking or at least resisting any finality, the
Symphony ultimately seems to be determined by an imaginary point of
focus which, as yet beyond scope, motivates its complexities and
difficulties.19 The consequence of this could be that Hoffmann’s musical
Sehnsucht-experience of the C minor Symphony, constituted by the
gradually unfolding process of an absolute whole, is determined by a
moment of closure which stands as a closure in the future. The absence
of ‘possession’ might here refer to the incompleteness of an ongoing, as
yet un-finalized process. This incompleteness is, though, nevertheless
motivated by the presence-in-absence of an eventual goal ‘beyond’.
Such a reading of Hoffmann’s Sehnsucht will, however, not do full
justice to either his specific experience of Beethoven’s Fifth or to the
idea of Sehnsucht as I have traced it so far. Thus, for one thing, Brendel
connects the feeling of Sehnsucht to a future homecoming that will
have been accomplished. Yet I have shown in the preceding pages
that the feeling of Sehnsucht does not imply a construction but a
deconstruction of the future as destiny: it is pervaded by the ironic
awareness of not or no longer having a future, of never coming closer to
an end or goal, as this end or goal is itself always uncovered as illusory
rather than affirming. Romantic Sehnsucht, as Jos de Mul puts it, is
pervaded by a sense of “the fundamental finiteness of aspiring to the
infinite”, of “the fundamental unachievability” of such aspirations (De
Mul 1999: 11, 10). It is, in turn, this “self-critical” irony which subverts “the
illusion” of those final goals and all-embracing, absolute destinies that
critics like Brendel invoke to colonise the future (ibid.: 10).
In Hoffmann’s review of Beethoven’s Fifth such a self-critical irony
manifests itself in the idea of progress – a process gradually unfolding
toward its future destiny – ultimately revealing itself as stasis. The
dominant trope here is return, an incessant return to a starting point,
which constantly blocks the possibility of advancement, let alone an allresolving apotheosis. This is, secondly, reinforced by the internal duality
of the experience that Hoffmann describes. As if an internally splitting
feeling, Hoffmann’s Sehnsucht oscillates between a pleasure and a pain
that often amounts to rather more than the pangs of desire: expectation
here not only connotes eagerness but also fearful distress. Thus, at the
introduction of the second theme of the symphony’s first movement, the
restless anticipation inherent to Hoffmann’s Sehnsucht almost
automatically flows over into a terror – an ängstlicher Sehnsucht – that
can never be entirely removed (Hoffmann 1988: 30). Beethoven’s
instrumental music, Hoffmann claims in one, “moves the levers of horror,
of fear, of dread, of pain, and rouses that endless Sehnsucht which is the
essence of Romanticism” (ibid.: 41). It is as if the openness or
indeterminacy required for endless Sehnen can instantly and almost
19See

for this Burnham (1995). I will get back to Burnham in chapter 8.
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imperceptibly change colour, now providing a limitless space in which
imagination longs to lose itself, intimating the infinite, now exciting a
dread of the unknown: a fearing the worst.
Thirdly, and in relation to this, Hoffmann’s musical Sehnsucht lacks a
linear, internal development. Displaying an even more radically
provisional character than Weiskel’s liminal sublime feeling, it never
evolves beyond being on its way, trapped as it is in its own repetitive
structure. As such, this experience cannot be easily overcome by the
listening subject. Thus, Hoffmann reports being steeped in one and the
same “persistent” feeling of Sehnsucht oscillating between pain and
pleasure, rather than progressing to a higher self-realisation (ibid.: 41). In
so far as this double-sided feeling can thus neither be resolved nor
transcended, it lacks the narrative unfolding that typifies Kant’s variety of
the sublime feeling. There is, for Hoffmann, no climactic breakthrough,
no definitive ‘sublime turning’; there is only a continued frustration
relative to what he experiences as an ever-deferred relief or resolution.
What, in Kantian terms, is emphasized here is the sustained failure of
imagination’s desire to grasp the ungraspable. Or, as Carl Dahlhaus has
proposed, in his 1810 review Hoffmann reworks Kantian sublime
experience by trading what I have called the final victorious moment of
closure-in-transcendence for a perpetual “unrest” – an unrest that
already mimes the flux and instability typical of the Romantically infinite
(Dahlhaus 1988: 108, my translation).
Hoffmann thus, so to speak, (accidentally) decapitates the Kantian
sublime feeling by denying any follow-up to the subject’s painful sense
of inadequacy. This is what recalls the idea of an ‘alternative’ sublime as
I have traced it so far: comparable to Burke’s unresolved experience of
infinity (which itself assumes the indeterminacy associated with the
infinite), Hoffmann presents an experience not just of the infinite, but one
which takes on itself the openness, inconclusiveness, and namelessness
of that infinite systematically eluding the desiring subject.
Other Romantic critics and writers such as Jean Paul, Wackenroder,
and Tieck, I have tried to show in this chapter, likewise described such an
unsettled experience of the infinite. An infinite, which was thought to be
embodied or exemplified by the indefinite or ambiguous ways of
instrumental music. This idea of the infinite, we have seen, was in turn
generally considered a primary source of the sublime in the eighteenthand early-nineteenth centuries. In this way, the indefiniteness ascribed to
instrumental music would increasingly grant it a special position with
respect to the sublime in nineteenth-century German aesthetics.
However, I will show in the next chapter, the (proto-)Romantic
concern with indeterminacy primarily manifests itself as a concern with
invisibility in the (post-)Romantic critical works of Arthur Schopenhauer
and Friedrich Nietzsche. This invisibility not so much pertains to the terrors
of uncertainty roused by darkness, but to what was deemed to be
instrumental music’s radical alterity from the empirical world of sight, the
world of perceivable forms. Starting from Schopenhauer’s philosophy of
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music, I will show, composers like Richard Wagner and philosophers like
Nietzsche were indeed to argue that on account of its invisibility, its
alleged otherness from the world of appearances, instrumental music
required a different aesthetic categorisation than the visual and
sculptural arts. Tracing the idea of the beautiful to sensible forms, and
the idea of the sublime to that which transcends form and recedes from
sight, they accordingly proposed that instrumental music can only be
located in the realm of the latter.
On the face of it, this connection between transcendence and the
sublime would seem to re-install Kant’s dominant notion of the sublime
as elevation. However, I will argue, though the idea of elevation can still
be heard to echo in Schopenhauer and Wagner, Schopenhauer’s
account of the sublime also allows for a different reading. Indeed, both
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche can be seen to rewrite the sublime feeling
as an irresolvably conflicting feeling that stresses the impotence rather
than the superiority or autonomy of the subject. In this way,
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche are of relevance here not only because
they emphasize a ‘special relation’ between the sublime and
contemporary music, but also because they point a dramatic move
away from the Kantian sublime.
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5
(Un)forgetfulness
Music is to be assessed according to entirely
different principles than all the plastic arts and
not at all according to the category of the
beautiful…
Friedrich Nietzsche

Introduction

Recently, Andrew Bowie has stated that Arthur Schopenhauer
“converges with those post-Hegelian philosophers, such as Feuerbach
and the early Marx, who insist upon the primacy of sensuous existence
over the attempt to subsume it into philosophical abstraction” (Bowie
1993: 207). However, he continues, the “danger of this view is that
sensuous existence lacks any meaning if it is not related to some higher
principle” (ibid.: 207). Far from agreeing with Bowie, I argue in this
chapter that precisely this ‘dangerous’ view has nonetheless allowed
Schopenhauer to reconceive of the experience of the sublime in a most
interesting way. Focusing not so much on the realization of a higher,
Kantian-like destiny, as on a basic and irresolvable conflict at the core of
existence, Schopenhauer offers a subject caught in a primary pain or
suffering, and propelled by a desire that can never be made good or
bring conclusive delight. In this context, the sublime moment with
Schopenhauer no longer signals an unequivocal experience of closurein-transcendence. Rather, it is rethought as an ambivalent,
contradictory, and vacillating feeling of frustration and elation, tension
and respite at once.
As I will show, the significance of Schopenhauer’s alternative
reveals itself all the more in Friedrich Nietzsche’s early reflections on the
experience of Rausch or (momentary) intoxication. Associating this
Rausch with the sublime feeling, Nietzsche posits the latter as a
paradoxical double-feeling of suffering and joy that can, however, not
be borne, let alone retained or resolved on a conscious level. Indeed, as
with Schopenhauer, the unsettled discord at the heart of the sublime
feeling here articulates an irremediable conflict at the heart of existence
itself.
It was, however, not just Schopenhauer’s reading of the sublime but
also his philosophy of music that would haunt the critical works of
Nietzsche and Richard Wagner in the later nineteenth century. What
Schopenhauer did was to invest music with metaphysical significance
by presenting it as a direct embodiment of an ultimate reality grounding
the world of appearances: the Will. Schopenhauer’s views would
resonate in Wagner’s association of music with an invisible essence of
things, and in Nietzsche’s association of music with a primordial Urlust.
Still, it was Schopenhauer’s incidental remarks on architectonic
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symmetry and rhythmic regularity that influenced Wagner’s and
Nietzsche’s aesthetics of music in a most profound way. Thus, it will be
seen, Schopenhauer suggested a music freed from rhythmic regularity in
the form of a frozen cadenza. Such music would resemble a ruin – a
building without a definite plastic outline. Taking this to be ‘true’ music,
Wagner and Nietzsche dissociated music from the so called plastic,
form-bound sphere of the beautiful. Instead, they associated it with the
obscurity, irregularity, and formlessness of the sublime. It is this
Schopenhauerian legacy, leading up to the conception of a specifically
musically sublime, that I will trace in this chapter.

Schopenhauer’s Aimless Will

In so far as Hoffmann’s experience of Beethoven’s Fifth in terms of
an unsettled experience intersects with Burke’s and Usher’s alternative
sublime experience, it also looks forward in some significant ways to
Schopenhauer’s account of a craving without end or purpose in The
World as Will and Representation. Heir to Kant’s critical philosophy,
Schopenhauer takes up the distinction between phenomenon and
noumenon, between the world as appearance conditioned by a priori
forms and the thing-in-itself that cannot be known as object. Yet in
opposition to Kant, he claims to have found a secret passage to the
latter. How so? Because, Schopenhauer claims, the subject itself literally
embodies the thing-in-itself. The latter is not a far-away without but an
intimate within. We are, says Schopenhauer, “not just the knowing
subject, but on the other hand also belong to the essence [Wesen] to
be known, are ourselves the Thing-in-Itself” (Schopenhauer 1986: II, bk. 2,
ch. 18, 253). For this reason,
that self-same and inner essence of things, which we cannot
penetrate from without, can be accessed from within, like a
subterraneous passage, a secret connection which…at once
puts us inside the stronghold that could not possibly be taken
from the outside. (ibid.: 253)

Schopenhauer baptises this mysterious inner thing-in-itself the Will, at
once familiar and strange, for while it can only enter
“consciousness…immediately ”, it cannot be cognised objectively: any
such cognition would be a contradiction within the terms, as “everything
objective is representation, therefore appearance”, while the Will is not
appearance but noumenon or the thing as such (ibid.: 253).
The Will is thus the ‘fundamental reality’, the ‘inner essence’ of the
world. This is, however, not a very kind or appealing essence: neither
cause nor effect, neither spatial nor temporal, the Will is presented by
Schopenhauer “as an irrational, aimless, and violent struggle” (de Mul
1999: 124). As such, as an all-pervasive, uncontrollable, and unstoppable
force, the Will grounds phenomenal reality, objectifying itself in the finite
appearances of nature – including human nature. Thus, Schopenhauer
argues in Book Two, all my bodily actions are will objectified in time, i.e.
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in the phenomenal aspect of my body: “The action of the body is
nothing but the act of the Will objectified, i.e., passed into intuition
[Anschauung]… this is true of every movement of the body, not merely
those which follow upon motives, but also involuntary movements which
follow up on mere stimuli [Reize]” (Schopenhauer 1986: I, bk. 2, §18, 158).
Indeed, if every act of the body is thus an act of the Will made
perceivable, then even the body itself is nothing but the Will made
physical within the conditions of time and space:
every individual act, and likewise also its condition, (that is, the
whole body itself which accomplishes it, and consequently also
the process through which and in which the body exists) are
nothing but the manifestation of the Will, the becoming visible,
the objectification of the Will. This is the basis for the perfect
conformity overall of the human and animal body to the human
and animal Will, a conformity resembling, though far surpassing,
that between a purpose-made tool and the will of its maker…
(ibid.: I, bk. 2, §20, 168)

As an unconscious force of productivity, the basic principle of the
Will is desire, realizing its visible expressions in the various parts of the
human body: “Teeth, throat, and intestines are objectified hunger; the
genitals are objectified sexual desire; the grasping hands, the swift feet,
correspond to the strivings of the Will which they present at a grade later
and more indirect” (ibid.: 168). This desire is life’s ruling principle and it
basically makes up the subject, determined by the Will that grounds and
motivates it, as a mere subject of willing.
In this way, says Schopenhauer, the subject is also primarily
dominated by pain. Desire, yearning and striving, is pain, and the tragic
fact is that in life only this pain is given to us directly (ibid.: I, bk. 4, §58,
438). Why would this be so? Because “the basis of all willing is need,
deficiency – in short, pain”, and willing, the Will to life, is the
(unconscious) motivation of life itself (ibid.: I, bk. 4, §57, 430). This
ultimately means that pain is not the absence of pleasure, but that
pleasure is a mere momentary deliverance from pain: “gratification is
always really and essentially only negative, and never positive” (ibid.: I,
bk. 4, §58, 438).
The obvious implication here is that pain or want is a constant, and
pleasure or gratification only intermittent or incidental. In the final
analysis life is suffering, not happiness. Indeed, it is a suffering without
end:
the gratification, or the sense of receiving favour, can never be
more than the deliverance from pain, from distress; for such is not
only all actual, obvious suffering, but also every desire that
importunately disturbs our peace, and, indeed, the deadening
boredom, too, that makes life a burden to us. But it is so hard to
attain or accomplish anything; endless difficulties and efforts
stand in the way of every undertaking, and at every step
obstacles accumulate. But when finally everything is overcome

144

and attained, nothing can ever be gained but deliverance from
some suffering or desire, so that we find ourselves just as we were
before its onslaught. (ibid.: 438)

All gratification “cannot be a lasting satisfaction” but only a temporary
one “which must be followed either by a new pain, or by languor, empty
Sehnen, and boredom” (ibid.: 439). With not too much difficulty, one
can see here Burke, Usher, and Goethe united. Like Burke,
Schopenhauer points to the pleasures of labour and exertion,
temporarily combating the encumbrance of boredom or ennui, in
surmounting accumulating obstacles: life for him appears to have a high
and constant difficulty-degree. Like Usher, however, Schopenhauer also
emphasizes the essentially futile nature of pleasures thus won: after it,
suffering starts anew, either in the form of desire renewed or of languor
returned. The subject continuously oscillates between pain and pleasure,
the latter never being able to remove the former but instead constantly
re-invoking it. Her or his fate, Schopenhauer writes in more or less
Usherian manner, is perpetual unrest: “as long as our consciousness is
filled by our Will, as long as we are surrendered to the prompting of
desires with their constant hopes and fears, as long as we are the
subject of willing, we can never have lasting peace or happiness” (ibid.:
I, bk. 3, §38, 280). Thus it is, that much like Goethe’s Werther,
Schopenhauer’s subject of willing always finds itself as it was before, just
as poor and miserable, after having reached for the moon. And thus it is,
that since “there is no final end or goal in striving, there is no due portion,
no purpose in suffering” (ibid.: I, bk. 4, §56, 425).

Schopenhauer and the Sublime
Having said this, the impossibility of pleasure to (fully and finally)
remove pain could well confirm the impossibility of what I have identified
as the moment of closure in Kant’s normative model of sublime
experience: the successful and final sublimation of pain (fear, frustration)
into pleasure (delight, self-confirmation). In fact, while Schopenhauer’s
gloomy account of aimless striving and suffering reinforces the
deceptive nature of any such closure, it even informs us of what will
happen after: either a repetition of the tension it is supposed to have
concluded, or…nothing, emptiness, boredom. Transposing this problem
to the realm of epic narrative, Schopenhauer writes that such a
narrative
conducts its hero through a thousand difficulties and dangers to
his destination; as soon as it is reached, poetry swiftly lets the
curtain fall; for now there would be nothing left for it to do but to
show that the glittering goal in which the hero imagined he would
find happiness had only teased him, too, and that after attaining
it, he was no better off than before. (ibid.: I, bk. 4, §58, 439)
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So, I would say, Kant swiftly lets the curtain fall when the Kantian subject,
having recognized its supersensible destination, appears to have
surmounted the frustrations of its sensible being. Indeed, I wonder, what
would happen after? Does the subject recognize its supersensible
vocation as unattainable, is it no better off than before, infinitely striving
for its freedom from and superiority over nature? Or does it remain
locked within its final closure-in-transcendence, experiencing the
boredom of a bodiless idyll without frustration or fear?
True, if Schopenhauer thus, without being aware of it, questions the
viability of Kant’s triumph over pain, then he himself nevertheless likewise
conceives of the sublime in terms of sublimation. Thus, he claims, sublime
experience involves a subjective transition from the subject of willing (the
subject tied to the determinations of the Will, which can be roughly
interpreted as Kant’s being of nature), to the subject of knowledge (the
subject freed from the determinations of the Will, which can be roughly
interpreted as Kant’s transcendental subject as rational being); from a
desiring, irrational animal creature to a spirit that dwells in pure,
disinterested perception. If the subject encounters objects so mighty
and dreadful that they oppose the Will objectified, i.e. the human body,
if, in their overwhelming and irresistible power, they threaten it, or,
if in the face of their immeasurable greatness they reduce it to
nothingness; [yet] if, in spite of this, the beholder does not direct
his attention to this imminently hostile attitude to his Will, but,
although aware of it and recognizing it, turns consciously away
from it, forcibly detaches himself from his Will and its relations,
and, surrendering to perception calmly, as pure Will-less subject
of knowledge contemplates those very objects that are so
terrifying to the Will [made physical as human body],
comprehends only their Idea [in the Platonic sense of the term]
which is alien to all relation, so that he lingers pleasurably over it,
and is thereby raised above himself, his person, his willing, and all
willing – then he is filled with the sense of the sublime… (ibid.: I, bk.
3, §39, 287)

Here is, once again, a subject superseding (and denouncing) its
physical being, floating freely in the air above itself as it severs all
relations with the Will. Albeit with an effort of will: this subject “forcibly
detaches” itself from its Will; the sublime requires labour and effort, and
this is what distinguishes it from the experience of the beautiful. Indeed,
in the experience of the beautiful such a severing of the Will appears to
be achieved without any pain or trouble, one’s memory of the Will
being, in fact, for a brief moment entirely erased in an aesthetic safehaven detached from the world of striving (ibid.: 287). More than this
momentary liberation of the Will is, sadly, not an option: the subject will
inevitably return to its status as subject of willing. At some point, the body
is bound to re-assert itself and invade the safe-haven of disinterested
contemplation.
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Interestingly, however, just because the experience of the sublime
involves not a harmonious but a forceful, conscious break with the Will it
never involves the complete forgetting of the Will that typifies the
Schopenhauerian experience of the beautiful. As Schopenhauer puts it,
the exaltation of the sublime
must not only be consciously won, but also consciously retained,
and hence it is accompanied by a constant memory of the Will though not of a single, individual willing, such as fear or desire, but
of human willing in general, in so far as it is universally expressed in
its objectivity, the human body. (ibid.: 288)

What Schopenhauer here implies is that the sublime feeling may take
one ‘up high’, but nonetheless never grants for a complete erasing of
the ‘down there’. That is to say, if in Schopenhauer’s experience of the
sublime the subject moves up, briefly liberating itself from its relations to
an insatiable, indestructible Will, this move up is all the same constantly
subtended by the constant awareness of also being tied to the Will as a
general, unconscious force: of being not just mind but also body, of
being not just a knowing but also a desiring subject. Thus, one could say,
Schopenhauer highlights the irresolvable conflict inherent to sublime
experience by representing it as a simultaneous experience of exaltation
(i.e. being momentarily lifted above one’s individual fears) and
frustration (i.e. being nevertheless rooted in the ultimate source of all
suffering) at the same time.
Or, as Bart Vandenabeele has recently suggested in a perceptive
essay on Schopenhauer, the sublime feeling here testifies to “a
schizophrenia or duplicity (Duplizität) within the heart of subjectivity itself:
we are both a subject of desire [willend subject] and representation, we
are at the same time impulsive and contemplative, involved and
disinterested, and so on” (Vandenabeele 2001: 31, my translation). In this
way, Vandenabeele concludes, Schopenhauer attests in his very own
way to the “wry” and ambivalent nature of sublime experience:
“pleasure and pain, joy and grief, rest and unrest” in one (ibid.: 31).
Perhaps, however, this wryness is already apparent in the “shocking
brevity” of Schopenhauer’s moment of sublime exaltation: momentarily,
the subject of willing feels a possibility of transcendence, but (in
accordance with Schopenhauer’s own pessimistic tenets) this is bound
to be but an occasion for renewed suffering and striving. It is a moment
that at once discloses and forecloses a reality of being free from the
determinations of the Will: now you see it, now you don’t (ibid.: 31).

The World-as-Will-as-Music

In so far as, for Schopenhauer, the sublime can be evoked in and
through art, tragedy is a liable candidate, though instrumental music is
finally its most appropriate medium. Indeed, for Schopenhauer – and this
is a well-known fact – music is the highest or truest art of all arts,
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outranking the plastic arts (the ‘lowest’) and literature (second-best, with
the genre of tragedy in its front row). Whereas the other arts can merely
represent Ideas (in the Platonic sense of the term), “a domain between
the Will and its empirical [objectification]”, instrumental music provides
direct access to the Will, immediately objectifies the Will and, indeed,
embodies it (De Mul 1999: 125). Just as the world is an objectification of
the Will, so is instrumental music. Consequently, it does not copy or
imitate (individual) things within that world but rather runs parallel to it,
like an analogy with its own independent status. It would lead me too far
to enter into all the peculiarities and curiosities of Schopenhauer’s
philosophy of music here, yet it must be stated that music is in this way
not just of aesthetic but above all of metaphysical significance. It derives
its “power” from the exclusive metaphysical status assigned to it as
taking its listeners “past the empire of Ideas through an immediate
contact with the foundations of the world” (Vandenabeele 2001: 33; De
Mul 1999: 125).
These foundations, I have shown, are hardly appealing, grounding
as they do a human suffering without end. If, therefore, instrumental
music lays bare and even embodies the hostile essence of the world, it
would logically have to be an insufferable art. However, as an art
belonging, for Schopenhauer, to the aesthetic and the metaphysical
realm at once, instrumental music has an interesting double role to play.
As Andrew Bowie puts it: “on the one hand music qua aesthetic
experience temporarily redeems one from the fundamental suffering in
which life for Schopenhauer consists, on the other hand music does this
whilst expressing precisely what makes life a torment” (Bowie 1993: 210).
In much the same way, Bowie continues, tragedy “presents the worst
imaginable events in the form of aesthetic appearance” (ibid.: 210).
And yet one tends to take a pleasure in it. How come? Because, as
Schopenhauer perhaps unknowingly repeats Addison and Burke, an
imaginary suffering, like a past suffering, momentarily relieves one of
one’s own suffering. It grants the negative pleasure central to the
Burkean sublime:
…we are pleased by the memory of past misery, sickness,
shortage, and such like which we have overcome, because this is
the only means of enjoying the present assets [which we
otherwise take for granted]. And it cannot be denied that in this
respect, and from the standpoint of this egoism which is the form
of the Will to life, the sight or the description of someone else’s
suffering affords us satisfaction and pleasure…(Schopenhauer
1986: I, bk. 4, §58, 439)

Schopenhauer then refers to the opening of the Second Book of
Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura, recounting the pleasure of watching from
the shore the “anxious toil” of others on a violent, dangerous sea – “not
because it is pleasant to see someone else harassed, but because it is
sweet to see misfortunes from which we ourselves are free” (ibid.: 439).
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This means, to recall Burke’s existential sublime, that precisely in being
faced with imaginary misfortunes – those of others, those that are past –
one tends to momentarily forget one’s actual misfortunes.
If, according to Schopenhauer, instrumental music – Schopenhauer
here has a Mozart, perhaps a Beethoven in mind – achieves a similar
effect, this is ultimately due to its ability to echo “the emotions
[Regungen] of our inmost [Will-driven] nature, but entirely without reality
and far removed from its pain” (ibid.: I, bk. 3, §52, 386). Music, in other
words, can be painlessly painful, if you will, as it allegedly confronts its
listeners not with an emotion in reality (in Wirklichkeit) but, as
Schopenhauer believes, an emotion in Platonic ideality: an emotion that
would precede and precondition an individual emotion, just as a
Platonic Idea would precede all individual forms. What does this mean
precisely? It means that Schopenhauer, in what seems to be a Romantic
reworking of the views already proposed by Harris and Beattie, maintains
that music does not resonate with the individual emotions of wo/men
but with the general ‘essence’ of these emotions – with what he likes to
call the emotion of fear or joy or merriment as such:
[music] never expresses the phenomenon, but only the inner
nature, the in-itself of all phenomenon, the Will itself. Thus it
expresses not this or that particular and definite [bestimmte] joy,
this or that sorrow, or pain, or horror, or exaltation [Jubel], or
merriment, or peace of mind; but it expresses joy, sorrow, pain,
horror, delight, merriment, peace of mind themselves, to a certain
extent in the abstract, their essential nature, without incidentals
and so also without the motives for these emotions. Yet we
understand them perfectly in this extracted quintessence. (ibid.:
364)

Thus if, I have shown, Beattie thinks of music as not being able to trigger
‘real’, i.e. definite, emotions, Schopenhauer turns this alleged
imperfection into something that might be called a superfection:
emotions supposedly resonating in, and triggered by, music may be
empirically indeterminable – and to that extent, in Beattie’s terminology,
incomplete – yet this attests precisely to the metaphysical status of
(instrumental) music. It presents the ‘kernel’ or ‘quintessence’ of things,
not the particularities related to the visible or phenomenal world.
In this way, interestingly, by divesting music of empirical content so
as to invest it with metaphysical significance, Schopenhauer may be
said to show that an experience of music is an exemplification of
sublime experience: on the one hand, he shows that this experience
releases the listener from her individual pains and pleasures, thus lifting
her above the Will, yet simultaneously music constantly reminds this
same listener of the Will by directly embodying its endless, ungratified
strivings in its own melodies and harmonies (cf. ibid.: I, bk. 3, §52, 362-
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363).1 Like sublime experience, musical experience is thus exaltation and
frustration, forgetfulness and un-forgetfulness, in one; it makes one forget
one’s actual, individual misfortunes (or, for that matter, fortunes) in a deindividualizing experience, though it nevertheless also constantly
reverberates with an ultimate, terrible reality-as-such that can never be
entirely erased from consciousness.

The Musically Sublime
Music in its Schopenhauerian conception can thus already bring
about the painless painfulness of the sublime. Yet would this mean that
all music (at least all music Schopenhauer has in mind in relating it to the
Will) elicits by implication an experience of the sublime? That all musical
experience is already by definition a sublime experience? The question
seems almost too absurd to be raised in all its blind generality, yet
Schopenhauer’s metaphysical speculations do imply that music – or
rather, Schopenhauer’s idea of music as directly embodied Will – must
evoke the sublime at least in an altogether different way than the other
arts would.
Thus, in so far as the Will literally moves in music, and in so far as this
Will is that absolute or without-condition on which the sublime – as Kant
had already stated – turns, music in its Schopenhauerian conception
need only point to itself to evoke a sense of the sublime. It has this
advantage over the other arts that it already incorporates the absolute
in being a direct manifestation of the Will, rather than, as these other
arts, representing representations. Music in its Schopenauerian
conception, one could say, already performs the sublime in its very
physical movements, while the other (for Schopenhauer especially the
visual) arts evoke the sublime indirectly by pointing to some impressive
scene or event as located in the phenomenal world. Indeed, as a direct
gateway to – or mouthpiece of – the Will music already points through
itself to the absolute in merely pointing to itself as the embodiment of
that absolute. It relates to the absolute just as Jesus Christ relates to God
in Western religion (not an inappropriate analogy with a view to
nineteenth-century Kunstreligion): in both instances, the former is an
incarnation of the latter, moving within the conditions of embodiment,
and also immediately leads to that latter which – at least in a Protestant
perspective – cannot be materialized as such (i.e. as absolute) within the
phenomenal world.
So, it could be suggested, one can literally experience the sublime
through music if one shares Schopenhauer’s faith in music as an
1Schopenhauer here bases himself on music of the Classical style. Since this style
dictates an eventual return to the tonic, that is to say, a final and conclusive resolution
after intermittent tensions, it would not exactly apply to the endless striving of the Will.
However, it can be safely presumed that for Schopenhauer, as for Wackenroder,
tension in music only dissolves itself with tears. After all, to him any resolution, however
firmly instated, and also any satisfaction, is only an occasion for renewed uncertainty
and suffering.
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objectification of the Will as well as his faith in the briefly liberating
effects of aesthetic contemplation.2 Today, one is unlikely to share this
faith in either, yet in nineteenth-century Germany the (Romantic) faith in
music and the aesthetic was on the whole openly and unflinchingly
avowed.3 Thus, to give but one example, already before Schopenhauer
Friedrich von Schelling had observed in typically Pythagorian vein that
the infinite (the primary source of the sublime) is as it were implied in
music:
the phenomenal guise of eternal things is the means through
which the infinite takes shape in the finite. But musical form is a
process whereby the infinite is embodied in the finite; hence the
forms of music are inevitably forms of things in themselves.
(Schelling [1802-1803] 1981: 280)

Hoffmann, I have shown, shares this faith in the ‘truth’ of music – as if
while listening to music one turns a blind eye to the visible world and
instantly sees into the essence of things; as if the noumenal, the thing-initself, immediately shines through the ‘phenomenal guise’ of instrumental
music embodying, paradoxically, the forms of things in themselves; as if
music is already the infinite made audible.
Such faith, however, could not tempt even a Hoffmann to the claim
that all instrumental music – at least all Romantic instrumental music –
can give rise by implication to an experience of the infinite. The basic
conditions for the rousing of such an experience are already there –
conditions which the literary and visual or plastic arts would (in the
Romanticist perspective) lack, and can ostensibly only fulfil in adopting
the already-indeterminate ways of music. Yet this is only a starting-point
– or a head-start, if you will. As Hoffmann shows, even Beethoven’s
instrumental music finally triggers the anxiety of the infinite by means of
specific techniques and calculated effects: here, the infinite requires not
just indeterminacy but also a genius and Besonnenheit (deliberation)
presupposing a full mastery over music and listeners. Thus, the feel of the
2This

allegedly immediate relation between music and the Will can be merely believed
in because, as Schopenhauer himself already indicates, it cannot be positively proved.
To verily account for the fact that music is a direct representation of the Will,
Schopenhauer concedes, is impossible. As he puts it, this relation between music and
the Will “accepts and establishes a relationship between music, as idea [Vorstellung],
and something which by its very nature can never be idea; and music will have to be
regarded as the copy of an original which can never itself be presented as idea” (ibid.:
I, bk. 3, §52, 358). All Schopenhauer can advise his readers to do is to listen to music
very often and carefully, while “pondering on my views” and make themselves “very
familiar” with these views (ibid.: 359). The connection between music and the Will is, in
other words, merely hypothetical – and idea of reason, Kant would say.
3Ironically, however, if the Romantic faith in music is no longer tenable – and in fact
highly suspect – today, we are still not redeemed from it: the Romantic vision of music,
Neubauer comments, “has shaped ours ever since” and in such imperceptible ways
that one will not even always be aware of it in one’s conception and experience of
music (Neubauer 1986: 210).
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infinite in music does not come about just like that and, judging from
Hoffmann’s criticism of contemporary composers, cannot be brought
about in just any instrumental music. It depends on what might be called
a sublime manipulation of special, sonorous and temporal effects.
Moreover, I would add to this, when Hoffmann states that the only
proper subject of instrumental music is the infinite, this is ultimately a
regulative claim. Hoffmann, that is to say, is far from claiming that
instrumental music is or cannot but be an instrument of the infinite – as
Schopenhauer more or less implies. Rather, he states that it ought to be
attuned to the infinite. Indeed, in so far as the idea of the infinite is
closely affiliated with the aesthetics of the sublime, Hoffmann here
basically uses the idea of the infinite as a directive to indicate how
instrumental music should operate and what it should evolve into: it
provides the legitimisation for a ‘purely’ instrumental music that should
be in no way imitative, that should not try to define sentiments, let alone
objects or events, that should, in a word, devoid itself of the empirically
perceivable or recognisable and instead act on that indefiniteness or
obscurity, that complete absence of sight which, as it happens, can be
traced to the category of the sublime rather than the beautiful.
In this way, it could be hypothesised, the idea of the sublime may
well have motivated and legitimised the idea of ‘absolute’ music. This,
Dahlhaus has described, is a music measuring up to an idea of ‘pure’
(i.e. empirically emptied) music that is expressive of the infinite primarily
because it has “detached itself [losgelöst] from the visually perceivable
[Anschaulichen]” (Dahlhaus 1978: 23). It was Richard Wagner who
coined the term ‘absolute music’ toward the end of the nineteenth
century, and it was also Richard Wagner who explicitly justified the
(superior) status of such music with reference to the category of the
sublime. Basing himself on Schopenhauer’s philosophy of music, he
would, in fact, even go so far as to claim that music only really comes to
itself in the sublime. This means, I will show below, that all music is for
Wagner not by implication but in principle sublime: the more music
approaches the formlessness of the sublime, the more it emancipates
itself from external regularities or symmetries, the more it answers to its
‘proper’ nature as an art of the Will rather than of representation.

Wagner and Schopenhauer

Wagner unfolds this theory in his Beethoven essay of 1870, which
reworks, if not overturns his earlier propagated views on the relation
between word and music in opera. Briefly said, formerly Wagner
attached equal significance to words and music in opera – as is, for
instance, exemplified by Das Reingold (The Rhinegold). As Bryan Magee
points out, this Wagnerian word-music equilibrium ultimately boiled
down to a music being “conjured out…of the words” sung to it (Magee
[2000] 2001: 130). This procedure, which derived “the melodic line from
the poetic line”, and “note-values and…detailed changes in dynamics”
from the stress of “individual words and syllables”, in turn evolved out of
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Wagner’s theory set out in Oper und Drama (Opera and Drama) (1851)
on the origins of music. As Nietzsche – I will show later in this chapter –
would later do as well, Wagner here posits the thesis that the art of music
evolved out of the ‘spirit’ of Greek tragedy. Thus, Wagner believed, in
the modern era opera degenerated into a debasement of the Greek
drama which – according to his view – “made use of all the arts in a
single composite art-form: instrumental music, verse, singing, dancing,
mime, narration – all came together to articulate a work’s content, and
thus to give it the fullest possible expression, such as none of the
separate arts would have been able to do so alone” (Magee 2001: 86).
By contrast, modern opera, such as Rossini’s, would be a mere empty
spectacle, without proper plots, situations, or characters: drama was
here a mere occasion to stage a music-spectacle serving petty, lighthearted, bourgeois needs of easy and commercial entertainment (ibid.:
87-88).
Therefore, for Wagner, a revival of the old, Greek standard required
a reversal of values: not drama, but music was to play the subservient
role in modern music drama. As Magee puts it, the music would here
“be subordinated to the requirements of dramatic content, in fact
[would] be decided by it: what the music is, and what it does, [would]
be dictated by the drama”, so as to communicate and articulate a
dramatic content (ibid.: 88-89). It could do so, interestingly enough, not
only in the suggestion of powerful emotions relative to the characters or
their situation, but also as a counter-current to, intensification of, or
reflection on the words sung. Thus, the sounds of music could be used in
the manner of the Greek chorus, “commenting perpetually on the
action, heightening significant moments, encouraging or rejoicing,
remembering what the characters had forgotten or did not know,
foretelling a future unknown to them, breaking out in lamentations or
warnings, and drawing it all together at the end – all functions that
could now be performed better by the symphony orchestra” (ibid.: 91).
In the Wagnerian view, this would not curb the function of music in music
drama, but tap its endless potential for suggestion and “subtle”
transfiguration (ibid.: 91).
However, if Wagner thus stated that modern opera-composers
were wrong in basing the drama on absolute music, rather than the
other way around, he was nevertheless forced to reconsider his views
when, in 1854, he discovered Schopenhauer. Introduced to
Schopenhauer by the German revolutionary poet Georg Herwegh,
Wagner became Schopenhauer’s biggest fan and fiercest, most
relentless advocate, though the latter remained irresponsive to him as
well as to his music (ibid.: 149). Almost inevitably, Wagner’s immersion in
Schopenhauer led him to revise his former considerations on the relation
between word and music in contemporary music drama. Judging from
Schopenhauer, music always gains pride of place among the other arts,
and in subsequent works such as Tristan and Isolde or Parsifal Wagner
indeed posits the drama as evolving out of, and in fact making visible or
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perceptible, the music in the way that phenomena in the everyday
world would be manifestations of the Schopenhauerian noumenon or
thing-in-itself. As Magee observes, in the later Wagner, what the
marriage of with staged drama does is give expression to the
metaphysically distinct order of being that constitutes the
inwardness of the visible world thus represented. Music is that
other invisible world of feeling, and above all of the will. The two
worlds in conjunction are or make possible an artistic
interpretation of the whole of life, outer and inner, phenomena
and noumenon. (ibid.: 230)

Thus, the emphasis is no longer on the relation between words and
music. Instead, the emphasis is on the relation between music and “the
theatrical simulation of life that is going on on the stage”. The former
now performs a far more independent role than it had done before, and
the total experience of the music drama turns into an “overwhelmingly
predominantly” musical one (even though, it must be added, Wagner’s
musical practice would nevertheless also continue to reverberate with
his previous ideals partly inspired by Feuerbach) (ibid.: 230). Triggered by
Schopenhauer, he now regarded music as an immediate objectification
of the Will, paralleling the world of representation, thus likewise investing
it with metaphysical significance. Musik der Zukunft (The Music of the
Future) (1861) aside, it was in his Beethoven essay that Wagner would
spell out his theory, arguing that music belongs ‘in essence’ to the
category of the sublime as it is, or can be, uniquely able to break
through the forms of time and space.

Music as Ruin

More precisely, Wagner’s observations on the essentially sublime
nature of music appear to have been inspired directly by a short
passage from the second volume of the World as Will and
Representation. Here, Schopenhauer questions the supposed, and by
then already clichéd, analogy between architecture and music. The
analogy is, for Schopenhauer, far from legitimate. According to him
these two art forms are conditioned in an altogether different way:
architecture, a plastic art, is conditioned by space, music, which, we
have seen, bypasses the world of appearances, is conditioned by time
alone. The former, accordingly, would linger in the ‘lowest’, the latter
shining in the ‘highest’ regions of the hierarchy of the fine arts
(Schopenhauer 1986: II, ch. 39, 581-583). Nevertheless, Schopenhauer
grants, the two extremes meet in one possible correspondence: what
symmetry is to architecture, rhythm is to music (ibid.: 581). Both are
ordering principles, the measures of music resembling the bricks of
architectural works, constituting a comprehensive whole. Albeit just a
comparison in external form to him, Schopenhauer even pushes things a
bit further, stating that music without the ruling principle of rhythm is like
buildings without symmetry:
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…when music, as if suddenly caught by a striving for
independence, seizes the occasion of a Fermata, and, released
from the constraint [Zwang] of rhythm, trods into the free fantasy
of a figured cadenza; such a composition devoid of rhythm [is]
like a ruin devoid of symmetry, and can consequently be
called…a frozen cadenza. (ibid.: 583)

The phrase “frozen cadenza” here clearly functions as a pun
alluding to the (ostensibly Goethean) saying : architecture is frozen
music. Wagner, however, will take this ironic allusion to the idea of music
without rhythm equalling a ruin without symmetry rather more seriously.
He will take it, in fact, so seriously as to fabricate a teleology of music out
of the alleged ‘architectonic’ dominance of rhythmic regularity into the
sublime freedom of harmony and melody. With a curious gesture, I will
presently show, Wagner here takes up Schopenhauer’s complaints
about the ‘improper’ comparisons between architecture and music,
and then makes away with them in a self-concocted history of music: in
so far as music has been ruled by rhythmic regularity – symmetry – as a
leading, formative principle, it has been degraded into taking up an
‘architectonic’, which is to say spatial, aspect (Wagner 1983: 57-60). This
aspect, according to Wagner, has directed music into the cobweb of
appearances where, in principle, it does not belong: it is an art of the
Will, not of representation, it belongs to the ‘inner’, subconscious world of
sleep, not to the outer world of light and day (ibid.: 53-54). So, at least,
Schopenhauer had defined it, and so Wagner continues to define it.
Continuing his (unsubstantiated) history, Wagner detects two sorry
side-effects of this musical aberration into the world of sight. First, the
‘architectonic’ principle – dictating a rhythmic regularity – would have
made for banal musical forms, most particularly dance music. With its
typical, conventional rhythmic structures, dance music is suggestive of
movements in the physical world and conducive to a spatial perception
of music (ibid.: 23). In this way, dance music, ‘worldly music’, firmly
captures the listener within the world of space and physical forms, rather
than (as music for Wagner should to) bypassing these forms in its
capacity as an art of the Will. Indeed, Wagner famously writes, the true
effect of music on its listeners should be that it “disrupts sight in such a
way that we no longer see intensively with open eyes” (ibid.: 21). This
implies a demand that the eye is no longer directed outward, but rather
turned inward. A demand, as Lydia Goehr suggests in “Wagnerian
Endings” (1999), “that we turn our out-sight, if I may so speak, into an insight, our eye of seeing into an ear of seeing; our eye of seeing into an
eye of listening” (Goehr 1999: 48). And what we would thus hear, or see,
is that our “innermost being is one with the innermost being of all that we
perceive”: the unconscious productivity of the Will (Wagner 1983: 53).
The second side-effect of music’s domination by the spatial
demands of the architectonic is equally fundamental: it would have
been judged according to the principles of the plastic arts. What this
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amounted to, according to Wagner, was that music was required to
excite “a pleasure [Gefallen] in beautiful forms” (ibid.: 24). In fact,
however, music according to Wagner “can only be judged according
to the category of the sublime” (ibid.: 25). What does this mean
precisely? That, perhaps, the disinterested contemplation of the
beautiful is only a matter of ‘out-sight’ (the eye of seeing) and the
peculiar experience of the sublime only a matter of ‘in-sight’ (the ear of
seeing, or the eye of listening) because the sublime disrupts visual
perception? Not entirely. Recall, in this instance, what Schopenhauer
has written about the beautiful: in one’s experience of it, one
momentarily severs all ties to the Will. But when Schopenhauer also
claims that in the experience of the sublime this fundamental tie to the
Will is nevertheless continuously remembered, Wagner changes things
slightly. As is not uncommon in his days,4 he puts the categories of the
beautiful and sublime on a continuing scale, the latter being not so
much the opposite as, in fact, the ‘ultimate realization’ of the former. To
speak with Christine Pries (1995), Wagner makes the sublime into a superbeautiful, undermining its self-conflicting nature as a feeling of pain and
pleasure at once.
Below, I shall consider more critically this departure from the
conflict-model of sublime experience in Wagner’s essay – and how, in
fact, Wagner’s own music contradicts his theoretically posited
beautification of the sublime. For now, it will suffice to state that this
beautification proceeds from Wagner’s conviction that the sublime at
once intensifies and supersedes the effect of the beautiful: oblivion. In
contrast to Schopenhauer, Wagner represents the beautiful (associated
with the plastic and visual arts) as an initiation into the full-blown
forgetfulness effectuated by the sublime (associated with music) (ibid.:
56). What, he claims, the aesthetic experience achieves in relation to
the plastic arts; what the plastic arts yield as a net- or end-result through
disinterested contemplation, “this is what music effectuates
immediately”, as a matter of course, “when it makes its first entrance”
(ibid.: 25). Thus the ‘end-point’ of the plastic arts – a point beyond which,
as visual arts, they cannot go for Wagner – is the starting-point for music,
where it all begins, where the subject is ostensibly released from
consciousness.

4In

his Universal Lexicon der Tonkunst (The Universal Lexicon of Music) (1834-1838),
Gustav Schilling (1803-1881) already argued that the sublime is really a category, albeit
the highest category, of the beautiful. Associating beauty with the ‘feminine’ and
sublimity with the ‘masculine’, he represents the sublime as possessing all the
“masculine qualities of beauty” (Schilling [1834-1838] 1981: 466). Since, moreover, such
a fusion of the ‘feminine’ (beauty) and ‘masculine’ (sublimity) is, according to Schilling,
not naturally but artificially achieved, it is art rather than nature where the sublime – i.e.
the highest beauty – can be achieved. In turn, since art is always created, always
formed, hence always form, “nothing sublime can be created without creating
beauty” (ibid.: 473). Wagner, however, will nevertheless argue for an artistic sublime,
achieved in music, in which all the good forms of the beautiful have been removed.
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Music is thus in ‘essence’ one step ahead of the plastic arts. This is
why it cannot be subjected to the norms and principles of these arts:
why it must be judged according to the category of the sublime (or at
least, how Wagner conceives of it), conversant about the limitless or
unbounded, instead of the beautiful, conversant about bounded,
intuitable form. If, though, the experience of the sublime here refers to
the experience of a complete oblivion that Schopenhauer reserved for
the beautiful, Wagner nonetheless conceives of it in Schopenhauerian
fashion as a transcending of both the forms of space and time. Of
course, such a transcending of time poses something of a paradox with
respect to the temporal art of music. This is, after all, an art existing in,
grounded by, and in fact giving articulation to (the passing of) time. Yet
as Schopenhauer already indicated, the awareness of temporal
progression may be interrupted in a ‘frozen cadenza’: a music released
from the constraint of rhythmic regularity. Starting from this, I suggest,
Wagner radicalises Schopenhauer’s argument and posits that music can
already make for a temporal forgetfulness when it turns away from the
architectonic. Or, to put this in reverse, if music only has to release itself
from the grip of architectonic symmetry to redirect itself to the sublime,
the de-spatialisation, if you will, thus achieved at once makes for an atemporalisation: for a sense of timelessness that, according to Wagner,
makes for a sense of boundlessness and forgetfulness typical of the
sublime. After all, if rhythmic regularity derives from an ‘improper’
analogy between music and architecture, this regularity is music’s
spatial aspect. Breaking this aspect, as Wagner learned from
Schopenhauer, also breaks the consciousness of time extended in
space, of movement in space. This break, for Wagner, constitutes the
sublime moment, the moment when the visible world disappears, when
sight is disrupted, when the subject, like a somnambulist, momentarily
walks with eyes wide shut.

Forgetfulness

In this way, or so it seems, Wagner tries to construct music as an
inherently sublime art. Rhythmic regularity, he claims, has on the one
hand led to an illegitimate analogy with the art of architecture. On the
other hand, it has given music an orderliness or, more literally,
surveyability [Überschaulichkeit] which, based on good and beautiful
forms, has eventually subjected it to the aesthetic judgement of the
beautiful (ibid.: 57). If such rhythmic regularity, as Wagner maintains, is
not an inherent but an external quality of music – a way in which music
comes in touch with “the intuitable, plastic world” – and if the absence
of such regularity is a condition of possibility for musical evocations of the
sublime, it is only in the sublime that music can reveal its ‘proper’ nature
(ibid.: 54).
By way of example, Wagner points to Palestrina. Here, a strict and
rigid rhythm is, as it were, pushed into the background and harmony
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gains the pride of place. In Palestrina’s church music, Wagner maintains,
rhythm is still only perceivable through the change in harmonic
chord-sequences...; here, therefore, the temporal sequence is
still so immediately tied to the harmony, which is in itself without
time and space, that the form of time cannot yet at all be
deployed as an aid to understand such music. The only
temporal succession in such a musical piece manifests itself in
the faintest transformations of a primary colour, whose myriad
transitions...are brought before us... Because, however, this
colour does not appear in space, we receive both a spaceand timeless image, a thoroughly spiritual revelation...(ibid.: 58)

There is, of course, something very naive about the presumption that the
‘nature’ of harmony is neither temporally nor spatially determined.
Likewise, Wagner’s idea that the dependence of rhythm on harmony
would by implication undo the ‘architectonic’ element in music seems
questionable. Thus, for one thing, the dominance of harmony in much
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century music hardly ensures a move away
from rhythmic regularity. Within the dominant structure of tonality and
sonata form, harmony is the formative principle, making for a movement
of tension and resolution, whereby rhythmic symmetry is made
dependent on the oscillation of consonance and dissonance. I have no
idea which music, apart from dance music, Wagner has in mind when
discussing the so called predominance of rhythmic regularity. Yet,
significantly, Classical as well as much Romantic music presents a
hegemony of harmony and it is precisely in its service that rhythm
performs its ‘architectonic’ function – that it is made to provide for the
sense of oversight or ‘surveyability’ which Wagner seeks to undo.
Still, if in this way Wagner tries to substantiate Schopenhauer’s idea
of a frozen cadenza, his remarks should nevertheless be taken seriously.
For if anything, it is the (pure) play with colouristic nuances that can
bring about the effect, or the illusion, of a frozen, seemingly timeless
cadenza. Thus, one could conceive of such a frozen cadenza, invoking
a sense of timelessness, as a music which floats, as it were, in more or less
a-tactical harmonic sequences. A series of chromatic inflexions, if you
will, materializing in moments without an apparent before or after.
Though temporally conditioned, to paraphrase De Mul, music can in this
way open up a breach in its own temporal context, thus manipulating its
listeners into “forgetting the passage of time” (De Mul 1999: 128).
A most obvious illustration of such ‘forgetful’ music would be the
post-Wagnerian music of a Debussy, revolving around sonorous effects
and a free-floating harmony that is far removed from the progressive
harmonic patterns typical of much Classical and Romantic music.
Debussy can, of course, hardly be labelled un-architectonic, perhaps
the opposite, yet often his rhythmic subtlety – consider the Prelude to
L’après-midi d’un faune – defies the sense of a regular, rigid beat with
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recurrent strong accents. As Wagner might say, metric flexibility here
suppresses a pervasive, rhythmic exteriority that for him ‘plastisizes’
music. Though the quasi-colouristic effects of much of Debussy’s music
may once again reinforce a link with the visible world of appearances,
we have seen above that Wagner conveniently considers such
colouristic effects as not yet spatial: disregarding the possibilities of
synaesthetic listening, these sound-colours are for him not yet visualized,
not yet concretised, not yet spatially determined.
In Wagner’s own work, such a simulation of the no-longer-temporal
and the not-yet-spatial – which would be essential for an evocation of
the sublime – can for instance be detected in Tristan and Isolde. Ernst
Bloch has, in this instance, already pointed in “Paradoxa und Pastorale
bei Wagner” (“Paradoxes and the Pastorale in Wagner”) (1965) to the
stupefying effect of its Prelude:
The Tristan-chord of the Prelude – how charged it is...with the
stupor of the estranging. Such is its nature that not even its key is
unequivocally determinable, and also traditional harmonic
concepts like passing chord, chromatic inflexion, or suspension
grow weak before it. How often, too, another unresolved
‘dissonance’, i.e. ‘dissonance’ which is no longer a part of the
harmonic framework, seems doubly surprising: as unforeseen as it
is prophetic [ebenso als unvorhergesehen wie als vorsehend], an
almost unexpectedly opened preview of composition
abandoning the tonic. (Bloch [1965] 1983: 227, my translation).

Though not quite removing tonal harmony, Tristan nevertheless seriously
undermines it, and it is this undermining that renders the Prelude its
typical indeterminacy:

159

160

Most obviously, timelessness, a forgetting of time, becomes an issue here
in so far as the Prelude lacks a definite beginning or ending that grounds
and frames a sense of time passing. It opens with a rising sixth emerging
out of an apparent nowhere, hovering without a determinate tonality,
and leading to the equally ambiguous Tristan-chord (m. 2). The idea of
unresolvedness pervading the entire Prelude, Stefan Kunze observes, is
due to the fact that Wagner here refrains from positing “a temporal
order through rhythmic and tonal relations” (Kunze 1983: 226, my
translation). Thus, with respect to the first, the “upbeat of the
violoncellos...raises the expectation of a time-articulating beat-frame,”
yet its possibly determining function is “retracted through the rhythmic
prolongation of the sixth f’”. Likewise, the rests enveloping the Sehnsuchtmotif – accompanied by the Leidens-motif in the lower voice – which is
never more than “initiated” three times over, creates a sense of stasis
instead of progression (ibid.: 226).

161

The peculiar, chromatic tonal relations, moreover, create a sense of
vagueness and groundlessness, of something without a place or origin.
This is due to Wagner’s introduction of the idea of unending melody,
issuing from a more or less a-functional harmony. The trick here is that the
regular, Classical (and also Romantic) relationship between dominant
and tonic is subverted: instead of letting the latter (granting resolution)
succeed the former (requiring resolution) in a decisive way, Wagner
makes the tonic, or what the listener expects to be tonic, into a
dominant – and so on, and so on. As Rummenhöller puts it, here “one
chord always becomes the dominant of the next” (Rummenhöller 1989:
166).
In the discourse of the Romantics, this would mean that one chord
always becomes an anticipation of the next, which in turn is nothing but
an anticipation, tension thus never being relieved. The process could be
continued ad infinitum. It exemplifies, perhaps, Schopenhauer’s assertion
that “the object of desire had only seemed to be that; possession takes
away its fascination; the wish, the need, reintroduces itself in a new form;
when it does not, then follow desolation, emptiness, boredom, against
which the struggle is just as painful as against want” (Schopenhauer: I,
§57, 430). Listening, the immediate effect of this music is a disruption of
what Wagner calls Überschaulichkeit: deprived of harmonic ‘signposts’
(a clearly established tonic) and metric rigidity, the listener is also
deprived of a sense of orientation, a sense of overview. In this case, this
literally translates into a disability to see ‘past’ the next tone toward an
ending or opening: as yet another anticipation that next tone functions
like a blind wall blocking a narrative-progressive listening toward a
beyond which will resolve the ambiguities encountered. Thus, ironically,
the play with anticipation here precisely obstructs the kind of structural
anticipation, the controlling fore-sight, that the listener is granted in
sonata-form-music to project a consistent, comprehensive whole.
One could compare this sort of de-centred, blind listening to
ascending a downward-moving escalator, whereby every step forward
is at once a step backward, every progression at once a regression.
Recalling Burke’s Lockean-based experience of infinity, in which one
remains standing, as it were, in one place while only seeming to move
ahead, the beginning of Wagner’s Prelude to Tristan invokes a sense of
stasis, of a movement that becomes itself immobile – an apparently
eternal present. As such, paradoxically, the opening of the Prelude
effectively simulates an idea of timelessness, of a timeless moment,
through an anticipation without end issued by a chromatic transition
(potentially) without end. Listening, one does not progress from a before
to a present to an after. One remains, instead, suspended in an
immobile instant which is, precisely, brought about by a movement
repeatedly returning to its starting-position. Thus, significantly enough,
the idea of timelessness is here occasioned by a simulation of endless
time. It is triggered by a potentially endless succession or chromatic
colour-switching, that, already retracting as it proceeds, constantly
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undermines its own development and accomplishment. It is this
movement without movement, if you will, which arrests the listener in a
moment as if without temporal progression, whereby an ‘after’ is not
absent per se but rather constantly postponed. In this way, while never
actually cutting time, the Prelude’s opening creates an experiential
illusion of timelessness that – feeding on metric and tonal ambiguity –
draws from a repeated deferral of temporal progression as a progression
of narrative time with a clearly marked before, present, and after.5

Dionysus and Apollo

Knowing this, it remains very much to be seen if the Prelude’s
opening in fact occasions a state of complete forgetfulness: the
forgetfulness that Wagner considers a sublime intensification of the notso-complete forgetfulness excited by the beautiful. Listening to these
tones, do I somehow forget my individuality, do I forget the world of
appearances, do I forget time in an undivided joy of eternity? Hardly.
Forgetfulness here implying tensionlessness, and tensionlessness in turn
implying an ultimate, definite pleasure, the music neither allows for an
absence of tension nor for an absence of pain. Rather, in so far as, for
Wagner, forgetfulness is a forgetting of time, and in so far as the
forgetting of time is here precisely made dependent on, or embedded
within, an anticipation without end, the ostensible forgetfulness triggered
by a timeless moment is subtended by a painful awareness of not being
able to transcend time as constant flux. It is a tense awareness of,
precisely, an endless sequence (a chord constantly turning into the
dominant of the next; a sequence constantly returning to its startingpoint) that can neither be comprehended nor overcome. Of not being
able to move along or ahead, being stuck before an ‘ever-next’
obstructing a cathartic release. Seen from this perspective, the Prelude
to Tristan rather approaches Schopenhauer’s idea of the sublime as an
internally divided feeling of forgetfulness and an inability to forget at
once, than Wagner’s idea of the sublime as the super-beautiful. It
performs, as it were, the Schopenhauerian dictum that a brief and
ultimately untenable moment of ecstatic release is already undermined
as it is ‘lived’ in a frustrating, counter-active memory to the Will
relentlessly pulling from the other side.
This is precisely the point that Friedrich Nietzsche will make with
respect to the sublime in Die Geburt der Tragödie aus dem Geiste der
Musik (The Birth of Tragedy From the Spirit of Music) (1871), a work as
strongly inspired by Wagner as it was by Schopenhauer. Nietzsche here
presents what Jos de Mul has called “an ontology of a definitive
aesthetic character”, its main players being the Greek gods Dionysus
and Apollo. Respectively, they represent the god of Rausch or
intoxication holding destruction and creation in one, and the god of
5All

this, it must be emphasized, refers to the Prelude of Tristan and Isolde only, not to
the opera as a whole.
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Schein or appearance and illusion holding light, clarity, and beauty (De
Mul 1999: 55). Elaborating on Schopenhauer, Nietzsche presents
Dionysus as coinciding with the blind and ruthless Will underlying all
things, while positing Apollo as a “metaphor of the origin of Being in its
spatial and temporal differentiation” (ibid.: 55). Thus, in modern-day
terms, Dionysus is tied to the force of unconscious processes –
epitomized in ecstatic rites – that are typified by an absence of limits
(both in the sense of restraint and in the sense of an interruption of
constitutive differentiations of time and space), and Apollo is
represented in terms of the limitations or differentiations that make (self)consciousness possible: the God of separation yet also the consoling
God radiating the full and soothing delight of Schein or illusion.
The later Nietzsche will cease to make such a rigid distinction
between a terrible reality as such (Dionysus) and a luring world of
appearances (Apollo) covering up and resisting that other reality. Here,
however, he invokes the two Gods and their mutual conflict to stage a
“game of the world’s foundations, the eternal origin and decay of
Being” (ibid.: 54). Performed as an eternal conflict between Rausch and
Schein, this game is – for Nietzsche – located and enacted in the realm
of art. He considers the latter not only “the most fundamental activity” of
wo/man, but also “the gateway to solving the riddle of Being”, the
riddle, one could say, of consciousness arising out of unconscious nature
(ibid.: 55). Though functioning as opposites, the Dionysian and
Apollonian elements in this conflict are, however, not represented as
mutually exclusive. Rather, they are, in a way, mutually supportive: art,
which in Nietzsche’s “Artist’s metaphysics” comes to stand for the ability
to create appearances (the world of phenomena, of illusions, of Apollo),
arises out of the horrific Urlust of a primal chaos (Dionysus) (ibid.: 55).
Explaining and elaborating on this interdependence between the
Dionysian and Apollonian I will show in the following how the Dionysian
Rausch relates to Nietzsche’s Schopenhauerian-based idea of the
sublime and how, in turn, the art of music is raised to a special status with
respect to this idea of the sublime. Referring to Wagner, Nietzsche will
argue that music does not belong to the sphere of the beautiful, the
sphere of forms and appearances, but is instead to be judged
according to altogether different aesthetic principles. In so far, however,
as these aesthetic principles pertain to the principles of the sublime, then
Nietzsche nevertheless focuses more strongly on the suffering, rather
than the delight alone, of Wagner’s sublime musical experience. As with
Schopenhauer, what is emphasized here is the coincidence of pain and
pleasure in an, admittedly, intoxicating and to that extent forgetful but
also terrifying experience of what Nietzsche calls the ‘primal essence’,
the indestructible Will itself.

The Urgency of Transfiguration
To understand the interdependence between the Apollonian and
Dionysian in Nietzsche’s aesthetic ontology it may be helpful, by way of
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illustration, to consider these lines from John Keats’s “To J.H. Reynolds,
Esq.” (1818, 1848):
Dear Reynolds, I have a mysterious tale,
And cannot speak it. The first page I read
Upon a lamplit rock of green seaweed
Among the breakers. ‘Twas a quiet eve;
The rocks were silent, the wide sea did weave
A tumultuous fringe of silver foam
Along the brown sand. I was at home
And should have been most happy – but I saw
Too far into the sea, where every maw
The greater on the less feeds evermore. –
But I saw too distinct into the core
Of an eternal fierce destruction,
And so from happiness I far was gone.
Still I am sick of it; and though, today,
I’ve gathered young spring-leaves, and flowers gay
Of periwinkle and wild strawberry,
Still do I that most fierce destruction see --The shark at savage prey, the hawk at pounce,
The gentle robin, like a pard or ounce,
Ravening a worm. – Away, ye horrid moods!
(Keats [1848] 1986: 238, ll. 86-105)

That “most fierce destruction” here alluded to, which reveals even a
gentle robin as a ravenous killer, opens up to the poet like a black hole
within the more soothing world of outward appearances. What he has
seen, he should perhaps not have seen – “but I saw too far into the sea”,
“But I saw too distinct into the core” – as it conveys to him an ultimately
destructive force of Being. This is what Schopenhauer would call the Will
divided against itself, the unconscious life force grounding all things yet
also sustaining itself as it usurps itself internally: in the Will to life, “every
maw/ The greater on the less feeds evermore”. To fend oneself off from
this under-world, one seeks and needs the presence of consoling forms –
Keats’s spring-leaves and gay flowers – or affirmative illusions: “I’ll
dance,/And from detested moods in new romance take refuge” (ibid.:
238, ll. 110-112).
In The Birth, Nietzsche speaks admiringly of the Hellenes, and Hamlet
as their modern heir, who thus penetrated into what Nietzsche calls the
cruel and absurd ‘core’ of existence: “with a piercing gaze” they looked
“right into the terrible destructive urge of so called world history, and the
gruesomeness of nature” (Nietzsche [1871, 1886] 1987: 64, my
translation). They have seen, recognized and acknowledged, the
senselessness of an existence which is ultimately grounded in what
Schopenhauer already identified as an indestructible and above all
aimless Will. They have seen that life leads to nothing and nowhere,
being ultimately and inadvertently re-absorbed into this irrational, all-
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consuming and life-destructing force. So what is the point of living, to go
on living? So asked King Midas to Silenus, companion of Dionysus:
The daemon remained sullen and uncommunicative until finally,
forced by the king, he broke into a shrill laugh and said:
“Ephemeral wretch, begotten by accident and toil, why do you
force me to tell you what it would be your greatest boon not to
hear? What would be the best for you is quite beyond your
reach: not to have been born, not to be, to be nothing. But the
second best is to die soon. (ibid.: 39)

It was, according to Nietzsche, out of the need to counter this
ultimate “terror and horror of existence”, out of the need to be able live
at all, that “the shining fantasy of the Olympians” was created (ibid.: 39).
It was a fantasy that, like a radiant safety-net, “acted as a transfiguring
mirror” to the Hellenic vision of a terrifying and individual-existencedenying truth. “Thus, the gods justified human life by living it
themselves… To exist in the clear sunlight of such deities was now felt to
be the highest good, and the only real grief suffered by Homeric man
was inspired by the thought of leaving that sunlight, especially when the
departure seemed imminent. Now it became possible to stand the
wisdom of Silenus on its head and proclaim that it was the worst evil for
man to die soon, and second worst for him to die at all” (ibid.: 40). In this
way, a beautiful, Apollonian Schein – the Olympian realm – induced a
love for life in terms of individual existence over the Hellenic Will, a desire
to remain on earth and even yearn for an afterlife.
If this concoction of the Olympian deities signals a sublimation of, or
out of, the Dionysian wisdom, Nietzsche nevertheless considers it a
necessary sublimation. Sublimation, I have already observed in chapter
1, involves a will to forgetting, and in this instance an “active forgetting”
that the greatest good in life is to be nothing (De Mul 1999: 57). To
embrace this ‘tragic wisdom’ could well mean to deny the Will to life in a
denouncing of all action: if not to be, or to be nothing, is the greatest
good, then to do nothing and to be affected by nothing or to plunge
into nothingness seems the only way left. Indeed, to see into the
destructive heart of life could well mean, in Keats’s phrase, to be sick of
it and to renounce it or, in Nietzsche’s terms, to be repelled by it
(Nietzsche 1987: 65).
Yet the Will, of which the individual is an individual manifestation,
has its tricks to counter this denial. It can urge the individual to cling to
life, to urge the individual to be. Always, as Nietzsche puts it, “the greedy
Will finds a way to arrest its creatures in life and compel them to go on
living by means of an illusion spread over things” (ibid.: 135). Or, as he
states it earlier: “the original Oneness, the ground of Being, ever suffering
and contradictory, time and again has need of rapt vision and delightful
illusion to redeem itself” – to see itself transfigured (ibid.: 43). It is in this
context that one can interpret the Nietzschean dictum that the
Apollonian world of appearances, the Apollonian illusion, rises out of a
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terrific Urlust. This illusion not just covers up a primal core of destruction:
the Will, as a Will to life, has an interest in the creation of this transfiguring
illusion, as it is this illusion that occasions and stimulates a love and desire
for life.
Thus, in so far as the Apollonian Schein refers to an aesthetic
appearance, a veil or appearance of transfiguring beauty, the realm of
the Olympians radiating and justifying existence emanated, according
to Nietzsche, from the same need “which called art into being as a
completion and consummation of existence” (ibid.: 40). If, Nietzsche
observes in a fragment, “the primal suffering is broken in representations
[Vorstellungen] then our Being is a continuous artistic act” (Nietzsche
[1870-1871] 1988: 7 [196], 213, my translation). As such, art is the, or more
correctly one, healing power for primal suffering in the allegedly pure
and redemptive pleasure of visual appearances.6 The individual is
“ensnared by art’s seductive veil of beauty fluttering before his eyes” – a
veil that makes meaningful what otherwise would have remained
meaningless (Nietzsche 1987: 135).

The Beautiful and Sublime

Given the fact that Nietzsche associates the Apollonian Schein with
the pleasure taken in radiant appearances, and the Dionysian Rausch
with the self-loss of an overwhelming intoxication, it is hardly surprising
that he should connect the former to the category of the beautiful and
the latter to the category of the sublime. Christian Lipperheide has, to
this effect, retrieved the following fragment from Nietzsche’s Nachlaß of
1869-1874:
If the beautiful is rooted in a dream…, then the sublime is rooted
in an intoxication [Rausch]… The storm at sea, the wild, the
Pyramid is the sublime in nature…The excess of Will occasions
sublime impressions, overwhelming drives. The terrifying
experience of the boundlessness of the Will. The curbing of the
Will [Das Maaß des Willens] gives rise to the beautiful. The
beautiful and the light, the sublime and the dark. (Lipperheide
1999: 14, my translation)

Comparable to Burke’s central notion of an astonishment tinged with
horror in his sensualist aesthetics of the sublime, Lippenheide observes,
Nietzsche’s idea of Dionysian Rausch involves a sudden experience of
attraction and repugnance, of ecstasy and terror, at the same time
(ibid.: 14-32).7 This moment is, however, as brief as it is uncontrollable. It is,
6Apart from artistic beauty, the other two means for healing are the Socratic pleasure
in knowledge, and what Nietzsche calls metaphysical consolation. I will address and
explain this idea of metaphysical consolation in the next section.
7Though Nietzsche’s identification of the Dionysian with the sublime does recall the
Burkean association of the sublime with the terror of a life-negating, violent threat, I will
argue more detailedly below that it is not, and cannot quite be, the same sublime
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after all, somehow experienced beyond the bounds of consciousness in
a moment of radical forgetfulness that redirects the individual to the
Primal One. As Nietzsche describes this moment:
For one brief instant we really become the Primal Essence itself,
and feel its unbounded greed and lust for existence; the
struggle, the torment, the destruction of phenomena now
appears to us as necessary, given the excess of forms of
existence forcing and pushing their way into life, the
overwhelming fertility of the World Will; we are pierced by the
raging goad of these torments at the same moment when we
become one with the boundless primal delight in existence
[Daseinslust], and intimate [ahnen] the imperturbability and
eternity of that delight in Dionysian ecstasy. Despite fear and
compassion we are the fortunate-living, not as individuals, but
as the single Living, with whose procreative delight we have
been fused. (Nietzsche 1987: 127)

The epiphany here described holds pain and pleasure in one. Just
as you are “pierced” by the indestructibly-destructive power of the Will,
you also partake of – in becoming – the immeasurable and eternal
delight in existence that, ultimately, accounts for the destruction
witnessed. An excess of life-forms, driven by an insatiable lust for life,
pushes its way in and, thus, pushes others out: the greed for life inevitably
involves a destruction of life, the one form feeding on the other,
constantly evolving, constantly devouring, constantly becoming. This is
looking at Keats’s site of destruction from a different perspective – not
with fear and horror and repulsion alone, but also with a delight taken in
a primal and imperturbable life-Will that infuses and sustains all. Thus, the
horrific insight into the destructive core of things need not necessarily, or
only, be removed and sublimated into a bright-beaming illusion to
become bearable. Instead, it can also be attended by a feeling of
delight in an epiphanic recognition that Nietzsche will allude to as a
metaphysical consolation: not a seeing away, but a seeing ‘through’
(ibid.: 135).
This unwarranted seeing-through marks the difference between
artistic and tragic culture: it draws consolation not from a brightbeaming illusion but from the affirmative recognition that “beneath the
whirling of appearances eternal life continues unperturbed” – that the
death of the individual only signifies death to the extent that, precisely,
one ceases to be as an individual but, so to speak, continues to live on
in the single Living force that is the Will (ibid.: 135). The delight
occasioned by the Dionysian Rausch thus amounts to a delight not so
much of one’s own vitality as an individual, within the limits of
individuation, but as part of the life-generating – if also individual-lifeconsuming – power of the Will. It is a delight not of being momentarily
anymore. Basically, with Burke the threat comes from the outside, while with Nietzsche
it comes from the very core of life.
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elevated above the Will, but a delight in partaking of the Will and no
longer fearing it; in seeing the horror but also, and at the very same time,
sensing the delight of an on-going, life-sustaining desire. A mystical
experience, on could well say, without a traditional Western God.
In this way, in associating an ultimately life-affirming Rausch with the
feeling of the sublime, Nietzsche offers a variety of sublime experience
that may lack the closure-in-transcendence of the Kantian sublime, yet
nevertheless seems to turn on a sense of closure of some sort: the closure
of a consoling insight not that nature cannot touch the individual, that
one is morally independent, but rather that one is part of nature as a
creative if also terrifyingly destructive force. That one is, if you like,
indestructible precisely in joyfully partaking of the Will that also threatens
one as an individual. Expanding into eternity in a momentary loss of egoboundaries, one here hears not the voice of reason but the voice of
nature saying, in Nietzsche’s words: “Be as I am! Under the incessantly
changing phenomena the eternal primordial mother, always forcing
things into existence, always taking satisfaction in the eternal change of
phenomena!” (ibid.: 127).
The conclusiveness of this ‘sublime turning’ from terror to joy may,
however, be doubted. For one thing, Nietzsche insists that the joy of
sensing an infinite existence is felt just as one is pervaded by the
destructive torments of the Will – not a joy that concludes but a joy that
accompanies pain. For another, the metaphysical consolation gained
from seeing through the destructive pattern of the Will is only had during
a consciousness-suspending instant. Now, as Nietzsche emphasizes, in
the experience of Rausch this forgetfulness radically separates the
“Dionysian reality” from the “everyday world”: the two are separated by
a “gulf of oblivion” that cannot be mediated or traversed (ibid.: 64). This
carries with it the implication that the metaphysical consolation cannot
fully pervade the waking subject as subject, that the delight it issues
cannot be fully felt, remembered, or retained. That, differently said, the
delight is instantly forgotten in the immediate loss of the instant; it does
not stick, and it cannot be retrieved.
At the same time, this delight of a complete self-loss is incompatible
with the desire for self-preservation which, to all appearances, governs
the individual in the phenomenal world. The joy of sensing an infinite,
self-less existence in the eternal life-Will requires a (heroic) transcending
or letting go of the terror of losing one’s individual limits. This, however, in
turn conflicts with the (necessary) desire brought about by the
Apollonian Schein to cling to one’s individual life. For the conscious
subject, moving in the waking world of appearances, such joy seems
almost too much to bear and, as I will explain below, is in fact too
dangerous to be fully consumed: just as dangerous, in fact, as the insight
into the nullity of existence gained from the painful recognition of an
aimless, usurping Will.

The Visual and Musical
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Nietzsche brings this to the fore in his elaboration on Wagner’s
Tristan as providing the listener with an immediate, almost insupportable
experience of the Will’s raging, life-greedy force. In itself, Nietzsche
argues in imitation of Schopenhauer, music already belongs to the
Dionysian rather than the Apollonian world. It is an art of the Will, an art
bound to a world prior to appearances, in which the Dionysian Rausch
or intoxication reveals itself uncurbed. In music the Will speaks directly.
Music, in turn, speaks in what the early Romantics still called
undetermined terms but Schopenhauer would dub universal, ‘essential’
terms. For Nietzsche, music likewise does not specify or individuate –
hence its dissociation from the Apollonian world – but rather presents the
undifferentiated ‘core’ of things.8 Dionysian in nature, it can occasion
“the tremendous awe which seizes man when he suddenly begins to
doubt the cognitive modes of experience” and, together with it, the
“glorious transport which arises in man, even from the very depths of
nature, at the shattering of the principa individuationis” (ibid.: 31). A
“non-visual art [unbildlichen Kunst]”, music can apparently make a
breach in the Apollonian world of appearances (the world of
individuation and differentiation), stirring the individual in such a way
that “he forgets himself completely” in an unconscious transport of – we
have seen – suffering and desire at once (ibid.: 31).
As such, Nietzsche maintains in agreement with Wagner, as an art
of in-sight rather than out-sight, music
is to be assessed according to entirely different principles than
all the plastic arts and not at all according to the category of
the beautiful, although an erroneous aesthetics, in the service of
a misleading and degenerate art, has become accustomed to
the idea of beauty ruling in the world of images, and demands
from music an effect [Wirkung] similar to the effect of the plastic
arts, namely the arousal of pleasure in beautiful forms. (ibid.:
121)

Music belongs to the Dionysian reality, the visual and plastic arts to the
suffering-removing Apollonian Schein. Translated into aesthetic terms,
and recalling the Nietzschean association of the Dionysian with the
sublime and the Apollonian with the beautiful, this means that music
belongs to the invisible, formless (in visual terms) realm of the sublime,
8For

this reason, because music would not emanate from the world of Schein,
Nietzsche argues that tragedy – in its relation to a tragic Dionysian wisdom – can be
traced to the musical, not to the verbal: “Only with reference to the spirit of music do
we understand a joy in the destruction of the individual. For on the basis of individual
instances of such a destruction, the eternal phenomenon of Dionysian art is now made
clear to us, which gives expression to the omnipotent Will behind the principum
individuationis, the eternal life behind all appearances, despite all the destruction”
witnessed (Nietzsche 1983: 126). Music is the “immediate idea” of this eternal life and
hence enables a “metaphysical joy” in tragedy, in the witnessed destruction of an
individual life (the hero): this life, which is only illusion, does not destroy “the eternal life
of the Will” (ibid.: 126).
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while only the plastic arts can be judged according to the category of
the beautiful. To demand from music the arousal of pleasure in beautiful
forms is, for Nietzsche, nothing less than to undermine and remove its
essential, Dionysian character. It would then only seek to “arouse our
indulgence by compelling us to find external analogies between an
event in life or nature and certain rhythmic figures and characteristic
musical sounds” (ibid.: 131).
This would be what Wagner calls ‘architectonic’ music, a music not
‘true’ to music’s nature, and what Nietzsche calls an Apollonian music
that had, he ventures, been long familiar to the post-Hellenic Greeks: a
music with “a regular beat like that of waves lapping the shore, a plastic
rhythm expressly developed for the portrayal of Apollonian conditions.
Apollo’s music was a Doric architecture of sound, but only of barely
hinted sounds such as are proper to the cithara” (ibid.: 36-37). All that, in
Nietzsche’s Wagnerian- and Schopenhauerian-tainted view, is
characteristic of Dionysian music and “music in general” (which by
definition makes Dionysian music into ‘true’ music) was kept at bay in
this Schein-oriented music, i.e. a music allowing for associations with,
and orientations in, the visible world of appearances. It effaced “the
staggering power [erschütternde Gewalt] of tone, the uniform stream of
melody [cf. Wagner’s unending melody], and the thoroughly
incomparable world of harmony” (ibid.: 37). Thus, typically enough, what
would have been known as the sublime effects of music – disconcerting,
overpowering tone, the simulation of the infinite in unending melody, the
disruption of the visual – are its Dionysian and, to that extent, its ‘proper’
effects.9
Precisely because of this, however, because music opens up the
Dionysian abyss (terrifying and blissful at once), its effects are for
Nietzsche too much. It requires the transfigurative veil of the Apollonian
to become bearable, to prevent the individual from a complete regress
9It

should, however, nevertheless be borne in mind that in so far as music is a non-visual
art, it nevertheless inspires to the envisioning in symbolic terms of a Dionysian
universality: not an out-sight, to use these terms once more, but an in-sight. Intoxicated
by sound, or so Nietzsche presumes, the individual is “incited to strain his symbolic
faculties to the utmost; something never-perceived [etwas Nieempfundenes] is pressing
to be voiced…The very essence of nature must now be expressed symbolically”
(Nietzsche 1987: 37). Or, as he puts it later, music stirs the imagination “to shape that
invisible yet vitally moving spirit-world that speaks to us, and to embody it before us in a
metaphorical illustration” (ibid.: 125). It is as if in music the listener herself must perform a
creative-metaphysical act, to translate into the language of images the myth of a
Dionysian universality. The obvious conclusion to be drawn from this is that Nietzsche
would propagate a purely instrumental music which – comparable to a certain a
extent to (pre-)Romantic notions of instrumental music as merely inciting to the making
of a narrative rather than presenting one – has no connections whatsoever with the
world of, if you like, individuation. This is, however, more a Schopenhauerian than a
Nietzschean view: as will be seen, he instead propagates the Wagnerian music dramas
which, while fully allowing the Dionysian ecstasies to surge, at the same time prevent a
complete ‘breaking’ of self through an Apollonian intervention of the story and the
characters witnessed on stage.
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into that abyss. Taking Wagner’s Tristan as an example he claims that –
just as the Dionysian and Apollonian are interdependent in their very
opposition – the overwhelming and excessive effect of the music (the
sublime) heard is here nevertheless necessarily absorbed in the imageworld (the beautiful) of the drama enacted. Thus, he asks:
[can a genuine musician] imagine a human being who would
be able to perceive the third act of Tristan and Isolde without
any aid of word and image, purely as a tremendous
[ungeheuren] symphonic movement, without expiring in a
spasmodic unharnessing of all the wings of the soul? A human
being who has thus, as it were, put his ear to the heart-chamber
of the world-Will and felt the roaring desire for existence gushing
forth into all the veins of the world, as a thundering current or as
the gentlest brook, dissolving into a mist – how could he fail to
break suddenly? How could he endure to perceive the echo of
innumerable shouts of woe and pleasure in the ‘wide space of
the world night’, enclosed in the wretched glass capsule of the
human individual, without inexorably fleeing toward his
primordial home, as he hears the shepherd’s dance of
metaphysics? But if such a work could nevertheless be
perceived as a whole, without denial of individual existence; if
such a creation could be created without smashing its creator –
whence do we take the solution of such a contradiction? (ibid.:
159-160)

The solution is the following: “Tragedy absorbs the highest ecstasies of
music” which, as Dionysian ecstasies, tend toward a denial of self, a
dissolving of self in the eternal existence of the primordial life-current
(ibid.: 158). Evidently, in so far as music is thus able to “break” the mind,
the joy of sensing an eternal, self-less existence is just as lethal to
individual life as the sudden recognition of the cruelty inherent to that
eternal existence. It kindles a regressive desire, to flee toward the
“primordial home” and thus denounce individual existence. What,
however, the drama, the tragedy sung and performed, here achieves to
counter this self-dissolving tendency is a move away from the general
world of music to the world of individuals and individual actions. Tragedy
is, for Nietzsche, already the symbolic expression of the “instinctiveunconscious Dionysian wisdom” allegedly immediately embodied in
music (ibid.: 126). Here, this symbolic transfiguration serves to take away
the immediately disarming effect of the world-Will (the disarming effect,
one could say, of a death-wish which is ultimately an infinite (self-less)
life-wish) through a process of imaginative identification:
the Apollonian power erupts to restore the almost shattered
individual with the healing balm of blissful illusion: suddenly we
imagine to see only Tristan, motionless, asking himself dully: ‘The
old tune, why does it wake me?’ And what once seemed to us
like a hollow sigh from the core of being now merely wants to
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tell us how ‘desolate and empty the sea’. And where,
breathless, we once thought we were being extinguished in a
convulsive distention of all feelings, and little remained to tie us
to our present existence, we now see and hear only the hero
wounded to death… And where, formerly, after such an excess
and superabundance of consuming agonies, the jubilation of
the horn cut through our hearts almost like the ultimate agony,
the rejoicing Kurwenal now stands between us and this
‘jubilation in itself’, his face turned toward the ship which carries
Isolde. However powerfully pity affects us, it nevertheless saves
us in a way from the primordial suffering in the world, just as the
symbolic image of the myth saves us from the immediate
perception of the highest world-idea, just as thought and word
saves us from the uninhibited effusion of the unconscious Will.
(ibid.: 160-161)

At first sight, given Nietzsche’s Wagner-based rejection of
Apollonian music, this necessity of the “eruption” of Apollonian power
might seem strange and contradictory. If the listener must somehow be
protected from music, then why not use music itself as an art that
redirects the listener to the phenomenal world? Why not let music, in so
far as it is able to, create a world of illusions with which the listener can
identify herself and situate herself in? Why, in a word, reject the ‘plastic
rhythm’ and ‘Doric architecture’ of Apollonian music, when the
Apollonian force is needed to remove the immediately overwhelming
effects of Dionysian music, i.e. music per se? The answer is twofold. First,
in so far as music is made to assume an Apollonian veil it can for
Nietzsche do so only insufficiently. Even if it suggests the movements or
outlines of a scene it can do no more than suggest, or perhaps mimic,
rather than fully specify it. Secondly, music is not supposed to assume
such a veil. What it is supposed to do is to operate like an ominous but
also powerfully attractive undercurrent in cooperation or dialogue with
a represented, Apollonian world of myth “that tears us out of the
Dionysian universality and lets us find delight in individuals” (ibid.:161).
What this means is that an Apollonian music would efface or suppress
the Dionysian element altogether, while Wagner’s music drama’s –
resembling for Nietzsche the Attic tragedies – sustain the Dionysian
element though at the same time putting it at a distance in combination
with the Apollonian illusion of the drama witnessed. The two must work
together, instead of the latter absorbing the former completely.10
10The sustaining of the Dionysian element is in fact not just topical with respect to music,
but also with respect to the drama: only in combination with music’s Dionysian power
can drama become more than it can ever achieve on its own – if the Apollonian
illusion relieves the excess of the Dionysian, then the latter nevertheless also infuses the
former in a crucial way, expanding and enlightening it way beyond itself (Nietzsche
1983: 177). Still, Nietzsche adds to this that only so much of the Dionysian can enter
consciousness as the Apollonian can transfigure. This has led Peter Sloterdijk to
conclude that it is always the Apollonian element which has the upper hand, firmly
controlling its “dialectical other” (Sloterdijk 1983: 206, my translation).
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The effects of myth thus accompanying music are, we have seen,
not to be underestimated. They provide, if you will, the necessary
fictional context not just to make bearable the Dionysian ‘truth’ sensed
through the music but, in Jos de Mul’s terms, to allow it to “become
capable of being experienced” without the subject instantly crashing
apart (De Mul 1999: 58). For what is at stake here is that, comparable to
what Addison, Burke, and also Kant had observed with respect to the
terror of the sublime, a real threat is transformed into an imaginary threat
through the interposition of the characters on stage. As Nietzsche
already states, the tragic spectator “believes to hear, as if the innermost
abyss of things spoke to him perceptibly” (Nietzsche 1987: 158, my
emphasis). The implication is that the spectator-listener, in the case of
Tristan, indeed hears the innermost abyss of things (through the music
heard) but that the tragic myth – interposed like some crash barrier –
deludes this spectator-listener into thinking that it is through the myth,
and through the imaginary identification (or, as Nietzsche calls it, a
“sympathetic emotion”) with the tragic hero/heroine, that s/he witnesses
an imaginary abyss (ibid.: 161).11 The delight that this ensues appears to
be primarily a creative or in any case aesthetic delight: the Apollonian,
allowing the spectator-listener to focus on individuals, on tragic heroes,
“satisfies our sense of beauty which longs for great and sublime forms; it
presents images of life to us, and incites us to comprehend in thought
the core of life they contain” (ibid.: 161).
In this way, one could say, the Wagnerian music drama in
Nietzsche’s perception effectuates not an effacing of the Dionysian
through art, but a facing of the Dionysian abyss in the presence – and
through the protective filter – of an Apollonian safety net. It is pain and
pleasure, danger and safety, in one, the music constantly resounding
with the greedy life-Will, the myth containing and transfiguring it in such
a way that the tragic hero (or heroine) takes on the entire Dionysian
burden, relieving the spectator-listener from it (ibid.: 158). S/he can, as it
were, vicariously experience the ‘core’ of things through this tragic hero.
If it is this vicariousness which, acting as a safety clause, grants delight,
then in this respect Nietzsche’s experience of Wagner’s music drama
seems not far removed from the Burkean experience of the sublime, in
which one is faced with one’s own mortality – one’s destiny – without
immediately or actually getting hurt.
There is, however, a limit to this comparison with the Burkean
existential sublime. Firstly, in so far as the Apollonian safety net prevents
the spectator-listener from drowning into the Dionysian ground-current,
the former never conclusively covers or removes the power emanating
11Feeling

with or for the characters in the myth thus saves the spectator-listening from
losing him- or herself. So strong is this Apollonian effect of individuation that the
spectator-listener is in fact deluded into thinking that the music merely enlivens and
vivifies the tragic myth, while the latter, for Nietzsche, is really merely a reflection of the
former: s/he believes that “through music” s/he is “merely supposed to see better and
more profoundly” (Nietzsche 1983: 161).
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from the latter. “In the total effect of the tragedy”, Nietzsche insists it is
not the Apollonian but the Dionysian that “predominates once again”
(ibid.: 164). Indeed, in the end, the Dionysian is so powerful that it forces
“the Apollonian drama itself into a sphere where it begins to speak with
Dionysian wisdom, and even denies itself and its Apollonian visibility”
(ibid.: 164). Secondly, and in relation to this, unlike Burke’s existential
sublime, but like the Schopenhauerian sublime, the Nietzschean sublime
does not revolve around an external, more or less concrete threat.
Instead, it turns on an inescapable, internal conflict at the heart of life
itself: the threat of the life-Will. Embedded within a specifically tragic
world view, the self-conflicting experience of the sublime here takes on
a more profound and irresolvable aspect in its relation to the
irremovable conflict that defines, and in a way sustains, existence.12
Thus, just as Schopenhauer’s aesthetics of the sublime revolves
around an ultimate duplicity within the heart of subjectivity, so
Nietzsche’s approach to the sublime as associated with the Dionysian
brings home, in Andrew Bowie’s words, “the inherent transience and
incompleteness of individual subjective existence”, while at the same
time “suggesting…a striving for the infinite”, a joyous “affirming of eternal
life” (Bowie 1983: 227). It presents a subject that is at once a subject of
representation and a subject of the Will, at once suffering from and
delighting in the (regressive) loss of the principium individuationis, the loss
of its own limits that finally constitute it as a subject.13 Or, phrased in
twentieth-century psychoanalytic terms, it presents a subject at once
threatened by and revelling in a (regressive) loss of ego-boundaries that
signals, on the one hand, a death of individual existence yet, on the
other, an opening to an oceanic-like infinite.
Thus, one could say, in The Birth music is represented as essential to
the experience of the (artistic) sublime: an experience conceived not as
a narrative experience of elevation by way of frustration but as an
aporetic experience of an impossible passage or deadlock holding pain
and pleasure in one. If this once more reinforces the intricate, (proto)Romantic link between the sublime and the musical, I will show in the
following chapter how the late-nineteenth-century music theorist and
philosopher Arthur Seidl would likewise stress the special connection
between the sublime feeling and the experience of music. Inspired by
Schopenhauer and Wagner, Seidl would not just try to determine how
the sublime can be invoked in or by way of music but also what
specifically makes for the sublime of music. Can one, he asks, conceive
of a specifically musically sublime experience, rather than an imaginary
experience of, say, a violent sea or raging storm conducive to the idea
of the sublime as suggested or simulated by musical sounds and
movements? Can one’s listening experience be undermined in such a
12I

would like to thank John Neubauer for these remarks.
as Nietzsche puts it in a fragment dated between the end of 1870 and April 1871,
“pain, contradiction [der Widerspruch, also connoting resistance] is true Being.
Pleasure, harmony, is illusion” (Nietzsche [1870-1871] 1988: 7 [165], 202).
13Or,
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way – by a music that presents yet at once defamiliarizes itself – as to
make for the dizzying interruption of the sublime? In this way, it will be
seen, in advocating the idea of the musically sublime, Seidl puts forward
an alternative to Eduard Hanslick’s dominant, formalist notion of the
musically beautiful which has, so far, been persistently overlooked in the
history of (music) aesthetics.
This is, however, not an alternative re-presenting the experience of
the sublime as such as an experience that is – as with Schopenhauer
and Nietzsche – basically at odds with itself. On the contrary, and rather
disappointingly, Seidl is very much at pains to redirect the experience of
the sublime to its Kantian variety: a successive experience of pain and
pleasure that takes the subject far above the world of sense into a
splendid isolation. Nevertheless, in spite of this, Seidl is of interest to my
argument because his account of the musical(ly) sublime revolves
around a concept that may prove to be of no little significance to the
idea of the artistic or artificial sublime in general and the musical(ly)
sublime in particular.
This, I show in the following chapter, is the concept of
Formwidrigkeit. Seidl introduces the concept to come to grips with the
problem that art is (inevitably) formed, an artefact, while the sublime
signals that which cannot be formed, that which resists form. The answer
to the problem, according to Seidl, is an artwork somehow opposing,
undermining, and in that way transcending its own form and formboundness: a presentation that, as it were, disrupts or interrupts itself to
signal its own beyond. Taking up this notion of Formwidrigkeit, I use it to
‘think through’, if you want, different modalities of the Romantically
musical(ly) sublime. In this way, Seidl’s concept of Formwidrigkeit will
serve as a heading to consider various and typically disruptive,
Romantic musical strategies and practices in relation to the idea of the
sublime. As in chapter 3, the emphasis will thus not so much be on the
possibility of an ‘alternative’ sublime feeling as on the question if and
how the idea of the sublime can be said to have informed nineteenthcentury, Western-European musical practice and culture at all. How,
that is to say, the characteristically Romantic transgressing of accepted
norms and forms – the breaking of ruling artistic and aesthetic laws – can
be reconsidered in the light of a Formwidrigkeit that is symptomatic of
the aesthetics of the sublime.
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6
Excess
It appears to me that the correct, apt
description for…a striving beyond form…is not
‘counter-purposive’ or ‘formless’. For the
benefit of a fitting characterisation of this
important and essential phenomenon in all
manifestations of the artistic sublime, I would
like to posit…the new concept of ‘formcontrariness’ [Formwidrigkeit]…
Arthur Seidl

Introduction

In his 1891 introduction to Vom Musikalisch-Schönen (On the
Musically Beautiful) (1854), Eduard Hanslick states that “the beauty of a
piece of music is specifically musical, i.e., is inherent in the tonal
relationships without reference to an extraneous, extramusical context”
(Hanslick [1854] 1986: xxiii). Recapturing his rigidly formalist statement,
Hanslick also recalls that it had always been his “sincere intention to
elucidate fully the ‘musically beautiful’ as the vital issue of our art and
the supreme principle of its aesthetics” (ibid.: xxiii). Wagner, I have shown
in the preceding chapter, could not have agreed less, but then Hanslick
tried to eliminate his well-known opponent on his own grounds:
Wagner’s “doctrine of endless melody” as employed in Tristan and
Isolde, Hanslick claims, is nothing but chaos, “formlessness raised to the
level of a principle” (ibid.: xxiii).
In a now little-known dissertation entitled Vom Musikalisch
Erhabenen (On the Musically Sublime) (1887), Arthur Seidl would,
however, contradict Hanslick on both counts: not the musically
beautiful, but the musically sublime is the “vital issue” of music, not form
but the resistance to form is what con-forms to the ‘essence’ of music.
Exploring this idea of the musically sublime – which, as will be seen,
essentially revolves around a Wagnerian disruption of sight that is caused
by a disintegration of rhythmic regularity – I here pay special attention to
Seidl’s suggestion of the term Formwidrigkeit to account for the artistic
sublime in general and the musically sublime in particular. Literally
translated, Formwidrigkeit would mean a countering of form. Seidl,
however, uses the term all too restrictively to refer to a sensible form
signalling something supersensible beyond itself: what Kant has called a
negative presentation. Yet as I show below, Formwidrigkeit can also, and
far more interestingly, be thought in more material or physical terms: as a
sonorous excess breaking the coherence of a musical chord or
sequence, as a physical excess defying muscular grasp in the performing of music, or as something other or unheard-of, breaking through
existing rules of musical form.
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Embedding these modalities of Formwidrigkeit in Romantic
composition- and performance-strategies, I will explore the significance
of the aesthetics of the sublime to Romantic revaluations of music and
musical practice. Though in some cases this harks back to traditional
concerns with the monumental, the form-contrariness typifying more
experimental Romantic musical assays can in fact be seen to anticipate
Jean-François Lyotard’s recent rereading of sublime art as breaking the
law of ‘good’ form and denying itself the solace of the beautiful.

Countering Hanslick

It is well known that not long after the publication of The Birth of
Tragedy, Nietzsche radically reconsidered his views on Wagner. No
longer regarded as an ally but an adversary, if not a traitor, Wagner
became for Nietzsche the composer who wrote dangerous music,
making listeners forget and lose themselves in a quicksand of tones by
means of a suspiciously monumental style. It is not the place to enter in
detail into this complicated controversy here, yet it should be noted that
in Nietzsche Contra Wagner (1888, 1895) Nietzsche totally reversed his
argument against ‘mimetic’ music put forward in imitation of Wagner in
The Birth. While formerly he had made a case against a so-called
‘plastic rhythm’, he now makes a case against the absence of rhythmic
regularity imminent to – in his view – Wagner’s unending melody. Thus, in
“Wagner als Gefahr” (“Wagner as Danger”) he states disapprovingly
that unending melody “seeks deliberately to break all evenness of time
and force and even scorns it occasionally” – though, as Nietzsche will
often observe, only on the incidental, small-scale-, never on the largescale level. The result is a “complete degeneration of rhythmic feeling,
chaos in place of rhythm“, whereby the listener is gradually deprived of
any grip, any balancing stronghold (Nietzsche [1895] 1988: 422).
Listening, as Nietzsche pictures this effect metaphorically, “one walks
into the sea, gradually loses one’s secure footing, and finally surrenders
oneself to the elements without reservation: one must swim”: one is, as
he continues, “floating – no longer walking and dancing” (ibid.: 421-422,
422). No longer “dominated by any law of plasticity” this music wants
only “effect”: it wants to intoxicate its listeners (ibid.: 422).1
If Nietzsche thus denounces this grip- and orientation-breaking
effect – an effect that he formerly would have considered a proper
effect of an art that should not aspire to invoke the world of
appearances, the world of forms and physical movements – Arthur Seidl
would come to its rescue in his dissertation on the musically sublime.
Here, Seidl takes Wagner’s music and the Beethoven essay as a starting
1Perhaps this reconsideration of Wagnerian music drama in terms of a dangerous
instead of delightful self-loss is not so much radically opposed to as already dormant
within Nietzsche’s conception of the Dionysian and Apollonian blending in art. In this
blending, we have seen, the visible, Apollonian forms and also the words sung on stage
are to protect the listener from the overwhelming presence of the music heard. The
danger of Dionysian music – which in The Birth still signals music per se – is in this way
already implied in Nietzsche’s early defence of it.
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point to formulate a specifically musically sublime in contrast to Eduard
Hanslick’s idea of the musically beautiful.2 Like Wagner and the early
Nietzsche, he will argue that music cannot be appropriately judged
according to the norm of beautiful form, but rather to the formlessness
associated with the sublime.3
No doubt influenced by the polemic between Wagner and
Hanslick, Seidl’s main objection against Hanslick’s theory of the musically
beautiful – which Seidl nevertheless respectfully calls “an obstacle that
one cannot get past” without having come to terms with it – is that it
only applies to the Mozartian school (Seidl 1887: 1, my translation). Here,
everything would stand “as fixed and concluded in itself”, the music
being ruled by proportional metric symmetry and “plastic surveyability”
(ibid.: 128). Seidl in this instance alludes to the Hanslickian notion of
“tonal arabesques” [Tonarabesken] that “always mutually correspond
with each other in their windings, connect with each other in ranks
[Gliedern] and groups and…together always make up a specific tonal
drawing, an accomplished, self-enclosed, finished musical painting:
Limitation! – everything rests harmonically, firmly rooted in and on itself
(as Hanslick has also described this…in a similar way)” (ibid.: 129). Such a
process would be exemplified by Mozart’s music.4
Yet what if music defies limitation, what if it does not conform to the
idea of self-subsistent, neatly rounded forms? What if it strives toward the
unbounded and, to this end, defies the easily graspable proportions of
the beautiful? What if, as Seidl observes with respect to the Adagio of
Beethoven’s Ninth, a music feeds on metric freedom and displays such
an “extraordinary connection of…melodic phrases, the one already
starting where the other stops”, without any kind of “satisfying ending”
setting in, so that the whole cannot be easily grasped or overseen (ibid.:
128)?5 Hanslick’s theory of the musically beautiful, Seidl argues, would be
“totally inadequate” to account for such music (ibid.: 130). Indeed, it
would be founded on an outdated theory of music that is already in
contradiction with even Bach, with Beethoven and most certainly with
Wagner’s modern musical practices (ibid.: 130). Seidl’s main objective in
2I

would like to thank Henk Borgdorff for pointing out to me, and providing me with,
Seidl’s text.
3As Seidl quotes a Dr C. Fuchs: “The original source of the concept of the beautiful is
undoubtedly and verifiably the visible, the plastically or pictorially attractive, that which
pleases the eye through the proportional nature of physical forms, through the richness
and sensuality of colours” (Seidl 1887: 11). As such, the idea of the beautiful is
illegitimately applied to music: the latter should be judged according to criteria more
appropriate to its specific nature.
4Ironically, when Hanslick comes to speak of the arabesque he emphasizes its sublime
effect, as its lines “expand and contract and forever astonish the eye with their
ingenious alternation of tension and repose” (Hanslick [1854] 1986: 29).
5Compare this to Hanslick’s appreciation of Beethoven’s Prometheus-Overture to
illustrate the effect of the musically beautiful: “there takes shape before the mind’s ear
of the listener a melodic symmetry between the first and second bars, then between
these and the next two, and finally between the first four bars as a single grand arch
and the corresponding arch of the following four bars” (Hanslick [1854] 1986: 12).
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proposing an alternative idea of the musically sublime will, as such, be to
counter the emphasis on musical proportionality in Hanslick’s central
statement:
The primordial stuff of music is regular and pleasing sound. Its
animating principle is rhythm: rhythm in the large scale as the
co-proportionality of a symmetric structure; rhythm in the smaller
scale as regular alternating motion of individual units within the
metric period. The material out of which the composer creates,
of which the abundance can never be exaggerated, is the
entire system of tones, with their latent possibilities for melodic,
harmonic, and rhythmic variety. (Hanslick [1854] 1986: 28)

The Sublime in Music

Connecting the sublime with the musical, Seidl starts from the
Kantian distinction between the beautiful and sublime as well as later,
nineteenth-century elaborations on the topic by Theodor Vischer,
Wilhelm Wundt, W.T. Krugg, J.H. von Kirchmann and others (Seidl 1887:
17-37). Following Kant’s analytic – the problems that this raises will be
discussed later – Seidl defines the sublime feeling as a pleasure
mediated through a displeasure, an indirect pleasure, brought about by
something mighty or apparently immeasurable, too great for
comprehension. If, he states, “the beautiful pleases through its form, the
sublime only pleases indirectly on account of a certain formlessness”
(ibid.: 31). This, he adds, does not necessarily associate the sublime with
the ugly, in so far as a lack of proportionality would signal a lack of
beauty: “the ugly”, Seidl proposes quite significantly, “is the not yet
beautiful, the sublime the no longer beautiful” (ibid.: 31). The ugly is
beneath, the sublime beyond the beautiful, the former “has not yet
found its proper form” (and in suspicious nineteenth-century fashion Seidl
associates this with an animal, less-than-human state), the latter is above
all form – supersensible and to that extent super- or un-formable (ibid.:
31). In this capacity the sublime provides, indeed, a “way out” of the
world of sensibility, of bright and easy forms, while the beautiful precisely
“likes to capture” the subject in this plastic world (ibid.: 33). As with Kant,
though Seidl here appears distinctively Hegelian as well, the emphasis is
thus on Erhebung through a painful encounter with something that
defies – yet in this way also stretches to its outer limits – the formative
power and comprehensive grasp of imagination.
As such, transcending the visible world of forms, and triggering the
mind to move past it, the “constitutive moments” of the sublime are
radically opposed to those of the beautiful: the latter feeds on
“regularity, symmetry, harmony, etc.”, the former on “amorphousness,
dis-proportionality, lawlessness [Regellosigkeit], asymmetry, disharmony,
etc.” (ibid.: 31). Here, however, Seidl also departs from Kant to the extent
that he tries to mediate between Kant’s extremely subjectivist and a
more object-oriented approach to the sublime. Basically, his
compromise is that an object can take such huge or mighty proportions
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that it triggers or suggests an idea of absolute greatness or might in the
mind of the beholder. It is, in turn, this idea, born out of an interaction
between object and subject, which gives rise to a feeling of the sublime:
of something that transcends any known measure or standard. Thus,
paradoxically, “the object already incites in the subject the mood
[Stimmung] of the sublime through the particular nature of its shape
[Gestaltung], through its own form”: the object is an incentive for selftranscendence (ibid.: 34).
Obviously, in this way Seidl can allow art – that which is shaped,
formed – into the sphere of the sublime, even if the latter can “be
contained in sensible appearance, shape, form, only as potentiality”, as
intimation (ibid.: 35). Theodor Vischer, Seidl remarks, had to this effect
already defined the artistic sublime in Hegelian fashion as the “formed
and formless in one” (ibid.: 45). Seidl himself proposes the term
Formwidrigkeit. Not unlike the idea of a negative presentation already
encountered in Lowth, Usher, and Kant, an available form is here said to
be in contrast or conflict with, in fact undermined by, the idea (of
something beyond form) that it gives rise to (ibid.: 44). This is a form that is
in fact in conflict with itself, that contradicts the senses in such a way
that it inspires the idea of something beyond itself, of, indeed, the infinite
(ibid.: 46). An idea, one could say, that refuses to be shaped: that
refuses to be born or incarnated, to show itself in its entirety to the
physical eye or announce itself in its entirety to the physical ear. In this
way, though wo/man-made and sense-bound, a work of art can still at
least suggest or simulate something that “transcends every standard of
sense” (ibid.: 45). The same, I have shown, was at stake in Burke’s
analysis of the artificial infinite: nothing in nature can ever be truly
infinite. Art can never present the infinite as such, but it can play a game
of make-believe as if it did as much.
With reference to music, Seidl points to the effects of excessive
loudness and speed, of sharp dissonances, and of a long-built
crescendo effectuated by an immense tone-mass. As for the last, the
effect is in some ways comparable to the effect that Kant describes in
relation to the great Pyramid of Cheops. Starting from a gradually builtup crescendo produced by an even number of instruments, Seidl
observes the following. Inspired by the increase of sound, imagination is
here “incited to apprehend ever more, and to ascend ever higher. It
even rushes ahead of what is given, what is concretely available [in the
tones produced], progresses further and further on its own, and finally
loses itself in an indeterminable, infinite height, that is to say, progresses
up to an unbounded, omnipotent intensity, which leaves objective
reality far behind” (ibid.: 93-94). This means that a massive crescendo
effectively suggests, rather than concretely presents, a progression into
infinity: it gives rise to an idea and even a response exceeding its own
form. Imagination, after all, is said to proceed on its own, as if fired by
the intensifying movements of the music, into a realm that leaves the
actual sound-world behind. Unlike Kant, however, it seems that for Seidl
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the sublime feeling is thus effectuated through an ever-increasing
stretching of the scope of imagination, until it is lost in its own excessive
activity, instead of a realization of a supersensible capacity of reason
giving rise to the idea of infinity as absolute totality.
For Seidl, this play with Formwidrigkeit indicates that music here not
so much presents but works the sublime as something absolute, beyond
all measure. As the example of an over-heated imagination carrying off
beyond the music heard already indicates, the sublime is here not
intrinsic but secondary to the sounds produced: a side-effect of their
increasing intensity, which incites the mind to continue this increase into
infinity (ibid.: 95-96).6 Romantic critics and theorists of music, I have
described in chapter 4, had already observed something similar. Here
instrumental music, due to its semantic and also material indeterminacy,
gave free reign to the power of imagination, yet never allowed it to
come to a satisfying ending. The feel of the infinite, it will be recalled,
here very much coincided with a process of infinite association and
infinite interpretation.

The Sublime of Music

For Seidl, however, this interference of imaginative power is
extremely problematic with respect to the possibility of a sublime that is,
in his words, not external but internal to music: not a sublime in or worked
by music, but a sublime of music, generated by a specifically musical
impression. In what appears to be a most awkward rereading of the
Kantian sublime, he basically proposes that the sublime can never be
intrinsic to music when the power of imagination is actively roused or
involved. As an associative and representational power, drawing its
associations (in part) from the visible world of forms, the activity of
imagination blocks – according to Seidl – the possibility of a specifically
or ‘truly’ musical sublime. Thus, to his mind, an activated imagination still
provides a link with the phenomenal world, the world of specifiable
forms and appearances.
What this really means is that with the power of imagination as a
mediator, the sublime is merely experienced by way of analogy in
music. As Seidl has it, the listener here experiences the music as if she
were experiencing something else, something that recalls a scene or
event in the outside world – for instance, a violent storm or the heaving
of a raging ocean. Though effective, this nevertheless means that
6In

accordance with Seidl’s thesis that the formlessness of the sublime can only be
intimated from within the peculiar forms of art, it is this activity or movement of mind
which would then produce a sublime feeling: a feeling of Überschwengligkeit in having
hurried on into a region where all comparative standards are left behind. All this
wandering off, however, rather recalls the Nietzschean swimming and floating in a
tone-world without grip or orientation than the Kantian failure of imagination in the
face of a superior, intrusive power of reason. Indeed, one could say, Seidl here portrays
an enthusiasm of imagination, an imagination moving beyond its proper, sensible
bounds, that Kant rather likes to see restrained as much as possible.
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something must be added to the music to create a sublime impression,
that the music is used as a means to evoke some awesome natural
scene. For Seidl however (and in this respect he echoes Hanslick’s
argument in relation to the idea of the musically beautiful), in order to
bring about a specifically musically sublime experience, music should
not be used as a means for an end. Indeed, it should not even be used
as a means to evoke an idea of something so un-formable as the
infinite, the music suggesting in its movements or dynamics an extension
or intensification without end that inspires imagination to probe and
stretch its limits.
Instead of such a musical mediation, if you will, of either a visual
impression or a supersensible idea, Seidl would like to see the musically
sublime as it were contained in a specifically musical impression – an
impression, more specifically, of music’s ‘essence’. To this end, and as an
alternative to an “associatively induced sublime”, he proposes Wagner’s
suggestion of an un-architectonic music: a music that does not in any
way recall the movements of the phenomenal world, a music that
blocks out-sight and short-circuits the formative-associative activity of
imagination (ibid.: 113). A music, one might say, that resists the forms of
the visible world and is instead purely a music of the Will. Building on
Wagner’s Schopenhauerian notion of music as an immediate
objectification of this Will, Seidl suggests that such an ‘intrinsic’ musical
sublime – a ‘truly’ musically sublime – is conditioned by a rupture of what
Wagner had already labelled music’s (inordinately) plastic element: its
rhythmic regularity. Thus, he states,
A music will answer to the specific character of its nature all the
more, will, in this sense, fulfil its sublime calling all the sooner, the
more…the absolutely rhythmical recedes behind its lively
expression, and the less the tonally-embodied (infinite) realm of
the Will, that dark area of the ‘thing in itself’, is ensnared in the
‘guilt of appearances’ by the medium of rhythm… It can,
further, be all the more sublime the more it renounces, within
the rhythm set, the even, the symmetric-overseeable, so that
here the irregularity of a 5/4 or 7/4 beat can thus retain its
precise meaning and motivation. As concerns melody, a…’bel
canto’ will ever more recall a [plastic, perceivable] line…, while
by contrast the ‘unending melody’ – more correctly put, the
free-floating, fluctuating melody of a Richard Wagner – will
generally touch [the listener] with the character of that truly
musical ‘sublimity’ [Erhabenheit]. (ibid.: 117)

The music of the deaf ‘seer’ Beethoven is an example (Seidl
mentions the Allegro of the Eroica, and the Ninth Symphony), but also
Liszt and Schumann (think, for instance, of the opening of the latter’s
Manfred-Overture). Clearly, and as with Wagner, the central issue here is
not just a disruption of out-sight, but also the disruption of over-sight as
topicalised in theories of the sublime from Lowth to Kant. In 1906, for that
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matter, Ferruccio Busoni would continue the Wagner-Seidl argument,
proclaiming that music can only be truly absolute in its liberation from
the architectonic, from that which can be easily captured and overseen
(Dahlhaus 1978: 43). Like Wagner and Seidl, Busoni here invokes the
“revolutionary” Beethoven. If not as a rule then at least incidentally, the
latter was as bold to leave “symmetric proportions” behind – Busoni
mentions the introduction of the Hammerklavier-Sonata – and prefigure
a free form that would answer to a new idea of absolute music: a music
without pre-set rules and bounds, without plasticity, without the
condition that, precisely, had defined absolute music in the
conventional, nineteenth-century use of the term – “architectonic form”
(ibid.: 43).

Problems and Prospects

There is, evidently, something highly problematic about Seidl’s thesis
that the sublime of music – i.e. the musically sublime – can by definition
be brought about in a disruption of rhythmic regularity. That, differently
said, this disruption by definition occasions a disruption of (imaginative)
sight and for that reason occasions a ‘purely’ musically sublime feeling.
Admittedly, a break-down of rhythmic symmetry can undermine a
listener’s sense of orientation, her ability to situate herself with respect to
the music, in such a way as to trigger a blockage in the musical
imagination to grasp the music as a meaningful totality. Indeed, it could
excite the kind of Lowthian dizziness, in which the mind is caught in a
boundless vortex, vainly trying to find a way out to locate itself. Yet, to
state that all irregular beats, or all continuity-suspending fermata’s,
automatically make for a musically sublime experience is too general a
statement to become operative.
Another problem that Seidl’s theory of the musically sublime poses is
that it represents the sublime feeling as a flight away from the world of
sense: a leap into a ‘world beyond’ when, to speak with Wordsworth,
the light of sense goes out and the mind’s eye turns inward. On the one
hand, this can be traced to Wagner’s misunderstood notion of the
Schopenhauerian sublime as a moment in which the subject lifts itself
above and closes itself off from the sense-bound world, without any
conflicting memory to its more earth-bound aspect. On the other hand,
however, Seidl’s emphasis on transcendence is due to his adherence to
the Kantian model of sublime experience as (conclusively) moving from
the sensible to the supersensible. True, like Kant, Seidl emphasizes the
pain of imagination. This would here amount to a pain occasioned by
what Wagner already called a de-potentialisation of out-sight; an
interruption of the visual-formative power. As a reward, however, the
subject can transcend this pain in a complete forgetfulness, a complete
letting go of the sense-bound world, during which, Seidl learned from
Wagner, it would penetrate into the ‘essence’ of things (ibid.: 102-105).
In so far as this parallels the development that takes place in the
Kantian sublime, with a subject evolving from a being of sense into a
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being above or beyond sense, Seidl also expressly vouches for the
sequential structure of sublime experience. There is, he admits, some
confusion as to the sublime moment being a mixture of pain and
pleasure or a transition from one to the other. Nevertheless, he decisively
rejects the possibility of a simultaneous experience of frustration and
elation, blockage and breakthrough in the same consciousness of the
same individual (ibid.: 30). In this way, Seidl side-steps the contradiction
that a Schopenhauer had located at the heart of sublime experience.
Earlier theorists like Schiller had not failed to notice it either. Thus, Seidl
observes, Schiller refers to the sublime feeling as “a mixture of suffering
and joy” (ibid.: 29). Paul Deussen, I have already noted in chapter 1,
would likewise conceive of it as a delight whereby, nonetheless, the
feeling of terror still hovers in the “background” of consciousness (ibid.:
29). By contrast, Seidl likes to think of the pain of the sublime as an initial,
provisional stage, followed and removed by a conclusive feeling of
pleasure.
Thus, ironically enough, while eighteenth-century British theories of
the sublime and music opened up a different perspective on the
sublime feeling as an irresolvable, paradoxical combination of pain and
pleasure at once, Seidl’s speculations on the musically sublime rather
offer a return to the dominant, narrative model of the Kantian sublime.
Still, and notwithstanding this, when attenuated somewhat, the issues
raised in Seidl’s theory could be quite valuable as a starting-point to
consider more closely the possible varieties or modalities of the musically
sublime experience. Thus, I will show in the following sections, Seidl’s term
Formwidrigkeit is highly instrumental to conceive of ways in which, firstly,
the matter or sound of music, secondly, the physical act of musical
execution, and, thirdly, the disruptive manifestation of the musically
other or unheard-of, can be related to the shock of the sublime.
Considering these possibilities one by one, I will also point out how each,
in their very own way, can be embedded within specifically nineteenthcentury practices of musical composition and performance.

Sound

With respect to the first, the sonorous matter of music, it is necessary
to return to Seidl’s claim that the musically sublime can only be felt in a
break or disruption of rhythmic regularity. Above, I have said that this is
an all too general a statement to become operative: not all metrically
free or irregular music, not all rests or fermata’s will by definition make for
an experience of the (musically) sublime. Yet, Seidl’s Wagnerian claim
could be made more functional and also more interesting when
reconceived in the following way. This, as will be seen, centrally involves
a rereading of Formwidrigkeit as a sonorous matter breaking through or
refusing to be put into form, rather than a form giving rise to something
supersensible – an idea of the infinite, a moral destiny – beyond itself.
Thus, first of all, when Seidl refers to a break-down of rhythmic
symmetry as a condition of possibility of the musically sublime, he really
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means to say that a breakthrough of the musically sublime at once
divulges the “last, inner kernel of music”: the more ‘sublime’ (i.e. the less
plastic) the more ‘musical’ music becomes (ibid.: 123). One can, of
course, easily read this as part of a tendency in nineteenth-century
aesthetics to associate the art of music per se with the category of the
sublime. In so far – following Schopenhauer – as (instrumental) music is
thought to be a direct embodiment of the Will, and the sublime is
conceived in terms of the infinity, invisibility, and boundlessness of that
same Will, music is already the most appropriate medium to trigger a
feeling of the sublime.
However, Seidl’s Wagnerian conception of the musically sublime
could also be interpreted rather differently, without reference to the
supposed metaphysical ‘content’ of instrumental music. For instance, his
claim that an absence of rhythmic regularity divulges the ‘kernel’ of
music could be reread as an absence of so called syntactical musical
parameters that allows the material, sensuous ‘grain’ of sound to come
forward. Even recently, John Shepherd has referred to this ‘grain’ of
sound (its timbre or tone colour) as “the core of musical articulation”,
and it will be helpful to consider his observations in some detail:
The parameters of frequency and duration, that which Meyer
(1959) refers to as the ‘syntactical’ as opposed to the ‘sensuous’
in music, can be pinned down to the page in a way which
amplitude and timbre cannot. The insusceptibility of timbre to
analytic notation is particularly symptomatic. For timbre, more
than any other musical parameter, appears to be the nature of
sound itself…It is the texture or grain without which sound cannot
reach us, touch us, or move us. It is the vibratory essence that puts
the world of sound in motion… If rhythm and pitch can be
regarded as durations and extensions of timbre, then rhythm and
pitch as musical parameters are distanced from the core of
musical articulation and come to contain and contextualise it in
one way rather than any other (Shepherd 1991: 90)

Timbre, in Shepherd’s analysis, comes to figure as something like the
thing-in-itself of sound: it is “the vibratory essence that puts the world of
sound in motion”.7 Rhythm and pitch are, to that extent, secondary to
sonorous articulation, giving shape or form, duration or extension, to the
particular texture of sound. On this basis, one could say that there is a
structural parallel between Seidl’s Wagnerian claim that rhythmic
symmetry is not a primary aspect of music, but rather one imposed upon
it, and Shepherd’s claim that rhythm is “distanced from the core of
musical articulation”. In both claims, the musical ‘principle’ of music is
related to something else, something elusive that resists specification in
7Sander

van Maas (2002) has shown in relation to the music of Olivier Messiaen how an
excess in the givennes of sound can point beyond the constitution of music in
parametric coordinates. On this basis he has devised a different, phenomenological
approach to sound in the analysis of music.
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terms of individuation or notation. For Shepherd, this is the grain of sound,
for Wagner, we have seen, it is likewise the colour of sound released
from rhythmic rigidity.
Within this perspective, the sublime of music could be traced to a
sonorous matter that somehow resists containment or contextualisation
or, conversely, that somehow breaks through those (rhythmic)
parameters that contain or contextualise it. Thus, for instance, the
church-organ can be made to clamour in such a rich way that the
tones it produces appear to disintegrate at their very sounding into a
myriad of tonal particles. They cannot be taken together as one but
tend to break one’s hearing apart. Consider, for instance, this dramatic
moment in the Adagio of J.S. Bach’s Organ Toccata in C major,
arranged for the piano by Ferruccio Busoni:

The shock here is not simply due to the sudden attack and sheer power
of the chord, or its violent contrast to the intimate beauty of the
preceding. Rather, it is due to what I would call a form turning against
itself. A single sounded chord falls apart at its very attack, due to internal
tensions or dissonances splitting it from the inside out, in a profusion of
indeterminable echoes and resonances. Here, one can imagine a more
or less amorphous, because indeterminable, matter breaking through
the bounds of form – an excess of resonances usurping formal
demarcations that facilitate the musical imagination – as constituting a
sublime moment: a break or rupture momentarily interrupting one’s
auditory stronghold. The ear cannot form this music in the sense of
containing it all at once as an integral, clearly demarcated whole. And
yet, while this Formwidrigkeit is felt as painful, the conflicting richness of
the music also effectuates the opposite: a not altogether unpleasant
sense of letting go, of being immersed in a sonorous excess.
Though not always this dramatically, such a disruption of tone
colour within, or at the expense of, musically-formal determinants of
pitch and rhythm can often be found in the piano works of Franz Liszt. As
Charles Rosen has already described in great detail, Liszt clearly valued
realization over conception, the sonic event, if you will, over structure or
idea (Rosen 1995: 491-511). With Liszt, as Rosen puts it, the “piano was
taught to make new sounds. These sounds often did not conform to an
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ideal of beauty, either Classical or Romantic, but they enlarged the
meaning of music, made possible new modes of expression” (ibid.: 492).
This, as Rosen shows, even makes the apparently vulgar and banal
central passage of the Hungarian Rhapsody no. 10 into a “dazzling”
feast of unsuspected pianistic noises and tone colours (ibid.: 492). In so
far as this mainly concerns the Lisztian glissandi, Liszt’s Totentanz equally
offers a typical example of the piercing sonorous effects he could
produce on the piano:8

In his Ästhetik des Klavierspiels (The Aesthetics of Piano-Playing) (1860),
Adolph Kullak refers to the glissando (literally a gliding sound) as “purely
decorative”, “outmoded” (with the exception of Liszt’s piano works, he
adds), and “cheap” (Kulak [1860] 1905: 240). In the Totentanz, however,
the glissandi are not so much decorative or incidental as instrumental
and vital to the articulation of a process of dynamic intensification. This
process sets in at the very beginning of Variation 2 (m. 75), gradually
sliding out into the mm. 91-95 just quoted:

8The

Totentanz was completed for piano and orchestra in 1849, revised in 1853 and
1859, rewritten again for piano solo between 1860 and 1865, and premiered in that last
year in both versions at The Hague with pianist Hans von Bülow. I am here referring to
the piano solo version.
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As if a variation within a variation, mm. 83-90 both reflect and inflect
mm. 75-82: the still (diabolically) playful sextuplets are changed into
pounding triplets (the ‘trumpets’), the bass is lowered an octave and in
a way inverted (the rhythmic movement being down-up instead of the
other way around), and out of it emerge the glissandi like a frenetic,
shrieking echo or resonance. More and more, in mm. 91-95, as the
volume increases, it is the crating sound of the glissandi that starts to
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dominate the music in wave-like movements. Their peculiar texture –
and their sharp sonorous contrast to the (fractured) theme played in the
bass – has no mere ornamental function here but rather defines this last
part of the second Variation as a palette, if you will, of different sonorous
varieties. More so, the sound of the glissandi cannot well be placed or
contextualised as a recognizably pianistic sound, or any other familiar
musical sound. Especially when, as indicated, played vibrantly, the
glissandi are hard to determine in the hearing of it, appearing like a
strange zooming sound that literally scratches in-between the chords.
Thus, to re-invoke the idea of Formwidrigkeit, it is not just an excess
of resonance but a resonating otherness that obstructs the easy
formation of a sound-image here. Interrupting the loud but nevertheless
easily graspable bass-chords like a fierce wind blowing in and out, the
glissandi cut through the music, continuously threatening to drown it out
in their high, resonating intensity. Listening, the effect is once more of
something erupting – a break in the (sonorous) context, if you will – and
what erupts is an auditory matter that approaches the so called “dirty
timbre” often encountered in twentieth-century pop music (Shepherd
1991: 152-173). Indeed, if I have described the sonic impression of the
glissandi in terms of scratching, sliding or zipping in and out, it could be
effectively compared to the intrusive, grating sound of scratching vinyl
as heard in much Western pop-music of the 1980’s.
As such, and this also applies to Liszt’s later works such as Nuage gris
(1881) or Unstern: sinistre, disastro (1880, 1886), with its peculiarly grinding
and pounding sounds defining the music, Liszt forms a remarkable
exception to what Shepherd and Wicke (1997) consider one of the
dominant traits of the “functionial tonal tradition” in Western music: the
downplaying of “the role of timbre in sounds” and, in this way, of “the
material presence of sounds themselves” (Shepherd and Wicke 1997:
154). In the above passage from the Totentanz, however, it is quite the
opposite. The “tactile dimensions” of sound are here exploited to
generate an effect that is constitutive of, not incidental to, Liszt’s
variations on the Dies Irae plainsong (ibid.: 154). As such, too, Liszt’s
disruptive liberation of the matter of sound from the constraints of
agreeable form posits a typical counter-example to the dominant,
Hanslickian idea(l) of the musically beautiful: not the lure of formal
proportionality, but the interruption of sonorous materiality (a return of
the repressed, one might say), not the containment of the beautiful, but
the excess of the sublime here brings home music’s ‘vital issue’.

Hands
If such a sonorous excess, breaking through from the inside out,
interrupts the parameters for a controlling, formative listening, Seidl’s
notion of Formwidrigkeit could also be related to a material excess that
obstructs per-formative activity: a notated chord or passage that literally
contradicts or defies its physical realization. Think, for instance, of that
twentieth-century current in musical composition called the ‘new
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complexity’, with composers like Brian Fernyhough, Franco Donatoni
and, more recently, Rodger Redgate or Richard Barrett creating musics
that demand an almost super-human skill and impossible endurance
from its performers. Fernyhough’s Carcieri d’invenzione (1982-1986)
(based on the etchings by Piranesi), for example, presents a score that
moves quite deliberately beyond perform-ability, partly due to its
hyperprecise notation.
In so far as such music appears beyond (easy) appropriation, it
could be related to the sublime to the extent that the sublime feeling,
too, centrally revolves around a beyond-grasp. Though ‘grasp’ in this
instance refers to a mental hold, the term basically connotes a physical
hold, an actually seizing and closing the hand on something, implying
an effort at physical mastery – as in clasping with the fingers or gripping
with the hand or arm. A ‘beyond-grasp’ could thus, in this context, be
quite literally understood as something that supersedes or transcends the
reach of fingers, hand, arm – or at least something that enforces a
painful stretch to reach beyond one’s (apparent) physical or
anatomical limits.
The Fourth of Robert Schumann’s Nachtstücke (Nocturnes) in F
major, op. 23, will illustrate the point:
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Difficult may be not the most appropriate term here, yet especially the
right-hand chords in mm. 18-21 require a stretch of at least 21 cm.,
moving way beyond the octave, that exceeds an easy, unproblematic
(or uninterrupted) grasp. The trick would be to place the hands as flatly
as possible on the very outer tips of the keyboard to stretch the fingers
from F to A, G to B♭, E to G, or D to F. The effort to take together as one
that marks the effort at comprehension in eighteenth-century sublime
experience, is thus performed and experienced on a physical level here
in the – moderately painful – effort to literally encompass at once, in one
grasp, what appears beyond reach for your averagely shaped hand
and fingers.
An example of more spectacularly muscular difficulties would be
the climax of Chopin’s Etude in A minor, no. 11, op. 25:

Charles Rosen has observed in The Romantic Generation that the “very
positions into which the hands are forced here are like gestures of
exasperated despair. It would seem as if the physical awkwardness is
itself an expression of emotional tension” (Rosen 1995: 382). Indeed, he
continues later on, in “the etudes of Chopin, the moment of greatest
emotional tension is generally the one that stretches the hand most
painfully, so that the muscular sensation becomes – even without the
sound – a mimesis of passion” (ibid.: 383). Or, perhaps more correctly,
the muscular sensation here exemplifies (in Nelson Goodman’s sense of
the term) emotional tension: the player physically performs an anguish
that metaphorically translates into a distress or anxiety in emotional
terms. Pain thus becomes a performative effect, suggesting an identity
between what Rosen calls “physical realization and emotional content”:
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the “hand of the performer literally feels the sentiment” that is to be
ostensibly ex-pressed – the hand of the performer experiences itself to
the music in moving, aching itself according to it (ibid.: 383).
In so far as this amounts to the painful labour, the nearunsurpassable obstacles, that Burke and others have associated with the
sublime, it also adds up on a most basic level with Seidl’s notion of
Formwidrigkeit in music: a notation that literally contradicts the grasp
and capacity of the hands and fingers which are supposed to perform
it. Interesting, in this respect, is the taxing and often painful effort that
much piano music from the earlier nineteenth century onward appears
to require from its performers. Indeed, as Rosen observes, the “infliction
of pain on keyboard performers begins...in the early nineteenth century
with the accompaniment of Schubert’s Erlkönig, which seems to have
caused the composer himself some problems to perform. Several
Scarlatti sonatas are as difficult to play with accuracy as any work by
Liszt, but none of them has ever caused physical anguish to a performer”
(ibid.: 383). Liszt, of course, championed in transgressing the boundaries
of pianistic execution, skirting as he did “the edge of the impossible in
piano technique, the limits to what the human hand can be made to
do” (ibid.: 493). Most notorious are, in this respect, the Paganini Etudes
(especially in their 1838 version) and Transcendental Etudes (especially in
their second, 1837 version, which is even rarely attempted today). Rosen
also mentions the staccato octaves in the finale of the Hungarian
Rhapsody no. 6 as presenting a “most famous danger to health”, but in
Liszt’s “Orage” (“Storm”) from Les Années de pèlerinage I: Suisse (Years
of Pilgrimage I: Switzerland) the wrist may easily suffer severely enough
without the staccato in the ongoing scales of octavos in the left- and
right-hand (ibid.: 383). Here is the Storm gushing before its final outbreak,
increasing and abating quite impressively in the grand style:
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The
allegro
molto

presents at least half the obstacle here, and it is indeed the idea of
excessive speed, as it were escaping from beneath one’s hands and
fingers, that signals another instance of Formwidrigkeit: a tempo moving
beyond the (apparent) limits of the physically possible or feasible, and in
this way a moving against – or at least seriously probing – the
performance capacity of fingers, hands, arms. The indication
‘prestisissimo possibile’ (‘as fast as possible’) will, for that matter, recur
repeatedly in nineteenth-century keyboard music (especially in what
Rosen has called the basically Romantic idea of the Etude), pushing
hands and fingers ever further, ever faster, beyond the physical pulse
(Rosen 1995: 363). Here too, the “muscular exertion” required could be
said to coincide with the high difficulty- and pain-degree of the sublime
(ibid.: 382). Paradoxically, though, this comes down to an extreme effort
to relax hands, wrist, and fingers, so as to increase the flexibility of the
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former two, and the velocity of the latter. Relaxation, as Rosen puts it, “is
the supreme form of technique and it is not always attainable” yet it
does seem the available option to counter the form-contrariness of
excessive velocity in complex musical structures, turning pain into
pleasure (ibid.: 382).9

Virtuosity

One could also say that such extreme velocity obstructs the
(average) reader of a musical score to easily project or imagine its
sounding, or thwarts the listener to form a coherent sound-image. In so
far as great speed already signals something potentially out of control,
gotten out of hand, the relation between score and performance can
here appear strangely contradictory: what is heard often does not at all
seem to conform to what is or was read. When executed, the sounds, or
so it seems, take on a life of themselves, simulating a gap between
notation and sonorous realization. Indeed, when played slowly (think, for
instance, of Chopin’s Prelude in F sharp minor, no. 8, op. 28, or the
violent second movement of his Ballade in F major, no. 2, op. 38) the
music often appears to offer something rather different from what is
heard when played in the correct tempo. Conversely, excessive speed
can frustrate an immediate grasp of music, simply because the sounds
pass by all too rapidly to be fully absorbed, registered, and integrated in
the hearing of them. Chopin’s Prelude in E flat minor, no. 14, op. 28, or
the awkward, final movement of his Sonata in B flat minor, op. 35, are a
case in point. In both instances, the listener cannot keep up, partly
because s/he is allowed no breathing space, partly because the music
9Though,

I will show below, the mastering of such excessive velocity (an overcoming,
one might say, of Formwidrigkeit) would make nothing less than stunt-wo/men out of
nineteenth-century virtuoso-players, speeding up was nevertheless not just a matter of
brilliant, technical or mechanical display alone in nineteenth-century musical practice.
Indeed, there was something more at stake: a departure of instrumental music from
mimesis. Thus, as Hans Georg Nägeli (the piano teacher and publisher from Zurich)
observed in his Vorlesungen über Musik (Lectures on Music) (1826), velocity in
contemporary instrumental music made possible an emancipation of music from the
human voice: not a liberation from the constraints of words, but, in addition to this, a
liberation from cantabile, from the song-likeness or, literally, sing-ability of music, for
which the human voice had familiarly set the norm. As Nägeli puts it: “This increased
velocity is, and also was, as soon as our piano-virtuosos accomplished it, the best
antidote against the inhibition [Hemmung] of...song-likeness [Cantabilität]. When things
go so fast, there is no more singing, no more miming of the human voice, which cannot
reach this level of velocity” (Schmitt 1990: 88, my translation).This beyond-human level
of velocity (which will, however, logically have an upper limit given the fact that it is
executed by human hands) on the mechanical keyboard had, according to Nägeli,
started with Beethoven. Beethoven, he says, collided with cantabile like an “artistic
battlefield-hero...Not a human but a spiritual voice resounds in his music. This, however,
is of a higher organism than that residing in the human voice” (ibid.: 35-36). Thus, the
inhuman voice of the machine is conveniently transformed into a super-human voice
of the spirit: no longer taking the voice as a norm, but rather contradicting it in resisting
the possibility of sing-ability, instrumental music the instrument is made to signal
something immaterial beyond of itself.
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does not offer any clear, thematic or dynamic development, but
instead rushes past assiduously, without alleviation.
In this way, excessive speed can render something miraculous to
music. The apparent gap between notation and realization (in itself
already signalling a certain Formwidrigkeit) can make the latter into
something truly astonishing, like an effect without a clearly determinable
or fully reducible cause. Perhaps, one could suggest, it was this magic
that the virtuoso-performers of the nineteenth century were feeding on
in their relentless attempts to expand ever further the force, grasp, and
rapidity of the hand and fingers, overwhelming their audiences with one
apparent improbability after the next. Alexander Dreyschock (18181869), for instance, one of the notorious keyboard showmen of the
nineteenth century, practised so hard on speedy force in the left hand
that he could play octaves as fast and clean as single-note passages
(Schonberg 1987: 207). This more or less culminated in Dreyschock’s
near-unbelievable Viennese performance of Chopin’s Etude in C minor,
op. 10 – the famous Revolutionary Etude – with the left hand all in
octaves in the required tempo. Wilhelm Kuhne, as Harold Schonberg
observes,
who had heard the be-octaved Revolutionary in Vienna, tells
how Liszt practiced a little one-upmanship. Liszt came to Vienna
in 1847 and played, among other things, Chopin’s F minor Etude
(op. 25, no.2). Then he played the first bar in octaves, slowly. Then
faster, then still faster, just the first bar. Then he played the entire
Etude with right-hand octaves in Chopin’s correct tempo. The
Viennese public got the point. (ibid.: 208)

Strictly speaking, such shameless stunting seems to have little to do
with Formwidrigkeit. Indeed, one could say, it signals the very opposite:
an absolute mastery over all form, a conquest over any obstacle to perform, an overcoming of any difficulty posed in the execution or
realization of keyboard music. Yet it is the very exceptionality of the
achievement that – save for contending virtuosi – also signals its counterformativeness in being unrealisable to others. The virtuoso, differently
said, familiarly embodied a beyond-grasp and beyond-all-standard, or
at least a standard that was way beyond the level of your average
keyboard-player, reminiscent of the beyond-reach of the sublime.
Indeed, in their feasts of technical championship, the virtuosi of the
nineteenth century literally contradicted what the hand and fingers
could be thought to per-form, always exceeding expectations and
transgressing the limits of what was considered to be physically feasible.
Small surprise, therefore, that famous performers like Sigismond
Thalberg (1812-1871)10, Liszt, Dreyschock, Carl Tausig (1841-1871) and
10Thalberg

was Liszt’s well-known rival to the crown of piano-virtuoso, culminating in a
musical duel (commonly referred to as a battle between Rome and Carthage) on April
3, 1837 in the salon of the Princess Belgiojoso (Walker 1983: I, 239). The duel lacked,
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many others – among them Clara Schumann (1819-1896), who did not
very much like to stunt, the unsurpassable Sophie Menter (1846-1918), or
Teresa Carreňo (1853-1917) – were met with the awe and astonishment
in Europe and America that had also befallen the ‘Man-Mountains’
Handel and Haydn in eighteenth-century Britain. Indeed, when Liszt
performed in Leicester in September 1840, William Gardiner of the
Leicester Chronicle represented him as a Longinian striker of the sublime,
overwhelming his audiences with the unexpected and extraordinary:
The performance of Liszt on the piano is truly astonishing. He
attempts not to win your attention by captivating passages or
pretty melodies: he begins incoherently, without any apparent
design, as if a child dashes its hands on the keys. Presently, a
degree of arrangement ensues, promising something like
intelligent music, when, at once, he overpowers you, by a flash
of the most exquisite, luminous tone...This Artiste should never be
coupled with another performer on the same instrument. His
imagination has not enough room to play. He requires the
whole range to himself. Like Beethoven, he describes the grand
evolutions of nature by the power of sound. He can raise a
storm about him, which he finds in the hurly-burly of the
instrument, so frightful, that he is obscured and lost; but as it dies
away, he reappears through a mist decked in the most radiant
of colours. The rapidity with which he showered down a
succession of minor thirds, through all the semi-tones, from the
top of the instrument to the bottom – resembled the fall of a
cataract into an abyss – producing whirls of thunder, on the
lowest depths of the scale. This stroke of sublimity was strikingly
shown in the elevated aspect of his countenance. (Allsobrook
1991: 79)

Comparable to what early-nineteenth-century critics had written on
Beethoven, Liszt does not ingratiate but overawes. And comparable to
what Michaelis had written on the musical sublime, Liszt here produces
the effects of violent nature through the whirling sounds of the keyboard,
realizing it in such an overpowering way that he threatens to be
swallowed by his own created storm. Just before Liszt visited Bath, for
that matter, there appeared in a local newspaper of August 17, 1840, a
celebratory poem by F. Champion raving rather dreadfully about Liszt’s
impressive suggestive abilities at the piano. It had made the poet feel
“the power of sound approaching pain/...In Liszt’s piano’s all-eclipsing
power” (ibid.: 66).
Liszt was a master of paraphrase. Yet in so far as his performances
would have paraphrased the effects of sublime nature, this was
nevertheless primarily a matter of displaying near-impossible treats of

however, an outcome: Thalberg was made the “first”, Liszt the “only” pianist in the
world (ibid.: 240).
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keyboard-technique. One critic wrote for the Lincoln, Rutland and
Stamford Mercury of September 4, 1840 about
The power which Liszt possesses of dividing himself, as it were,
into two, or sometimes even three performers: the feathery
delicacy of his touch, at one moment, and its enormous forte at
another...In that kind of sleight hand which addresses itself to
the ear, we think he even transcends Thalberg...in seeming
defiance of the restrictions of nature. (Allsobrook 1991: 83)

Thalberg, it should be noted in this instance, developed a so called
three-handed effect which he in turn had copied from the British harp
virtuoso Parish-Alvars (Walker 1983: I, 234). It boiled down to a technique
that “brought out the notes of a melody in the middle of the keyboard
with alternating thumbs while surrounding it with cascades of arpeggios,
making it sound as if he had three hands” (ibid.: 162). Thalberg thus
appeared like an extra-handed wizard, which not only Liszt but also
Chopin – consider the counter-movements, cross-rhythms and arpeggiolike figuration of his Prelude in F sharp minor, no. 8, op. 28 – successfully
attempted as well. The limits of what the hand could be made to do
were here not merely pushed in stretching the hand beyond its normal
reach, but also in stretching its internal grasp, creating a myriad of
movements at the same time.11 It was, as such, not only the suggestive
abilities of virtuoso music to simulate a violent natural event – a
cascade, a storm – or an impressive scene that invoked the sublime.
Rather also, in so far as such simulations may be termed special effects,
a means for an end, it was the sheer technical magic of the special
effects themselves that would have been conducive to the sublime: it
was the Burkean-like astonishment felt in the witnessing of a
performance apparently transcending the standards of sense,
contradicting the very “restrictions of nature”.

Machinery

The fact, however, that performers like Thalberg or Liszt, assuming
two or three alternating persons in one Faustian man, thus defied
nature’s limits – and thus became something of a Formwidrigkeit
11Liszt,

for that matter, easily transposed concertos, symphonies, etc. to the keyboard,
bringing out all the different voices, instrumental colours, and nuances at first sight, thus
instantly transforming the keyboard into a full orchestra. Schonberg reports in this
context how, in 1868, Edvard Grieg first met Liszt bringing with him one of his violin
sonatas. Bear in mind, Grieg wrote “that in the first place he had never seen nor heard
the sonata, and in the second that it was a sonata with a violin part, now above, now
below, independent of the piano part. And what does Liszt do? He plays the whole
thing, root and branch, violin and piano, nay more, for he played fuller, more broadly.
The violin part got its due right in the middle of the piano part. He was literally all over
the piano at once, without missing a note, and how he played! With grandeur, beauty,
genius, unique comprehension. I think I laughed – laughed like a child” (Schonberg
1987: 176).
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incarnate – also made for anxiety and horror. True, on the one hand, the
acceleration of nineteenth-century keyboard performance, and the
technical brilliancy accomplished with it, suggested something
superhuman: the body seemed to surpass its own limitations in musical
execution. Yet, on the other hand, and at the same time, instrumental
music’s speedy move away from the human voice invoked something
mechanical and radically inhuman. The machine, the keyboard, the
technical means of effect took over increasingly from the voice, the
‘soul’, the traditional means of effect.
As Susan Bernstein (1998) has already amply shown, this ambiguity
toward virtuosity, oscillating between the categories of the sublime and
the monstrous, is voiced by Heinrich Heine in his famous music-reports
from Paris of the 1830’s and 1840’s. Heine, who claimed that if the wind
stood right one could hear a Dreyschock-performance in Munich all the
way in Paris, typically both admired and feared the virtuosity that
boomed during the earlier nineteenth century. With respect to Liszt,
Heine’s admiration chiefly concerned his ability to transcend the
material, bodily aspect of virtuoso piano-playing: of, so to speak,
physical difficulties overcome. Thus, in 1837 Heine had already argued:
it is sufficient when a musician can express everything that he
feels and thinks, or that others have felt and thought, through
his instrument, and that all virtuoso tours-de-force, which only
attest to difficulties overcome, are to be rejected as useless
sound and to be relegated to the realm of the magician, the
performer of horseback-tricks, the sward swallower, the
balancing arts...It is sufficient that the musician has complete
control over his instrument, that one completely forgets the
material mediation [materiellen Vermittelns] and only the spirit is
audible [vernehmbar]. (Heine [1837] 1964: 103, my translation)

The virtuoso is associated with the stuntman, with the circus, with the
tricks of the body that explicitly point to and thrive on risk-taking, on
(dangerous or seemingly impossible) obstacles overcome, on a
performance which is the body, its apparent limits and the way in which
these limits can be tested, stretched, or transgressed. Indeed, Susan
Bernstein has suggested, the chief nineteenth-century anxiety about
virtuosity in music is that it fully exposed instrumental music’s physical,
“material origins”. Here, “technique and the particularities of
performance overshadow the [allegedly immaterial] musical message.
The ‘mere’ instrument is brought into focus by the ‘mere’ player, who
begins to dominate the picture with details of the concrete materiality
of a body in direct contiguity with the thinglike qualities of an instrument.
This aspect of musical performance highlights the hand instead of the
script”, the body and the machine, instead of the ‘spirit’ (Bernstein 1998:
59).
For Heine, however, Liszt removes this disturbing focus on
corporeality – which also clearly disturbs ruling conceptions of
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instrumental music as an art of the otherworldly, the noumenal, the
infinite – by apparently surpassing the vicissitudes of material mediation.
In what seems to be a double magic trick, Liszt makes his audiences
forget the idea of Formwidrigkeit and difficulties overcome. He makes
them forget the physical effort (which signals physical presence) at stake
in musical execution. In this way, Heine observes in 1841, he even makes
them forget the piano: the body and the machine recede so that
“music reveals itself” (Heine [1841] 1964: 115). This is what, according to
Heine, accounts for the “spell” of Liszt’s concerts that would “verge on
the incredible” (ibid.: 115).
If, however, this effect of a music that suppresses or detaches itself
from the actuality of technical, bodily execution, is a special effect of
Liszt’s supreme virtuosity – there was apparently nothing that he could
not do at the keyboard – then this virtuosity nevertheless always
threatens to collapse into the uncanny excellence of an automaton. As
Heine observes on the issue in 1843, after having noted the benumbing
and debilitating effect of the pianoforte’s pervasive presence in almost
every Parisian household:
This booming keyboard-playing, and especially the triumphs
[Triumphzüge] of the keyboard-virtuosos, are characteristic of
our time, and in fact attest to the victory of machine over spirit.
Technical ability, the precision of an automaton, the
identification with the stringed wood, the sounding
instrumentalisation [tönende Instrumentwerden] of human
beings is now appreciated and celebrated as the highest.
(ibid.: 143)

The performer becomes the mechanical instrument s/he is playing
on, s/he becomes full of machinery, like an automaton programmed for
precise, flawless execution, ever speedier, ever more complex, and ever
more incredible. With the violin, Heine argues somewhat naively, the
instrument is at least still in close proximity to the heart: “The violin is an
instrument which has almost human moods, and which has, so to speak,
a sympathetic rapport with the mood of the player: the faintest
discontent, the slightest tremor, a breath of feeling, here finds an
immediate resonance. This is probably because the violin is pressed so
close to the breast and even perceives our heartbeat” (ibid.: 145).
According to Heine, musical mediation is here still a matter of expression
in its most literal and also its fullest sense: an ex-pression, an almost
involuntary release from internal pressure in an outward, audible sound;
an out-poring of hidden moods and feelings. With the pianoforte,
however, mediation is more indirect: the player strikes a key, which
strikes a hammer, which strikes a string, which makes the sound box
resonate. It is a mechanical, not a sensitive, spontaneous ‘emotional’
procedure – even though the involuntary and automatic are ultimately
not that wide apart.
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Heine here fails to consider the crucial aspect of touch in pianoplaying that finally (co-)determines the nature of a sound produced. Yet
even regarding this, the anxiety brought about by the detached
mechanism of the keyboard ultimately concerns an identification of the
player with the instrument in terms of flawlessness. Mistakes, digressions,
inconsistencies are human but, as Heine believes, machines do not
make mistakes. In this way, the mental as well as physical
accomplishedness – or in the well-known German term Fingerfertigkeit –
that allows pianists like Liszt to dispel any impression of difficulties
overcome, and to achieve the impossible without making any mistakes,
becomes at once beyond-human (lifted above the ordinary standard)
and inhuman. The very peak of human talent and ability in the field of
music-making turns into its other, into the non-living, the mechanical and
automatic. A neat distinction between the two here collapses, making
for an uncanniness that recalls the nineteenth-century thrill of dolls and
monsters brought to life, of vampires or un-dead and other figures that
resist a definite classification in the categories ‘dead’ or ‘live’ matter,
‘programmed automaton’ or ‘free’ being. Oscillating between the
superhuman and the inhuman, between transcendentalism and
mechanicism, virtuoso performances may thus perhaps be said to
invoke a technological sublime avant la lettre: a sublime that does not
revolve around the indeterminacy associated with the infinite, or the
realization of a higher moral destiny, but around the apparently
boundless capacities of a man-machine, displaying ever newer and
ever more fabulous technical possibilities without the slightest effort,
electrifying (in Heine’s machine-age words) the masses through its
“demonic nature” (Heine [1844] 1964: 164).12

Strange Sounds

In so far as Heine associated the virtuoso with the demon, this
demonic aspect, eliciting not just awe but also terror in the audiences,
would become a trade mark of Franz Liszt and his great example Nicolò
12No

doubt he immediate consequence of what Heine considered to be the
increasing mechanisation of pianistic execution was the pneumatic player-piano
evolving into the Pianola that was introduced on the brink of the twentieth century in
America by E.S. Votey for the Aeolian Co. (Loesser [1954] 1990: 577-582). The piano,
and its execution, could now be literally pre-programmed, completely controlled,
making for an instrument that to all appearances worked without a performer, or at
least, as Arthur Loesser quotes from a 1891 newspaper article on a pre-Pianola playerpiano, that “enables the cook to furnish music for her mistress’s guests with exactly the
same technic that is required to mash up the coffee for their dinner delectation” (ibid.:
581). By the 1910’s the instrument was so improved that it could even copy shading
and correct any possible false notes. There is, perhaps, little of the sublime and much of
the banal here, yet (even disregarding Napoleon’s observations to that effect) this
piano-automaton, playing without a player, the notes moving without somebody
physically striking them, nevertheless aptly illustrates the uncaniness of the machine
come alive – the machine performing itself in what easily appears, in retrospect, as a
parody of the virtuoso pianist.
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Paganini. The latter was haunted by a satanic aura impressed on him by
the popular imagination, including a most persistent rumour that the
famous fourth string of his violin was made from the intestines of his
mistress whom he was supposed to have killed single-handedly (Walker
1983: I, 168). Paganini’s syphilis-wrecked body did much to reinforce this,
but, the whole (necessary) visual spectacle aside, it was his stunning and
singular technique that fed and sustained speculations on his alleged
pact with the devil. More than Liszt’s pianistic tours-de-force, Paganini’s
performances could not be immediately subsumed under existing
categories. Creating new, frenetic sounds with his peculiar tuning, and
displaying an unprecedented bravura, the effect typically was the kind
of violent surprise and stupefaction that also characterised eighteenthcentury experiences of the sublime. “Yes it’s him, it’s Mephistopheles,”
James Johnson quotes a listener of Paganini’s concert at the Paris
Opéra in 1831, “I saw him and I heard him play the violin” (Johnson 1995:
267).
The association with Mephistopheles here chiefly concerns a
frightening yet also thrilling idea of self-loss due to Paganini’s apparently
irresistible magic and magnetism. In 1833, Robert Schumann described it
as follows:
When I heard [Paganini] for the first time, I believed he would
open with a tone that had never been present before [mit
einem nie dagewesen Ton]. Then he started so faint, so small! As
he now casually, and hardly noticeably, threw his string of
magnets into the masses, they staggered back and forth. Now
the [magic] circle grew more wonderful, more intricate; the
people huddled together more closely; now he drew up tighter,
until one by one they melted together as one...(Schumann
[1833] 1914: I, 15, my translation)

This massive seduction, effectuated through the magic of the unheardof that freezes and literally captures an audience, for Schumann also
typifies Liszt’s performances. Reviewing Liszt’s recital – the recital was a
Lisztian invention – at Leipzig on March 17, 1841, Schumann observes
how “the daemon began to stir...; first he played with the public as if to
try it, then gave it something more profound, until he had enmeshed
every member of the audience with his art and did with them as he
willed. With the exception of Paganini, no artist to a like degree
possesses this power of subjecting the public, of elevating it, sustaining it,
and letting it fall again” (Schumann [1841] 1914: I, 479). In his remarks on
Paganini, Schumann calls this power Verengung, a tightening of the
rope, as if the artist were a mischievous sprite preying on and enclosing
the public in his magic net. An effect, perhaps, comparable to the
Nietzschean, Dionysian Rausch, whereby the audience is as it were
tricked or even forced into a delirious self-forgetfulness.
According to Heine, however, Paganini did so at a price: in all his
demonic power, Paganini’s sounds were “too shrill, the contrasts too
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piercing, and his most grandiose sounds of nature often had to be
considered artistic mishaps” (Heine [1844] 1964: 167). Paganini embraces
the ugly and discordant, the disharmonious and disfigured, attacking
rather than soothing the ear in the service of what Heine calls “the
fantastic” (ibid.: 167). In half-malicious terms, Heine observes something
similar about Hector Berlioz, primarily on the basis of the latter’s
Symphonie fantastique, the Roman Carnival Overture and the colossal
Requiem. Invoking a frightful, ancient other-world of giants, monsters,
and fated civilizations, Heine casts Berlioz in a surreal world recalling the
myths of Babylon and Nineveh:
Today [April 25, 1844] we shall begin with Berlioz, whose first
concert served to open and inaugurate the musical season.
Works not exactly new brought a fair reward of applause and
even the slowest minds were carried away by the violence of
the genius revealing itself in every creation of this great master.
The beating of the wings in this music betray the presence of no
ordinary singing bird; this is a colossal nightingale, a skylark of
the size of an eagle such as existed in a primordial, lost world.
Indeed, to me, Berlioz’s music in general has something
primeval, if not straightforwardly antediluvian, about it,
reminding me of animal species now extinct, of legendary
kingdoms and sins, of piled-up impossibilities: of Babylon, of the
hanging gardens of Semiramide, of Nineveh, of the wonders of
Mizraim, such as we can see on the paintings of the Englishman
[John] Martin. Indeed, if we look for an analogy in painting,
then we see the elective affinity between Berlioz and this
fantastic Briton: the same taste for the colossal and monstrous
[Ungeheuerlichkeit], for the gigantic [Riesenhafte], for material
immeasurableness. In the one, striking effects of light and
shadow, in the other a fiery instrumentation; in the one a poor
sense of melody, in the other a poor sense of colour; in both
little beauty and no feeling [Gemüht]. Their works are neither
Classical nor Romantic, neither reminiscent of Greece or the
Catholic Middle Ages. Rather, they signal something higher, the
Assyrian-Babylonian-Egyptian age of architecture, and the
massive passion that it expressed. (ibid.: 159-160)

As with Paganini, Berlioz and his music cannot be easily integrated within
existing meaning schemes. His music defies the two categories in which
early Romantic critics and theorists had classified the arts: the ‘plastic’
dictum of ‘Greece’ and the supposedly idealist dictum of the Catholic
Middle Ages. Like John Martin in the field of painting, Berlioz in fact
appears to elude the category of ‘music’:13 little melody, shrieking
13Edward

Lockspeiser has pointed out how Berlioz himself already invokes Martin’s
Satan Presiding at the Infernal Council in his Les Soirées de l’orchestre (Evenings with
the Orchestra). Berlioz here recounts a nightmarish vision he had the night after he
visited the annual service of the Charity Schoolchildren at St. Paul’s cathedral in 1841: “I
saw St.Paul’s Cathedral whirling around and I was once again within. By some strange
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colouristic effects instead of harmony ‘proper’, little beauty, no feeling,
but instead a massive, almost impersonal passion.
This, it could be suggested, offers yet another instance of
Formwidrigkeit in nineteenth-century music. It is not just the matter or
grain of sound breaking through the bounds of form, nor is it a physical
excess, a music eluding the grasp and capacity of hands or fingers, or a
performer defying what had seemed to be the bounds of sense. Rather,
it concerns a contradiction or violation of prevailing forms, a breaking of
rules and conventions, in the way that Paganini’s peculiar sounds would
have defied the regular conception of ‘music’ as a sonic event: they
introduce to musical sound what had been kept out of its polished
domain, viz. the shrill, frenetic, piercing and painful. Liszt would, in fact,
do quite the same in the opening of the Totentanz with its gruesomely
stabbing, diminished triads that, played in the low bass, become
especially jarring in the piano solo version.
Seidl, for that matter, already indicates a connection between
Formwidrigkeit, the transgressing of ruling conventions, and the sublime
when claiming that the latter does not pertain to harmonious sounds
and fine shapes, but to the disharmonious, the formless, and, most of all,
the rule-less (Regellosig). A similar connection between the sublime and
(apparent) lawlessness, I have shown, already emerged in early
nineteenth-century Beethoven-criticism. Indeed, Peter Gay has argued,
in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century art the sublime would increasingly
become “a rule for evading rules”, a rule for departing from the
prevailing claims of the beautiful, a “legitimate justification for breaking
the law”: a justification to invoke the new, and to make the gruesome
and near-unbearable an integral part of art (Gay [1969] 1977: 304).
Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique, especially the eerie opening timpani
duet in thirds of the “Marche au supplice”, or the grotesque sounds of
the “Songe d’un nuit de Sabbath”, and the horrendous Tuba mirum of
his Requiem illustrate the point.14

Ungeheuer
transformation the Church was changed into the abode of Satan. The setting was that
of the celebrated picture [now known only as an engraving] of Martin. Instead of the
Archbishop on his throne Satan was enthroned. Instead of the thousands of faithful and
the children grouped around him, hosts of demons and souls in torment shot forth their
fiery glances from the depths of the visible darkness, and the whole iron structure of the
amphitheatre on which these millions were seated vibrated in a terrifying manner, filling
the air with hideous harmonies” (Lockspeiser 1973: 28).
14In his Treatise of Instrumentation (1856) Berlioz is, for that matter, quite instructive and
explicit on how to achieve dramatic effects of the terrible through musical sounds. He
suggests, for instance, the use of sponge ends when playing the kettledrum to
“produce mysterious, darkly menacing sounds” – and recommends it for the pianissimo
kettledrum-passages in Beethoven’s C minor Symphony (Berlioz [1856] [1948] 1991: 380).
Alternatively, he points to the dramatic effect of bells in the orchestra, which in
Meyerbeer’s Les Huguenots creates “that ominous sound which spreads awe and
horror” – and in Berlioz’s own “Songe d’un nuit de Sabbath”, together with the tubas
and bassoons, invokes death and damnation in a typically sardonic way (ibid.: 385).
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It should, however, be emphasized that in so far as such irruptions of
the unheard-of signal an aesthetics of the sublime, works like the
Symfonie fantastique or the Totentanz offer quite exclusively a so called
‘negative’ sublime: a sublime of the terrifying, monstrous, and chilling as
it has come to be associated with Gothic novels and the
phantasmagoric shows of the nineteenth century, with its panoramas,
dioramas, nausoramas, and freak shows like the talking head. What, it
could thus be proposed, Heine has in mind when positioning Berlioz’s
music in the realm of the ‘primordial’ and immeasurable, in the hanging
gardens of Semiramide and the awesome Pyramids of Egypt, is not so
much the hypsos of the Longinian rhetorical tradition. Rather, it is the
deinós that Burke had related in the Enquiry to the “terrible or
respectable”, and the Latin stupeo as well as attonitus that he
considered to be expressive of terror and astonishment at once (Burke
1990: II, sect. 2, 54). This is the sublimity of dread, of the shocking and
ghastly, not only as regards ‘subject matter’ (madness, murder, death)
but also as regards the disruptive manner of artistic presentation: a
transgressing of prevailing artistic tastes and conventions to achieve that
which, in Seidl’s phrase, opposes form.
Heine’s use of the term Ungeheuerlichkeit with respect to Berlioz
and Martin is, in this instance, instructive. Literally translated, ungeheuer
would mean the monstrous, gruesome, and unheard-of, something, we
have seen, that cannot well be assimilated within existing meaning
schemes due to its irrevocable otherness. As Rudolf Otto has, however,
shown in Das Heilige (The Idea of Holy) (1917), the term has at least since
Kant been (mis-)used and “rationalised” as the uncommonly great in
terms of size (Otto [1917] 1997: 54, my translation). Conceived in this
sense, the Ungeheuere refers to the colossal as it is, indeed, manifested
in Martin’s huge paintings, in massive works like Berlioz’s Requiem and
the Te Deum that recall the monumental style of the music festivals
during the Terror.15 Heine, in fact, also tends toward such a ‘rationalised’
15Indeed,

in the Treatise of Instrumentation, Berlioz envisions a gigantic orchestra in the
service of what he tellingly and explicitly refers to as the “monumental style”, surpassing
by far the scope and capacity of even the Te Deum (Berlioz 1991: 408). Thus,
complaining that the French government does much for the theatre yet little for music,
Berlioz proposes to gather all musical forces in Paris for a music festival, with a hall
especially built for it “by an architecture with a good knowledge of acoustics and
music”, which will witness the birth of an orchestra of 465 instrumentalists and 360
chorus singers – including 120 violins, 30 harps, 30 pianofortes, and 12 pairs of ancient
cymbals (ibid.: 407). Unprecedented not only in scale but also in composition, Berlioz
predicts, this orchestra “could produce a wealth of harmonies, a variety of sounds, an
abundance of contrasts surpassing anything heretofore achieved in art. It could
create, above all, an incalculable melodic, rhythmic and expressive power, a
penetrating force of unparalleled strength, a miraculous sensitivity of gradations, in the
whole or in any individual part. Its calm would be as majestic as an ocean in repose, its
outbursts would recall tropical tempests, its explosive power the eruptions of volcanoes.
In it could be heard the plaints, the murmurings, the mysterious sounds of primeval
forests, the outcries, the prayers, the triumphant or mourning chants of a people with
an expansive soul, an ardent heart and fiery passions. Its silence would inspire awe by
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interpretation of the Ungeheuere when using it in one breath with the
colossal, gigantic, and materially immeasurable.
In a corrective rereading of the term, though, Otto claims that
ungeheuer has to do with something more subtly disturbing. To this end,
he first of all points out that the Greek deinós comes closest to the
Ungeheuere in German, whereby deinós basically signifies the “uncanny
[Unheimliche] of the numinous”:16 of, briefly phrased, the radically other
and mysterious, an unknowable secret inspiring fearful trembling and
exerting an irresistible fascination at the same time, repellent and
attractive at once (ibid.: 53). This “double-content” or “contrastharmony” [Kontrast-Harmonie] of the numinous, Otto already indicates,
has its aesthetic equivalent in the sublime [Erhabene]. Like most
theologians, however, he considers the latter but a “faint reflection” of
the issue under consideration (ibid.: 56). Nevertheless, if, according to
him, deinós makes up the ‘negative’ or uncanny aspect of the
numinous, it is the very same deinós that Burke addresses in his Enquiry
with respect to the ‘negative’ sublime: a sublime that revolves less
around the transcendent and self-affirming than the astonishing and
frightening.
If, therefore, as an equivalent of the Greek deinós, the Ungeheuere
specifically has to do with the awe and terror exerted by the numinous,
then what precisely makes up its negativity? Basically, and as the term
uncanny that Otto uses with respect to deinós already suggests, it is a
disturbing estrangement. The German phrase nicht geheuer meaning
‘not in order’, creepy or sinister, Otto refers to the Ungeheuere as the
fishy and strange, as something unfamiliar that one cannot quite place,
explain, or define (ibid.: 54). In this way, one could say, the Ungeheuere
refers to the more or less spooky and eerie aspect of something that
resists grasp not necessarily because of its inordinate size but because of
its disturbing resistance to familiar categories of representation. The
Ungeheuere overlaps, in this instance, with Formwidrigkeit in so far as its
otherness and not-in-orderness contradicts the norms and schemas
facilitating imaginative assimilation.
In this way, the Ungeheuere in music need not as a rule refer to the
colossal or monumental style, easily lapsing into empty bombast. Rather,
it has to do with the unnerving and uncomforting. Unnerving, not so
much in the sense of frightening or terrifying an audience for an explicitly
its solemnity. But its crescendo would make even the most unyielding listener shudder; it
would grow like a tremendous conflagration gradually setting the sky on fire” (ibid.:
409). Berlioz transforms the orchestra and its colouristic effects into a landscape of the
sublime: oceans, tempests, volcanic eruptions, primeval forests, and other scenes
familiarly represented as inspiring awe and terror in their eighteenth- and nineteenthcentury beholders.
16I would like to thank Arjo Vanderjagt for pointing out to me the connection between
deinós, the negative sublime, and the Ungeheuere as contrasted to the hypsos
typifying the ‘positive’ sublime. This distinction could, in turn, be connected to the
distinction made by John Baillie on the ‘mixed’ sublime, and the sublime pur sang,
eliciting a solemn feeling of elevation alone.
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dramatic purpose (as, say, in Mozart’s Don Giovanni), cunningly and
effectively depriving them of a sense of comfort and confidence.
Instead, and in so far as the Ungeheuere literally bears on something
that is not in order, the unnerving and uncomforting here refers to the
effect occasioned by a music that somehow does not sound ‘right’.

Uncanny

Within the context of the nineteenth century, probably the most
(in)famous instance of such a music is Chopin’s Prelude in A minor, no. 2,
op. 28, with, as Jeffrey Kallberg puts it, its awkwardly “disjointed”
figuration (Kallberg [1996] 1998: 153). The disjointedness, in this instance,
chiefly concerns he dichotomy between melody and accompaniment:
the design of the former, as Lawrence Kramer has shown in great detail,
is incongruous and asynchronous with that of the latter, the harmonic
progression in the bass more or less seeming to lead a life of its own
(Kramer 1990: 77). Most obviously, however, the Prelude derives its
eeriness from the obstinately repetitive and jarringly dissonant chords in
the left hand that, due to the fact that the tonic is only fully revealed in
the closing bars, remain indeterminable, inexplicable, and mysterious till
the very end. Even to the untrained ear, it ‘hears’ as if something is
withheld, never quite breaking through, creating a tension of unease
and uncertainty that is not so much resolved as cut short abruptly in the
closing cadence:
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In this respect, and in so far as the Ungeheuere refers to the
uncanny or Unheimliche of the numinous, Chopin’s Prelude more or less
exemplifies what Sigmund Freud has called the coincidence of the
Heimliche with the Unheimliche (Freud [1919] 1963: 51). This coincidence
chiefly consists in the fact that the German heimlich has a double and
contradictory connotation of, firstly, homely or familiar and comfortable
and, secondly, surreptitious, suppressed, something kept from sight and
tucked away: a secret (Geheimnis) behind the curtains that one cannot
quite put the finger on. In this second connotation, heimlich easily
collapses into the not-in-orderness of the Ungeheuere and Unheimliche:
something spooky, unfamiliar, or ‘not right’, causing unease and fright.
The Prelude, I suggest, makes audible this interrelation between the
homely and uncanny. On the one hand, its harmonic movements are
stealthy, secretive and concealed, as if hiding or keeping back
something. This becomes especially clear in the sudden and disruptive
silence in m. 19, breaking off the (already once-silenced) harmonic
progression in the bass before it has had a chance to bring forward its
full articulation in A minor. On the other hand, it is this strategy of evasion
and suppression that renders the chords heard in the accompaniment
so peculiarly strange and other: when hidden or suppressed, as the
Freudian dictum goes, what would have been familiar or home-like (in
this case literally the home key) becomes strange or unheimlich (ibid.:
70, 75). This not merely refers to the Prelude’s tonal ambivalence,
manifesting itself at its most extreme in what Kramer calls the
“harmonically undecidable chain of chords in mm. 11-14”. This chain, as
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he explains, “represents an enhanced form of the most conspicuous
feature of mm. 1-10, the grating nonharmonic dissonance of the
accompaniment” (Kramer 1990: 81). Here, Kramer continues, the
“dissonance can no longer be rendered coherent by subordination to
an underlying harmony”, accounting for its alterity in the sense of
eluding or defying a clear-cut, tonal-imaginative grasp (ibid.: 81).
Most significantly, however, when finally A minor does make itself
heard in the closing, tonic cadence it sounds – or at least it does so to
the average, untrained musical ear – odd and outlandish rather than
home-like. In the context of the preceding, which now turns out to have
been a long and winding journey home, ‘home’ (the tonic) is somehow
also ‘strange’ or ‘other’: having been held back so persistently, it seems
to intrude on, instead of having motivated, the music heard. Indeed,
Kramer has pointed out, because the resolution of the six-four harmony
in m. 14 is deferred so long (by way, indeed of the “A minor six-four
chord of m. 15”, itself joining “the forces of destabilization”), finally the
“newly achieved tonic quality of A minor is actually thrown into doubt”
(ibid.: 82).
Of course, an in-depth technical analysis of the Prelude might
indicate a deeper coherency, rendering the tonic cadence less strange
or unexpected than it seems to be in the hearing of it. Yet the point is, to
borrow a phrase from Kramer, that the Prelude “sound[s] abnormal, and
cannot be made to sound otherwise”: that it somehow defamiliarizes
music in its dominant, nineteenth-century conception, making for a
basically unresolved confusion or indeterminacy that resembles the
sublime feeling as I have tried to trace it in the preceding chapters (ibid.:
91). Such a defamiliarization (literally a making strange) is, I would
suggest, crucial to the idea of Formwidrigkeit as a violating of
established rules and norms in relation to the (musically) sublime: not
only does it involve a breaking of familiar, accustomed ways of musicmaking, but also a breaking of a listener’s ability to form, frustrating the
musical imagination in its attempts to automatically appropriate what
has been heard. Indeed, in so far as Seidl, in this instance, pleads for a
specifically musically sublime, works like Chopin’s Prelude in A minor (or,
for that matter, Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde, or Liszt’s Nuage gris) illustrate
the point: it is unnerving not because of the sordid or terrible ideas it
would give rise to but because of its own, awkward and uncomforting
sounds and movements that cannot be easily placed or integrated
within familiar, musical meaning schemes.

The New

Perhaps at its most dramatic, such an estranging of music as ‘music’
in its ruling Western conception is Arnold Schoenberg’s free-tonal or, as
he put it, pantatonal music: a music avoiding keys and tonal centres,
discarding traditional chord formations and melodic lines so that the
listener’s orientation is most seriously undermined. However, apart from
the fact that this newly dissonant music was already envisioned and
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practised by composers like Liszt a few decades before, the unnerving
or upsetting of traditional compositional modes to discover new and
‘fishy’ ways of musical expression was an essentially Romantic
enterprise.17 Here, indeed, the fashionable preoccupation with the
monstrous and grotesque allowed for a more or less unwarranted
experimenting that, to recall Gay, links up with the aesthetics of the
sublime rather than that of the beautiful: a breaking the law, a move
against (familiar) form, to intimate what lies beyond it.
Illustrative and instructive, in this instance, are Liszt’s observations on
the legitimacy of the musically ugly and discordant in an essay on Berlioz
and his Harold Symphony (1855) that was co-written by the Princess
Carolyn von Sayn-Wittgenstein. The artist, the argument here runs, “can
pursue the beautiful outside the rules of the school, without fear that, as
a result of this, it will elude him” (Liszt/Wittgenstein [1855] 1998: 117). There
is a beauty apart from consecrated forms and conventions. Art does not
cease to be art when a composer moves beyond established laws:
when “certain rules of art and habits of hearing” are violated (ibid.: 118).
With respect to Berlioz, such transgressions – as noted by his more
orthodox contemporaries – typically concern the fact that his music
“mutilates the ear” and that it produces effects which transcend musical
comprehension (ibid.: 118). Yet, the Liszt-Wittgenstein combination
retorts, is a disturbance of the musical status quo, no matter how much it
may initially offend contemporary ears, no matter how far it may
exceed existing ideas on good and acceptable form, not also a
necessary factor in its ‘progressive development’? The verdict on Berlioz
remains a verdict for “a more or less distant future” (ibid.: 118).
For if the musical works of Berlioz “violate the rules, in that they
destroy the hallowed frame which has devolved upon the symphony”,
or “offend the ear, in that in the expression of their content they do not
remain within the prescribed musical dikes”, this is at least in part due to
the fact that “admiration” on the part of the critics is, in this instance,
“too often delayed by idle astonishment” (ibid.: 118). What this means is
that a music countering prevailing forms and norms, or bypassing current
conventions of musical hearing, is a music that cannot be judged or
17As

Alan Walker has shown, Liszt was in fact familiar with the idea of a so called ordre
omnitonique, that he had derived from the critic François-Joseph Fétis during a lecture
in 1832. Quite like “the Schoenbergian tone-row”, Walker comments, this ordre
omnitonique was to “replace tonality. Liszt regarded it as a logical outcome of the
historical process which from a ‘unitonic’ (tonality) moved to a ‘pluritonic’ (polytonality) and ended in an ‘omnitonic’ (atonality), where every note is, so to speak, a
tonic” (Walker 1983: III, 440). Liszt, Walker continues, is even known to have worked on a
treatise on modern harmony entitled Sketches for a Harmony of the Future, while in a
letter to his pupil Ingeborg Starck he declared “with mock seriousness” that a twelve-

note chord (C-D♯-E-F♯-G-B♭ – D♭-E-F♭-G-A♮-B) “would soon become the basis of
harmony”, thus anticipating Schoenberg’s (albeit different) twelve-tone chord. (ibid.:
440, 443). Though the treatise has not survived, piano pieces like Nuage gris or The
Bagatelle without Tonality (1885) which “hovers on the brink of atonality”, reveal Liszt’s
intentions (ibid.: 445).
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processed on the basis of existing categories. It is, quite literally, a music
of the future, ungeheuer in so far as its unfamiliarity moves beyond a
(culturally- and convention-bound) range of ordinary, perhaps even
possible experience.
Almost a century and a half later, I will show in the next chapter, the
French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard would – without being aware
of it – reiterate the issue in his reflections on the avant-garde, the
sublime, and what he was to call the shock of the new. As Lyotard
typically claims, the rule-breaking art of the late-nineteenth- and earlytwentieth-century avant-gardes dodges the grasp of a determining
judgement: avant-garde works of art “are not in principle governed by
preestablished rules, and they cannot be judged by a determining
judgement, by applying familiar categories… Those rules and categories
are what the work of art itself is looking for” (Lyotard [1983] 1999: 1015).
Essentially formwidrig in their resistance or opposition to existing forms,
norms, and categories of representation, avant-garde works announce
themselves as works of the future in so far as the rules and categories on
the basis of which they are to be judged are as yet unknown,
unavailable. Here, according to Lyotard, the painter, choreographer,
writer, poet, sculptor, thinker, or composer is “working without rules in
order to formulate the rules of what will have been done”: s/he is
probing something that has not yet been established, determined, or
defined (ibid.: 1015).
Echoing Gay’s remarks on the artistic sublime, Lyotard relates this
breaking of conventions and rules in order to “invent new rules of the
game” (and thus to thwart expectations on the part of the public and
the critics), to the aesthetics of the sublime (ibid.: 1014). Indeed, in so far
as such unruliness gives rise to the kind of astonishment that delays
understanding, the sublime is, for Lyotard, specifically related to the way
in which an artwork irrupts and calls in question familiar ways of worldmaking (be it textual, pictorial, or musical), rather than to the subject
matter it invokes. The defamiliarization of musical sounds and
movements that I have described above comes, for that matter, close
to what Lyotard has in mind: it is sublime not because of the terrible
ideas it gives rise to, but because of the way in which it unnerves
traditional ways of sounding and hearing.
Precisely this, I will explain in the next chapter, is what for Lyotard
makes for a postmodern sublime: a sublime that moves away from the
Kantian sublime to the extent that it no longer signals a supersensible
destiny beyond or above, but a gap or irruption within the sphere of
sensibility. It is no longer a sublime of transcendence but a sublime of
immanence: it no longer lifts the subject in glorious and harmonious selfaffirmation but questions and undermines ruling and unquestioned ways
of presentation, be they artistic or otherwise. Indeed, and in
accordance with later twentieth-century dictums, the idea of the
supersensible is for Lyotard not just a “nostalgic” but in fact a dangerous,
totalising “illusion”, enforcing a reconciliatory unity in all areas at all costs
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(Lyotard 1999: 1015). As I will show, in his perspective the sublime is
precisely an instrument to subvert such totalising dreams: “The
nineteenth and twentieth centuries have given us as much terror as we
can take. We have paid a high enough price for the nostalgia of the
whole and the one…Let us wage a war on totality; let us be witness to
the unpresentable; let us activate the differences” – and subvert ‘grand’
or ‘master’ narratives (ibid.: 1015). The postmodern, for Lyotard, attests to
the illegitimacy of traditional, all-encompassing ordering principles,
truths, and systems in the field of science, philosophy, art, and criticism.
Thus, as Luuk van Middelaar has recently put it, “[h]eterogeneity,
incommensurability, plurality, dissensus, and conflict are the key-terms in
Lyotard’s universe” (Van Middelaar 2000: 128, my translation).
This emphasis on conflict and difference raises the question if
Lyotard’s departure from Kant’s precious supersensible destiny also, and
by implication, allows the sublime feeling to be rethought in the manner
of Burke and Usher as a self-conflicting feeling without end or resolution.
Does, that is to say, Lyotard’s rejection of the transcendental also imply
a subversion of the Kantian sublime moment as a moment of closure-intranscendence – or a subversion of the possibility of any closure at all in
the experience of the sublime? More pregnantly said, will Lyotard’s
rewriting of the sublime as a no-longer-transcendental sublime
contribute in any way to the critical formulation of an ‘alternative’
sublime? And does this rewriting have any bearing on music, whether
directly or indirectly? It is these questions that will govern my account of
Lyotard – the philosopher who is claimed to have retrieved the idea of
the sublime from twentieth-century obscurity in the 1980’s and brought it
back into fashion – in the next chapter.

211

7
Materiality
What is sublime is the feeling that something
will happen, despite everything, within this
threatening void, that something will take
’place’ and will announce that everything is
not over. That place is mere ’here’, the most
minimal occurrence
Jean-François Lyotard

Introduction
Lyotard’s theory of the postmodern sublime and the avant-gardes as
posited in “Réponse à la question: qu’est-ce que le postmoderne?”
(“Response to the Question: What is Postmodernism?”) (1983) and
L’inhumain (The Inhuman) (1988), it is true, takes but little stock of music.
Instead, and perhaps due to the typically specular orientation of
postmodern culture, it bears mainly on the pictorial arts in general and
the art of the American abstract-expressionist painter Barnett Newman
in particular. Still, Lyotard’s explorations are of relevance here in so far as
they, firstly, reinforce (if in a secondary way) the (proto-)Romantic
privileging of the art of music in the sphere of the sublime and, secondly,
purport to offer a move away from the traditional, Kantian model of the
sublime feeling.
Both these aspects of Lyotard’s explorations, I will show in this
chapter, are intimately tied up with his critical rereading of the sublime in
terms of what he calls the postmodern sublime. The postmodern, in this
instance, not so much refers to the historical period of post-modernism
as to a subversive manner of (artistic) presentation that Lyotard relates
to the rule-breaking practices of the avant-gardes. In the last chapter, I
have already connected such rule-breaking to the idea of
Formwidrigkeit in Romantic music, trading what Lyotard calls the “solace
and pleasure” of the beautiful for the disruption and distress of the
sublime (Lyotard [1983] 1999: 1014). However, in his all-too schematic,
rigid distinction between Romantic and modernist art, Lyotard
exclusively reserves the idea of a postmodern sublime as an
unwarranted, dispossessing, and also joyful experimenting to latenineteenth- and earlier twentieth-century artistic practices.
Lyotard’s main reason for doing so is that, according to him, only
during the modernist period the aesthetic question “What is beautiful?”
would have been exchanged for the critical question “What can be
said to be art?” (ibid.: 1010). Though, once more, I do not agree with
Lyotard’s binary opposition between Romantic and modernist art in this
respect, the point here is that the postmodern sublime is related to the
second question in so far as this question is at once and already a selfquestioning. What, for Lyotard, makes up the postmodern sublime is an
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interrogation and breaking or undermining of the presumed conditions
of any given art form. It is the uncertain feeling occasioned by an
experimenting, a questioning of artistic restrictions and prescriptions in
the full awareness that ultimate artistic grounds or foundations are no
longer valid. As an aesthetics of the infinite, I explain, the aesthetics of
the sublime would here be transformed into an aesthetics of a plastic
infinity: of an “infinity of plastic essays to be made” in the absence of
stringent indications what an art, any art, should be like (Lyotard 1998:
127). According to Lyotard, the confusion and delight felt on account of
this possibility of an ever new, ever unknown next assay already
resonates with a postmodern sensibility: the joyful accepting of the fact
that metaphysical, political, and religious certainties have collapsed,
that there is no ultimate reality, no foundation, but an infinite variety of
different, possible world-makings. Thus, the postmodern sublime feeling
feeds on a pain of disorientation that comes with dead certainties yet
also, and at once, on a delight of open, infinite experimenting.
To be sure, there is a tension in this Lyotardian positioning of the
postmodern within the practices of modernism. Thus the postmodern,
with its general taste for pastiche, parody, and self-reflexive
intertextuality, seems radically opposed to the discourse of origin and
originality that, precisely, typifies and even defines the modernist
ideology of avant-gardism. The postmodern celebrates the death of the
author, as much as the death of authenticity, while the modernist
dictum of the avant-gardes still generally celebrates the aliveness of the
protean genius breaking the law and, in this way, heralding the new and
unheard-of. Indeed, I suggest, if the adjective ‘postmodern’ thus seems
oddly out of place with respect to radical avant-gardist experimenting,
Lyotard even threatens to undermine the postmodern status of his own
postmodern sublime. For as will be seen, the way in which Lyotard
approaches and circumscribes what he takes to be postmodern
‘instances’ of the sublime in earlier twentieth-century art, turns out to be
a veiled formalism. A formalism, I argue more specifically, recalling the
modernist dictum of a Clement Greenberg that avant-garde painting
undermined its own presuppositions in adopting the ‘method’ of music
as a so called strictly sensuous, non-imitative art. Painting no longer
figured ‘something’, but dis-figured and reinvented itself in presenting
only itself, its own matter, and receding into its flat picture plane. If
anything, this connects rather than contrasts with Lyotard’s central
statement that the postmodern sublime no longer announces itself in the
subject matter of an artwork but in its very matter, in the “presentation
itself” (Lyotard 1983: 1014).
However, if this signals an essentially modernist privileging of form
over content, Lyotard’s rereading of the sublime has nevertheless been
of no little significance to late-twentieth-century reworkings of the
sublime as a viable critical concept in postmodern theory. What will, in
this instance, be of special significance to my own explorations into the
possibility of an ‘alternative’ sublime is Lyotard’s decapitation of the
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Kantian sublime: for Lyotard, the sublime no longer revolves around the
realization of a supersensible destiny, but is rather recast completely on
the level of sensibility as a specifically material moment, a break in one’s
conventional, imaginative ways of world-making. This rupture, as Renée
van de Vall observes, triggers an “awareness, or feeling, or idea that
does not hover above ordinary reality as some sort of thing or quasipositive entity, but is rather present within that reality as an anxiety or
limit” (Van de Vall 1994: 337). The radically ‘other’ that occasions the
sublime feeling is here not positively determined – like Kant’s idea of
absolute totality that violates imagination – but rather stands as
indeterminacy, as a question mark within the sphere of sensibility (ibid.:
337). As it were made to fit the soundings of twentieth-century
experimental music, I will show, this rereading of the sublime has led
theorists like Van de Vall to think the experience of the sublime anew in
terms of the vicissitudes of creative processes. It remains to be seen,
however, if such a rethinking truly offers a move away from Kant’s selfsurpassing, epically cast sublime experience.

Minimal Formation

In The Inhuman, Lyotard calls to mind the Burkean dictum that a
pictorial sublime cannot but be a contradiction within the terms.1 What,
for Burke, is necessary to cal forth the sublime feeling is obscurity,
indeterminacy, invisibility. Yet how can a painting become invisible?
Writing in 1883 – in the rearranged edition of Modern Painters (1848) –
John Ruskin stated that it can at least become obscure, suggestive
instead of imitative:
A few shapeless scratches or accidental stains on the wall, or
the forms of clouds, or any other complicated accidents, will
set the imagination to work to coin something out of them; and
all paintings in which there is much gloom or mystery, possesses
therein a certain sublimity owing to the play given to the
beholder’s imagination…The vacancy of a truly imaginative
work results not from the absence of ideas , or incapability of
grasping or detailing them, but from the painting having told
the whole pith and power of his subject and disdaining to tell
more; and the sign of this being the case is, that the mind of the
beholder is forced to act in a certain mode, and feels itself
overpowered and borne away by that of the painter, and not
1The

fact that Lyotard always and only focuses on art, rather than nature, in relation to
the sublime perhaps has to do with his indebtedness to Theodor Adorno’s theory of the
sublime. Thus, as María Peña Aguado points out, for Adorno the sublime as Kant had
described it in the third Critique can no longer be experienced in nature: no longer,
that is, as an elevation above nature (Peña Aguado 1994: 99). After the horrors of the
twentieth century, it would only be art that can keep alive “a different relation with
nature” – which is to say, a dialogical relation, rather than one whereby the subject is
posited as a master over, and safely locked away from, nature (ibid.: 99). Though
Lyotard would similarly denounce the possibility of a natural sublime, and turn to art
instead, he would nevertheless also reject Adorno’s idea of the sublime feeling as
being too nostalgic (ibid.: 99-104).
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be able to defend itself, nor go which way it will. (Ruskin [1883]
1909: 185)

This recalls Burke, Beattie, and many of the early German Romantics
discussed in chapters 2 and 4: the artistic sublime – though Burke
excludes painting – turns on a certain imperfection, a leaving things out,
unseen and undefined, so that the beholder is forced to imagine it
herself, to picture what the painter will not show.
Lyotard, however, has something different in mind with respect to
the sublime. In a manner comparable to Seidl, he associates the sublime
not with an over-activation of imagination’s associative powers,
supplanting what has been left out, but rather with a temporary shortcircuiting of its formative power. With, that is to say, an interruption of
sight, in so far as the sublime interrupts the ability to see and grasp
containable, self-subsistent forms. In order to achieve such an
interruption, a painting would have to become imageless, figureless,
vacant, resisting the efforts of the beholder to form or picture something
after all.
To Lyotard’s mind, Romantic art is not up to this task. Here, as he
generalises quite grossly, overlooking Constable’s or Turner’s more
abstract-tending studies, the indeterminacy crucial to the sublime can
“still be only achieved in determinate fashion. Support, frame, line,
colour, space, the figure – were to remain, in romantic art, subject to the
constraint of representation”, which, for Lyotard, involves figuration,
narration, and illusory, three-dimensional reality-making (Lyotard 1988:
101). Symbolist or even Surrealist painting, for that matter, would face
similar problems: no matter how strange, uncanny, and unfamiliar the
‘combinations’ it presents, it still shows. Surrealism, says Lyotard, still holds
fast to the laws of “figurative presentation” in arranging “figurative
elements” together in “paradoxical fashion” rather than abandoning
the figurative altogether (ibid.: 85). This, evidently, does not hold for all
Surrealist art but – and here Lyotard, to my surprise, unquestioningly
supports Burke’s naive notion of pictures as imitations and revelations – in
so far as it is figurative, Surrealism is “still vulnerable to Burke’s objection
that painting has little potential for sublimity: residual fragments of
‘perceptive’ reality are simply being assembled in a different manner”
(ibid.: 85). Surrealist painting still delineates, although it disfigures as well,
still ‘reveals’, although its ‘meaning’ remains latent, hidden, or
ambiguous. What, according to Lyotard, the sublime instead requires is
an art that not merely evokes the invisible or ungraspable via a weird rearrangement of the visual order, but one that explodes the visible
altogether, without even a faint reminiscence of it.
The answer, for Lyotard, can be found in “what Kant calls a
negative presentation, or even a non-presentation. He cites the Jewish
law banning images as an eminent example of negative presentation:
optical pleasure, when reduced to near-nothingness promotes an
infinite contemplation of infinity” (ibid.: 98). I am not so sure if this is by
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definition the case, and if Burke’s Lockean-based conception of an
experience of the infinite as never coming one step closer to an end or
goal through an infinite repetition of the same (minimal) presentation is
not a more effective way to think such an “infinite contemplation of
infinity”. Still, by way of illustration, one could consider the painter Plasson
in Alessandro Baricco’s philosophical novel Oceano Mare (1994), who
tries to paint the colour of the sea but ends up by showing nothing. His
efforts to create are immediately self-defeating, for the only way he can
conceive to paint the sea as an apparently indefinite expanse is to paint
it with the transparent – and to that extent invisible – salty water itself:
“The man…keeps staring at the sea. Silence. Every now and then he dips
the brush in a little copper pot and sketches a few light lines on the
canvas. The hairs of the brush leave the shadow of a bleak darkness,
which the wind immediately dries so that the original white reappears.
And on the canvas, nothing. Nothing that can be seen” (Baricco [1994]
1999: 10, my translation).
Plasson paints the sea in a most literal sense – one could say that he
exemplifies it in the way that an entirely green painting exemplifies the
colour green – yet this, what might be called, material realism leaves no
visible trace. On the canvas there is nothing that can be seen, and it is
such a canvas, like “the ‘white’…of Malevitsch’s squares”, making it
“impossible to see” in the sense of discerning or identifying something,
that Lyotard associates with the sublime (Lyotard 1999: 1013). Why?
Because here the beholder’s imagination is faced with a blankness that
it cannot contain as form, giving rise to the pain of a creative (i.e.
formative) frustration. Yet at the same time, this blankness literally
creates an openness allowing imagination to explore its own limits, to try
and “figure even that which cannot be figured” (Lyotard 1998: 98).
Alternatively, however, one could say that such a blank painting
embodies a Kantian (abstract) idea of reason, an idea for which
imagination cannot give a corresponding instance or presentation. The
fruitlessness of its efforts to do so after all would, in turn, signal something
completely other that resists formation and visualization.
Conforming, as Lyotard maintains, to such an idea of a negative
presentation – whereby a painting evokes the infinite in explicitly stating
in one way or another that it cannot show or present; in thematising its
own figurative failure – twentieth-century abstract art would be
intimately wound up with the aesthetics of the sublime, rather than that
of the beautiful (ibid.: 125). Indeed, Lyotard hypothesises rather daringly,
given the eighteenth-century theoretical fascination with negative
presentation in relation to the sublime (not only in Kant but also, we have
seen, in Burke, Usher, or Lowth) one could suggest that even “before
Romantic art had freed itself from Classical and Baroque figuration, the
door had…been opened to enquiries pointing towards abstract and
Minimal art” (ibid.: 98). To state, though, that avant-gardism (abstract art
being, of course, intricately part of the pictorial avant-garde) “is thus
present in germ in the Kantian aesthetic of the sublime” is overshooting
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the mark (ibid.: 98). After all, firstly, if avant-gardism is about a relatively
free or lawless experimenting, then this conflicts with the way in which
Kant interposes the power of judgement as, precisely, always curbing
such lawlessness. Secondly, Kant clearly states in the Anthropology that
the sublime in art is always embedded within the ‘good’ or pleasurable
forms of the beautiful (Kant 1960: §67, 428). This sharply contradicts with
Lyotard’s idea of avant-garde painting as escaping the aesthetics of the
beautiful since “its works appear to the public of taste to be ‘monsters’,
‘formless’ objects, purely ‘negative’ entities” – artistic presentations “that
make presentation suffer” (ibid.: 125).

Newman and the Instant

If Lyotard thus largely ignores the harmonizing tendencies of the
Kantian sublime, he is nevertheless right about the significance of the
sublime to twentieth-century avant-garde artists. Apollinaire, he points
out, used the term in his studies on the peintres artistes, while the
abstract-expressionist painter Barnett Newman employed it in his titles –
Vir Heroicus Sublimis – and writings (ibid.: 126). What Lyotard likes about
Newman’s pictorial evocations of the sublime is not just that they would
conform to the invisibility-thesis: that these huge colour-field paintings
are imageless or formless to the extent that they bypass any kind of
figuration. Rather, as Van de Vall explains, it is that Newman’s paintings
do not represent a sublime event (as, say, the nineteenth-century
spectacle-paintings of John Martin do), but perform a sublime event. For
Newman, she writes, “the sublime in painting is not so much to be
portrayed or depicted, such as the portrayal of a sublime landscape or
the depiction of a sublime literary theme, or…merely alluded to, as to
something outside the painting…Instead of being about a sublime
event, the painting had to become a sublime event” (Van de Vall 1994:
221, my emphases). It does not show, it does – precisely by casting off
the bounds of figurative form and the laws of illusory, visible realitymaking.
Or, as Lyotard argues, a painting by Newman presents or offers
itself, colour, paint, line, without mirroring or presupposing anything
beyond of itself. It “arises, just as an occurrence arises”, suddenly, out of
nowhere, pointing to nothing but itself (Loytard 1998: 83). It might be
awkward to thus think of a painting as an occurrence, something that
happens instantaneously. After all, one familiarly tends to conceive of
paintings in terms of substantiality; something spatial instead of temporal,
something fixed instead of something suddenly arising, which takes
some time to ‘consume’. But that is precisely it: as a painter Newman is
less concerned with the manipulation of space than the sensation of
time. And not historical or narrative time but now-time, this moment now,
the time of an instant, the occurrence of the momentary: that time, the
instantaneousness of the instant, “is the picture itself” (ibid.: 78). As
Lyotard comments on Newman’s fourteen Stations of the Cross (19581966): “The time of what is recounted (the flash of the knife raised
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against Isaac) and the time taken to recount that time (the
corresponding verses of Genesis) cease to be dissociated. They are
condensed into the plastic (linear, chromatic, rhythmic) instant that is
the painting” (ibid.: 83). The painting performs instead of recounts, it
becomes the instant recounted in the verses of Genesis. The instant is
performed, it happens, rather than being pictured as having happened:
the place (makom) where Abraham stood before G-d (Hamakom)
becomes a taking place, and this taking place is the painting itself.
Lyotard tries, to this effect, very hard to empty Newman’s paintings
out of ‘empirical’ meaning or content, eagerly conceding that Newman
“never used his paintings to transmit a message to the viewer” – none of
his paintings have “any purpose other than to be a visual event in itself”
(ibid.: 83). To do and be, instead of to represent, and to be independently.
For Lyotard, Newman’s paintings are self-sufficient (as self-sufficient as
music in its Romantic conception), and do not even conceal technical
secrets. A painting by Newman, he states, “hides no…cleverness that
might delay the understanding of our gaze, or that might therefore arouse
our curiosity. It is neither seductive nor equivocal; it is clear, ‘direct’, open
and ‘poor’ ” (ibid.: 83). It is an ‘open’ sign that is also open in its own
materiality: a surface that covers no intricate substance, just as it hides no
secret meaning.
Everything is there – dimensions, colours, lines – but there are no
allusions. So much so that it is a problem for the commentator.
What can one say that is not given?…The best gloss consists of
the question: what can one say? Or of the exclamation ‘Ah’. Of
surprise: ‘Look at that’ So many expressions of a feeling which
does have a name in the modern aesthetic tradition (and in the
work of Newman): the sublime. (ibid.: 80)

Lyotard’s Formalism
All this is very well, positing a painting as a sublime happening, yet in
this way, Van de Vall notes, Lyotard hardly moves beyond “the formalist
reductionism of Clement Greenberg” that Newman’s paintings have no
“content”, or rather that their (plastic) form is their content, and that
their sole function is to be rather than to be about something (Van de
Vall 1994: 339, 340). Indeed, more seriously, not just Lyotard’s approach
to Newman but even his conception of a specifically postmodern
sublime appears ultimately rooted in a formalist privileging of ‘form’ over
‘content’. This may not be immediately evident as Lyotard lays so much
stress on the (alleged) fact that avant-garde art can evoke the sublime
in so far as it takes on itself the formlessness (i.e. the absence of clearly
defined, conventional, recognisable shapes) associated with it. As
Barnett Newman observed in “The Sublime is Now” (1948): “The impulse
of modern art was this desire to destroy beauty” – to destroy beautiful,
ingratiating forms (Newman [1948] 1999: 573). Thus, music here
approached “unformed sound” (Iannis Xenakis), painting often
consisted of “unformed blots of paint” (Jackson Pollock), while poetry
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deliberately aspired towards a state of “unformed language” (Stéphane
Mallarmé) (Van der Sijde 1998: 87, my translation). Still, there is an
undeniably formalist streak in Lyotard’s claim that the postmodern
sublime differs from the modern (i.e. in this context: Romantic) sublime in
its turn away from ‘subject matter’: that the sublime here announces
itself in the manner of presentation of an artwork, or the manner in which
it undermines presentation, rather than in what it would re-present.
This formalist echo becomes quite distinct when comparing
Lyotard’s idea of the avant-garde as more or less evolving out of the
aesthetics of the sublime, to Clement Greenberg’s genealogy of the
avant-garde in his “Towards a Newer Laocoon” (1948). Significantly,
Greenberg here argues that the abstract ‘currents’ of earlier twentiethcentury avant-garde art – the exclusive terrain of Lyotard’s postmodern
sublime – have grown out of a fascination with, even a jealousy of, the
allegedly suggestive, sensuous, and non-representational ways of
instrumental music as “an art in itself” (Greenberg [1948] 1999: 557).2 Due
to, Greenberg observes, “its ‘absolute’ nature, its remoteness from
imitation, its almost complete absorption in the very physical quality of its
medium, as well as because of its resources of suggestion, music had
come to replace poetry as the paragon art. It was the art which the
other arts envied most, and whose effects they tried hardest to imitate”
(ibid.: 557). Only when, however, the avant-garde’s focus on music
changed from a focus on musical effects into one on “music as a
method of art”, did it find a way to verily reconceive of the arts of
painting and poetry (ibid.: 557).
That method was the method of a so called “‘abstract’ art, an art
of ‘pure form’ ”: an art, as Adam Smith has noted long ago and Hanslick
would reiterate in the nineteenth century, that is strictly its own subject
matter (ibid.: 557). An art, in contrast to what the early Romantics,
2Not

surprisingly, being a formalist, Greenberg attributes this fascination with music, or
more properly ‘music’, as we are here clearly dealing with a (Romantic) idea of music,
to an artistic desire to preserve art as a pure sanctum away from everyday
“ideological struggles of society” (Greenberg 1999: 556). This heralded the necessity to
escape ideas, for ideas were apparently “infecting the arts” with precisely these
struggles and “came to mean subject matter in general” (one can now at best smile
piteously at such presumptions) (ibid.: 556). Art, in other words, was not to be
considered a cultural practice (which of course it always inevitably is; it informs culture
as much as it is even unknowingly informed by it). Hence the emphasis on form, rather
than subject matter, and on self-sufficiency; on the arts being “entitled to respect for
their own sakes, and not merely as vessels of communication. It was the signal for a
revolt against the dominance of literature, which was subject matter at its most
oppressive” (ibid.: 556). Following the example of ‘music’ (here implicitly represented in
opposition to culture and the ‘full’ linguistic sign) thus proved a way out of this alleged
oppression of literature. This had, moreover, the added advantage for painting to
“expand the expressive resources of the medium, not in order to express ideas and
notions, but to express with greater immediacy sensations, the irreducible elements of
experience” (ibid. 556). (An expressive expansion based on the conventional
assumption that music is only about evoking and eliciting immediate sensations, not
about mediated thinking).
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Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche had claimed, that does not ring with
metaphysical significance but is rather – in the radically formalist view –
strictly its own significance: that creates, sustains, and revolves around its
own world of tonally moving forms. What, according to Greenberg, the
avant-gardes discovered, was that this presumed self-absorption or selfcentredness could also be made to apply to the arts of painting and
poetry. That, more specifically, the effects of these art would be no
longer accidental to their “formal natures” – that the content or ‘subject
matter’ of painting could be its own substance, colour, paint, and
nothing else, operating only on the sense of sight as colour, paint: a
‘pure’, objectless, non-individualizing world in itself (ibid.: 557).
In this way, Greenberg infers, the emphasis in avant-garde art “was
to be on the physical, sensorial”, in so far as the avant-gardes borrowed
the principles of music “as a ‘pure’ art, as an art which is abstract
because it is almost nothing else except sensuous” (ibid.: 557). What
Greenberg means to say by this is that music is abstract in so far as it
would figure nothing but its own, sensuous movements, which in turn
would have no referential relation to the outside world. There is, as
Hanslick stated in On the Musically Beautiful, “nothing in nature for music
to copy”, music “reiterates no subject matter already known and given
a name; therefore it has no nameable content for our thinking in definite
concepts” (Hanslick 1986: 73, 80). If, in Greenberg’s essay, ‘abstract’
denotes an absence of recognisable, empirical shapes and ‘subject
matter’ (as, for instance, stories have a subject matter), an exclusive
focus on the forms and material of an artwork as ends in themselves
rather than these being used as a means for an end, then music can be
abstract because sensuous – because its sensuous forms do not reiterate
an already known or named, because it has no ‘concrete’ content
other than this.
In this radically formalist conception, ‘music’ would have led avantgarde painting to become increasingly self-reflexive. It renounced
representation, image-making, formation (to the extent that, say, colours
or brush strokes “defined for their own sake” embody matter not transformed into a recognisable figure), and became one-dimensional,
leaving a shallow “material plane which is the actual surface of the
canvas” (ibid.: 558). In this way, in resisting tradition, painting at once
progressively surrendered “to the resistance of its medium; which
resistance consists chiefly in the flat picture plane’s denial of efforts to
‘hole through’ it for realistic perspectival space”, along with the
destruction of the ‘realistic’ pictorial object (ibid.: 558). Avant-garde
painting thus undermined its viewer’s expectations in so far as it blocked
the possibility to see through, to see as, or to see in.
Glossing these Greenbergian typifications of avant-garde painting,
it is not hard to see the parallel with Lyotard’s characterisation of
Newman’s sublime paintings. They would not show, would not have a
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‘subject matter’,3 would not allude to anything other than themselves,
their own material substance, would not carry a ‘message’. In this way,
they also resist (narrative) interpretation or verbal translation and
undermine the three-dimensional illusion of realist painting, offering only
the flat, bare picture plain in huge, one-dimensional colour-fields. This, in
turn, would at once make Newman’s paintings liable to bring forth the
sublime in, according to Lyotard, its postmodern rather than its modern
variety:
The avant-gardes in painting fulfil Romanticism, i.e. modernity,
which, in its strong and recurrent sense, is the failure of stable
regulation between the sensible and intelligible. But at the
same time they are a way out of Romantic nostalgia because
they do not try to find the unpresentable at a great distance, as
a lost origin or end, to be represented in the subject of the
picture, but in the very matter of the artistic work. (Lyotard 1998:
126)

If, however, one takes seriously the Greenbergian genesis of the avantgarde out of the spirit of ‘music’, then this strict distinction between the
Romantic and postmodern sublime becomes doubtful. The irony, after
all, is that what according to Greenberg is the effect of a still very much
Romantic pull toward the musical in avant-garde art (or rather what, in
the nineteenth-century, instrumental music was conceived to be in
formalist aesthetic theories), results for Lyotard in the possibility of a
postmodern, no-longer-Romantic sublime: a sublime which resides in the
substance, the flat surface of a painting, not ‘over there’, over the
rainbow, but down here in the (happening of the) painting itself. Thus,
one could suggest, avant-garde art fulfils Romanticism not just because
it brings forth the sentiment of the sublime, but also because – in its very
difference from most Romantic-pictorial evocations of the sublime – it
does so by realizing in a most radical way the Romantic-artistic quest for
the musical: by becoming imageless, indeterminate, open, ‘immediately
sensuous’, and self-presentational instead of representational.
Of course, it would be incorrect to reduce Lyotard’s postmodern
sublime solely to the abstractionism of the avant-gardes – or, for that
matter, to reduce the self-questionings of these avant-gardes entirely to
the question: How can my art become like ‘music’? Indeed, I have
already noted in the introduction to this chapter, Lyotard’s main
argument for a postmodern sensibility already being present in the
3This requires explanation and attenuation: subject matter in the sense of a story, event,
scene ‘external’ to the medium of presentation is indeed absent from Newman’s
paintings. Even subject matter, however, can be self-referential or ‘internal’ to the
matter of a painting. Thus, the subject matter of a painting can, for instance, be
painting itself, the process of pictorial creation (which for Lyotard “is what happens
(this) in the midst of the indeterminate”) – and this is how subject matter survives in
Newman’s abstract-expressionist work (Lyotard 1998: 82). Without it, Newman
maintained, painting would become merely ornamental (ibid.: 81).
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essentially modernist practices of the avant-gardes is that it calls in
question the viability of so called ‘meta-narratives’: of transcendental
truths and totalitarian ideas defining and dictating the ‘nature’ of things.
That, to reiterate the issue, it would have undermined an aesthetic
foundationalism in problematizing the supposed preconditions of the
various art forms. What is painting, poetry, music, ballet, or dance, and
what is ‘essential’ to it? Does one need to produce images in order to
produce a painting, do words have to make sense, or refer to a world
beyond themselves, to make up a poem, is music strictly organised
sound, construed as a coherent, logical whole, is ballet only ballet in
presenting the physical movements traditionally defined as such? It was
these questions that the avant-gardes probed in their work and it was, in
turn, their work which thus questioned the necessity and legitimacy of
the presumed foundations of their art.
Still, the locus of Lyotard’s postmodern pictorial sublime cannot be
completely disconnected from Romantic notions on the self-sufficiency
of art as exemplified by the art of instrumental music. Indeed, even the
absence of solid foundations and the embracing of indeterminacy
characteristic of the postmodern sensibility has a certain Romantic ring
to it. Thus, the Romantic and even pre-Romantic delight in the instability
of meaning parallels the postmodern delight in the fragmentation of
‘reality’, the loss of a stable centre or footing – of a stable, ultimate
signified (cf. De Mul 1999). True, the Romantics were still very much
concerned with a noumenal reality, a kernel or thing-in-itself which
would ground the world of appearances. And true, this distinction
between the noumenal and phenomenal has largely, and without
much regret, been effaced in postmodern critical theories: there is no
ultimate reality underlying a world of appearances, appearances rather
are the only possible reality – ‘reality’ is a fiction. Nonetheless, it will be
seen in the following sections, if the postmodern sublime no longer pines
after an unreachable beyond, or a lost past, it still shares with the
Romantic sensibility the necessity of a radically open future. A future,
that is to say, which is not construed as homecoming, which is not
planned ahead by all sorts of ideals, schools, or prevailing
preconceptions, but which is preserved as an undetermined space
ahead in which something un-thought or unforeseen might suddenly
occur.

Plastic Indeterminacy

For Lyotard, the indeterminacy relative to such an idea of a
radically open future first and foremost concerns not a transcendental
but a plastic indeterminacy. He thus hardly has a higher (quasi-)entity in
mind when stating that avant-garde painters bear witness to the fact
that there is indeterminacy, that “something remains to be determined”,
or that they “allow the indeterminate to appear as question mark”
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(Lyotard 1998: 91).4 He hardly means to say that such artists pay tribute
to a transcendental unknown and unseen by presenting – or better, notshowing – it as unknowable and invisible. Instead of alluding to a missing
or hidden ‘absolute’ that must remain unspecified, a Lyotardian
witnessing to the indeterminate should be thought of as a question
posed by the artist about the medium and material s/he is working with. It
quite simply means, in accordance with what we have seen above, that
the ‘basic’ preconditions and presuppositions of art – whether it be
literature, painting, architecture, dance, or music – are subject to doubt
and that it is this doubt the artist must testify to. This is, at least, what
Lyotard’s postmodern variety of the sublime, inextricably intertwined with
the experimental ‘assays’ of the avant-garde, would logically have to
amount to:
The doubt which gnaws at the avant-gardes did not stop with
Cézanne’s ‘colouristic sensations’ as though they were
indubitable, and, for that matter, no more did it stop with the
abstractions they heralded. The task of having to bear witness to
the indeterminate carries away, one after another, the barriers
set up by the writings of theorists and by the manifestos of
painters themselves. A formalist definition of the pictorial object,
such as that proposed in 1961 by Clement Greenberg when
confronted with American ‘post-plastic’ abstraction, was soon
overturned by the current of Minimalism. Do we have to have
stretchers so that the canvas is taut? No. What about colours?
Malevitch’s black square on white had already answered this
4Critics

like Lacoue- Labarthe (1999) nonetheless maintain that Lyotard, too, embraces
negativity, the negative presence of the sublime in an ultimately positive way. One
can, in this instance, think of the way in which Lyotard appears to embrace Kant’s idea
of negative presentation: if one cannot present the absolute, he says, one can still
“present that there is some absolute” (Lyotard 1998: 126). Thus, one can present that
‘there is’ without showing or domesticating. More pregnantly put, the not-saying and
not-showing, or minimal showing, characteristic of negative or abstract presentation – as
in non-figurative painting – attests to the ‘fact’ that there is an absolute. This is almost a
confirmation of the absolute, comparable to the way in which the anxiety of imagination
in the Kantian sublime bears witness to and even represents the immense scope and
power of reason. Seen in this light, Lacoue-Labarthe is indeed right to state that the
Lyotardian unpresentable “is like the Jewish God in the Hegelian analysis of sublimity,
breaking through presentation itself, annihilating it for its greater (dialectical) glory. We
would thus need to think, according to the (onto-theological) outline of negative
presentation, that there is presentation, not of what is beyond presentation, but that
there is something beyond presentation” (Lacoue-Labarthe 1999: 90). A presentational
limit here, in other words, still signals its invisible beyond so that even Lyotard, or so it
seems, does not escape that nostalgia for a ‘lost absolute’ which he otherwise safely
relegates to the Romantic sublime. This is, however, not the whole story, and if one were
to present this as the whole story one would be bypassing the ultimate ‘plasticity’ of the
Lyotardian sublime. Here, I will explain below, the sublime is felt not in the becoming
aware of a higher moral destiny, or in sensing the infinite scope of one’s reason, but in
the anxiety and jubilation that would be felt in the disintegration of familiar ways of
world-making. In, simply, the space opening up within the domain of sensibility when all
sorts of proscriptive, constitutive laws of artistic representation no longer count and a
virtual infinity of unknown, unimagined ‘assays’ stretches out in front.
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question in 1915. Is an object necessary? Body art and
happenings went about proving that it is not. A space, at least, a
space in which to display, as Duchamp’s ‘fountain’ still
suggested? Daniel Buren’s work testifies to the fact that even this
is subject to doubt. (ibid.: 103)

Thus, Lyotard continues, “the investigations of the avant-gardes question
one by one the constituents one might have thought ‘elementary’ or at
the ‘origin’ of the art of painting. They operate ex minimis” – whether
minimalist or not (ibid.: 103). They are in question, their work is in question
because it refuses to be reconciled with ‘elementary criteria’. It
materializes what, and indicates that, these criteria repress.5
One could also say: avant-garde art revolves around the shock of
the new. In the absence of ‘essentials’ or absolute foundations
something new and unforeseen by artistic rules and traditions suddenly
happens. And what for Lyotard is sublime, is that something happens
after all, when all well-known conditions of possibility of a given art form
have been subverted: when, in the absence of such conditions, the
certainty of a next work automatically following this or that work created
in this or that tradition, is undermined. (Or, alternatively, when all
possibilities of any given art form seem to have been exhausted, or all
modes of execution of a given piece of music seem to have been
exhausted, and someone thinks of a different mode, transforming a
potential void ahead into a world of creative possibilities.) A painting
without an object, a music without tones – anything goes. And if
anything goes, if anything is possible in the absence of pre-determined
artistic laws or programmes, one cannot think of anything that cannot
be made.
To be sure, Lyotard believes, the postmodern sublime is directed
toward this infinity of finitudes; “towards the infinity of plastic essays to be
made rather than towards the representation of a supposedly lost
absolute” (ibid.: 127). Feeding on the uncertainty caused by the
subversion of tradition (of proscriptive master narratives), the
postmodern sublime thus bears on un-thought ‘not-yet-givens’ to be
invented. It pertains to a shock of discontinuity – there is no guarantee
that after this painting “another is necessary, permitted, or forbidden”,
triggering the anxious question: What now? What next? Will there be a
next? – yet also to a joy that in the absence of a strict continuity just
anything could happen (ibid.: 91).
5Seen in this light, avant-garde art testifies to the indeterminate in so far as it works
without familiar, determining categories or criteria – and cannot, as a consequence, be
judged according to any such criteria (Lyotard 1999: 1015). The avant-garde ‘work’ of art
is rather “looking for” such criteria, as if looking for a fugitive object(ive), and precisely
“puts forward the unpresentable in presentation itself” by leaving something to be
determined – both as concerns form and judgement (ibid.: 1015, 1014). Seen in this light,
too, the Lyotardian indeterminate can be considered something not yet, some
untapped plastic possibility, or rather some unasked question, that may or may not be
probed.
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It may well strike one as rather curious to recapture the sublime
feeling in this particular way. In my view, it seems as if Lyotard here tries
to reprocess Burke’s existential sublime in what may be called plastic
terms. In chapter 2, I have for that matter already pointed to Lyotard’s
characterisation of the Burkean sublime in terms of a double privation:
first the soul is threatened by a privation of life, light, certainty, then it is
“deprived of the threat of being deprived” of these (ibid.: 99). And
indeed, Lyotard applies this series of privations to the avant-garde in the
following way: first, there is a shock or fright caused by an absence of
solid foundations and easy continuations (i.e. a privation of certainty).
The suspension of tradition creates a gap, with nothing, no rules, or
schools or programmes to fall back on. For instance, if objects and even
colours are no longer stringent conditions of painting (like Malevitch’s
white squares), one has no guarantee as to what kind of painting will
come ‘next’, after this painting painted in this way, and even if there will
be a next painting. When, however, a painting appears after all, defying
one’s expectations and suspending the anxiety that possibly no next
might appear, this makes for the delightful relief characteristic of the
Burkean sublime. Breaking the rules, yet also breaking new grounds, the
avant-gardes would thus at once stage and remove the Burkean threat
of privation (ibid.: 98-100).
In this way, one could say, the Lyotardian shock of the avant-garde
undermining the certainty of tradition and easy continuation functions at
best as a metaphor of the Burkean existential shock of the sublime
facing one with one’s own mortality. While in Burke’s theory, the subject
is momentarily faced with a possible discontinuation of life, and
subsequently distanced from it, Lyotard posits the threat of a possible
discontinuation of art, which is then once again dispelled by art itself.
This is not to say that all avant-garde art can by definition occasion the
specifically existential terror that Lyotard takes up from Burke. Rather, it is
to say that avant-garde art exemplifies the Burkean privation of
continuation (of life, light, or certainty) in its disruptive, self-questioning
strategies: in thematising or making explicit the suspension of – what
Lyotard calls – the It happens in the realm of art. Or, differently said, not
the depiction of a spectacle of death, or some other terror-inspiring
scene, but the staging of the disruption per se associated with the idea
of death is what links the avant-gardes to the intensifying shock of the
sublime.

Sounding
What thus makes up the postmodern sublime is nothing more or less
than a Formwidrigkeit manifesting itself as a breaking of conventional
artistic rules in a break-through of matter that refuses to be put into
(recognisable or ‘good’) form. This breaking, in turn, at once calls in
question the validity or legitimacy of the supposed preconditions of any
art form, opening up an infinite space ahead in which just anything
might occur without warning – or not. It is this tension of the suspension of
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the known, safe, and familiar that avant-garde art stages, and it is also
this tension that links the avant-garde to the aesthetics of the sublime.
Yet how, the question now arises, can this postmodern sublime be
related to music rather than to painting? The answer seems obvious
enough. To start with, and as I have already pointed out, Lyotard’s
conception of a postmodern pictorial sublime with respect to Newman’s
art is modelled on a formalist conception of instrumental music as an art
of (sensuous) self-presentation rather than of re-presentation. Or, to put it
differently: if Newman’s paintings are not so much about a sublime
event as become a sublime event, and if it is – amongst others – this
performativity that marks for Lyotard a postmodern sublime, then in
formalist and also Romanticist terms this performativity constitutes the
musical aspect or ‘method’ of the postmodern pictorial sublime. Lyotard
in fact openly avows to this musical aspect when depicting Newman’s
Stations of the Cross in sonorous terms: “I (the viewer) am no more than
an ear open to the sound which comes to it from out of the silence; the
painting is that sound, an accord” (ibid.: 83). Even as a pictorial sublime,
the experience of the sublime is for Lyotard an experience of the ear, an
experience of listening – an experience of looking-as-if-one-werelistening.
As such, secondly, Lyotard’s notion of the postmodern sublime
seems as it were made to fit the music of twentieth-century composers
like John Cage, Morton Feldman, Earle Brown, or Christian Wolff. This is
not just due to the fact that these composers display a shared
fascination with an indifferent, almost anonymous “sound come into its
own” – a sound that appears to occur irrespective of any expressive,
formal, structural purpose or intention, irrespective even of a composer
and that, as such, radicalises the formalist conception of music as an art
of (sensuous) self-presentation, presupposing nothing outside or beyond
of itself (Cage [1959] 1999: 68). Rather, it is also due to the fact that this
‘sound come into its own’ typically manifests itself as a chance-like,
material occurrence in what John Cage has called an indeterminate or
experimental action: in a suspension of pre-set rules and intentions that
allows the unexpected to present itself.
Typically, for Cage an experimental action is one “the outcome of
which is not foreseen”, so that sounds are not predetermined to appear
in (the service of) a certain structural or narrative order with an
established beginning, middle, and ending (ibid.: 69). They are rather
allowed to just ‘be’ without one knowing or planning in advance if, how,
or when they will be, how they will develop, or where they are going to.
There is no absolute control, no foresight. (Yet even then I, a listener,
have trouble hearing these sounds as sounds come into ‘their own’, as
sounds ‘in themselves’. The composer may have detached him- or
herself from traditional ways of music-making but I may still be
preconditioned by traditional ways of music-listening, and unknowingly
though quite inevitably bring to these sounds not only memories of music
heard before, but also traces of listening conventions that cannot be
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wiped out just like that. Hearing sound as ‘sound alone’, unstructured,
unburdened by expressive conventions, and hearing it completely
newly, barely, disinterestedly, requires at the very least an act of faith).
Examples of such experimental music – not merely experimental
because it tries new sounds, modes, and methods, but rather also
because the performance of this music is not so much an execution as
an experiment in itself – are Earle Brown’s 4 Systems or Wolff’s Duo II for
Pianists. With respect to the former, Cage observes in his “Lecture on
Indeterminacy”, the function of the performers is “that of making
something out of a store of raw materials”, while in the latter each
performer is comparable “to a traveller who must constantly be
catching trains the departures of which have not been announced but
which are in the process of being announced. He [she] must be
continually ready to go, alert to the situation, and responsible” (Cage
[1958] 1999: 38, 39). The implication here is that of risk, of being vigilant:
anything may happen, because these ‘pieces’ (which really are not
‘pieces’ at all but graphs, figures or drawings) are works in process;
events, “expositions without development” or a fixed outcome (Cage
[1959] 1999: 72). Apparently, one can compose in such a way, by means
of such a “vague suggestion”, that any given performance of what has
been notated (if anything) remains (largely) unpredictable: “nothing
one does gives rise to anything that is preconceived” (ibid.: 69).6 There is
merely a hint of what may be done. Score and performance here cease
to relate to each other in terms of cause and effect. The emphasiz is on
“the identification with what is here and now”, with this performance
now happening; with this present which, because very little
(proscriptions, exhaustive instructions laid down in print) has been
predetermined or preconditioned, is always different and contingent
(Cage [1958] 1999: 46).
This music thus centrally revolves around the occurrence of a sound
which can neither be foreseen, controlled, nor repeated. It ‘simply’,
uniquely happens. Or, as Cage would say, this music centrally revolves
around acceptance. The acceptance, that is, of indeterminacy, of “no
matter what eventuality”, of
6Cage

himself, in this instance, proceeds in the following way: “I take a sheet of paper
and place points on it. Next I make parallel lines on a transparency, say five parallel
lines. I establish five categories of sound for the five lines, but I do not say which line is
which category. The transparency may be placed on the sheet with points in any
position and readings of the points may be taken with regard to all characteristics one
wishes to distinguish. Another transparency may be used for further measurements,
even altering the succession of sounds in time. In this operation…nothing is foreseen,
though everything may be later minutely measured or simply taken as a vague
suggestion” (Cage [1959] 1999: 69). Feldman, initially, preserved indeterminacy by
dividing “pitches into three areas, high, middle, and low, and established a time unit.
Writing on graph paper, he simply inscribed numbers of tones to be played at any time
within specified periods of time” (ibid.: 72). But even if a notated structure is
determinate (as to, for instance, what instruments will be used or how many players are
involved), method, or what Cage calls the “note-to-note procedure”, may still be
indeterminate (Cage [1958] 1999: 35).
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what comes without preconceived ideas of what will happen
and re-gardless of the consequences. This is, by the way, why it is
so difficult to listen to music we are familiar with; memory has
acted to keep us a-ware of what will happen next, and so it is
almost im-possible to remain a-live in the presence of a wellknown masterpiece. Now and then it happens, and when it does,
it par-takes of the miraculous. (Cage [1959] 1999: 136)

The canonized masterpieces – we have heard them all before. Not only
the score and certain musical conventions aiding the listener’s memory
and comprehension (such as the use of a theme, a tonal centre,
repetition, a regular beat), but probably even more so certain prevailing
traditions in performance, execution, listening and recording, prevent
one from being “alive” to these pieces, both as player and listener. One
knows what will happen and one knows in advance, consciously or
unconsciously, knowingly or unknowingly. One feels safe, one knows how
to listen, or what to listen for, anticipating certain movements and
developments.
Mid-twentieth-century experimental music, however, requires a
different, more precarious sort of listening. It is not the structural listening
of the musicologist, or the narrative listening associated with sonata
form, granting the listener full oversight or orientation. Neither is it the
emotive listening associated with much Classical and Romantic music,
allowing the listener to project his or her own subjectivity into the sounds
heard and be blissfully lost or borne away. It is, rather, an impersonal and
suspended listening, a listening to silence (cf. Cage’s 4’33’’) or a listening
to ‘undeveloped’ sounds without an identifiable beginning or ending. As
Cage puts it with respect to Feldman’s music (such as Piano and
Orchestra, Intersections, or Last Pieces), it is a listening with an
“immediately” open ear that hears a sound “suddenly before one’s
thinking has a chance to turn it into something logical, abstract, or
symbolical” (in Nyman 1991: 1). That simply hears, in other words, a
sound that arises – an open, ‘accepting’ rather than overweening kind
of listening, a listening in, or of, the here and now.
It must be stressed here that this experimental concern with
indeterminacy and the here and now will, of course, not as a rule make
for a Lyotardian sublime experience of an unforeseen and instantaneous
happening in the midst of silence. An experience, as Van de Vall has put
it in more existential terms, mounting to the “old philosophical wonder
that there is something rather than nothing”, something unforeseen
apparently arising out of nowhere for no reason whatsoever (Van de
Vall 1995: 71). Nevertheless, it may well be argued that the implication of
risk(-taking) in the performance of experimental music, the not knowing
on beforehand what will happen next or how it will happen, easily
creates the tension of indeterminacy that has been a condition of
possibility for the artistic sublime since the days of Burke. More precisely
said: experimental music as described by Cage embodies or stages a
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‘situation’ – i.e. the disruption of the known, safe, and familiar, the
suspension of pre-set structures to fall back on in the performing of and
listening to music – in which the sublime could (ideally) announce itself.
This ‘situation’ or condition is what Lyotard has called by the name
of passibilité (passibility), nicely merging the term possibility with the idea
of something coming to pass or being allowed to pass through. Basically,
being in a state of passibility means being in a mental state that hinges
between activity and passivity, a state of being open so that something
unexpected can arise. It is a “soliciting of emptiness”, an “evacuation”
of preconceptions and intentions so as to (in Lyotard’s typical terms) “let
a givable come towards you” that you somehow could not have
appropriated or calculated in advance (Lyotard 1998: 18). It is, more
simply put, a state of indeterminacy in which you leave all options open,
in which your mind is suspended, so as to allow something un-thought –
a word, phrase, colour, sound which “doesn’t yet exist”, waiting to be
materialized – to come to pass (ibid.: 19). And then, it ‘happens’ – or not.
Thus, one might suggest, the postmodern sublime no longer turns on a
mind suspended by shock but on a mind willingly suspending its own
intentions to welcome the unknown.

Creativity

What, it may now be wondered, could this state of passibility mean
for the possibility of an alternative sublime feeling? A sublime feeling that
does not revolve around the realization of a supersensible destiny, that is
not thought in terms of elevation, but is rather – as I have already
argued with respect to Burke’s experience of the artificial infinite –
located within the sphere of the sensible, within the realm of
imagination? A feeling that is triggered in the midst of an experimental
action, instead of a moral self-realization? One (obvious) possibility, Van
de Vall has argued in elaboration on Lyotard, is to reconceive of the
sublime feeling in terms of the pains and pleasures of creative processes.
This possibility is worth pursuing here, not only because it unburdens the
sublime from its Kantian, transcendental weight, but also because it
affirms the necessity of indeterminacy that I have already postulated
with respect to the (artistic) sublime in chapters 2 and 4. It remains to be
seen, though, if this indeterminacy here also extends to the sublime
feeling ‘itself’ as an internally divided, constantly oscillating feeling of
pain and pleasure at the same time that resists closure or resolution.
Basically, Van de Vall’s argument is that indeterminacy and
unpredictability are as central to any creative act as they are to the
occurrence of the sublime (Van de Vall 1994: 397). Frightening and
threatening, delightful and intensifying, or both, the openness that
indeterminacy entails is as much a condition for creativity as it is a
condition for the happening of the sublime. Or at least, it is a condition
for creativity where ‘creativity’ is almost by implication referred to as the
creation of the new or unheard-of. This, I have just shown, was indeed
the case in the American experimental composers who more or less
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tried to liberate the occurrence of sound from what might be called
notational possession or determination. It was also the case, according
to Van de Vall, in those painters of the New York School (Newman,
Rothko, Clyfford Still, Philip Guston) who sought to express in their work
not their “individual self”, but gave shape to the pains and pleasures, the
uncontrollability and invigorations, of the creative process: “They did not
paint according to a preconceived plan; they worked up to a moment”
in which something unforeseen would suddenly manifest itself (ibid.:
396).
Starting from such abstract-expressionist accounts of the act of
creating as both a trembling before and a welcoming of the new or
unknown, Van de Vall observes that there is, indeed, a “structural
parallel” between
the experience of the sublime and that of the creative process.
It consists in the conflicting relation of the known and familiar to
the new and indeterminate. In the experience of the sublime a
familiar way of perception and thought is disrupted, a rupture
which is necessary to experience something ‘other’. Likewise,
[according to avant-garde logic], in the act of painting it is
necessary to break with the familiar, with an acquired language
of forms in order to, as Lyotard would say, present something
that is not yet present. In both cases the turning point is built on
a sense of emptiness: the moment when the limit of the known,
determined, and regulated has been reached, the moment
when something may arrive – or not. (ibid.: 397)

The initial stage of this process, which would literally be the starting point
of creation, is attended by fear or at least uncertainty: staring at a blank
canvas or page and not yet knowing how to proceed in the absence of
a preconceived plan. This is what Lyotard already connects to the
sublime of the avant-gardes. Undermining the certainty as much as
validity of an “acquired language of forms”, and disrupting the
(imaginary) necessity of continuity, they would awaken one to
the possibility of nothing happening, of words, colours, forms or
sounds not coming; of this sentence being the last, of bread not
coming daily. This is the misery that the painter faces with a
plastic surface, of the musician with the acoustic surface, the
misery the thinker faces with a desert of thought, and so on. Not
only faced with the empty canvas or the empty page, at the
‘beginning’ of the work, but every time something has to be
waited for, and thus forms a question at every point of
questioning [point d’interrogation] at every ‘and what now?’
(Lyotard 1998: 92)

The anxiety that such an uncertainty may bring about is nicely illustrated
by Igor Stravinsky’s notes on the vicissitudes of the compositional
process. Really trying to argue that a radical openness or indeterminacy
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is an obstacle to, rather than a prerequisite for, the creative process,
Stravinsky shows almost inadvertently that for him the moment of
creative conception is accompanied by the same paralysing terror of
uncertainty as that of the sublime. Or rather, a terror of infinity in
Lyotard’s postmodern sense of the term – a total lack of limitations, a
lack of foundations and accepted, familiar ‘building blocks’, a terror
that ‘anything goes’, anything is permissible, that there is no limit to what
can be made:
As for myself, I experience a sort of terror when, at the moment
of setting to work and finding myself before the infinitude of
possibilities that present themselves, I have the feeling that
everything is permissible to me. If everything is permissible to me,
the best and worst; if nothing offers me any resistance, then any
effort is inconceivable, and I cannot use anything as a basis,
and consequently any undertaking becomes futile.
Will I then have to lose myself in this abyss of freedom? To what
shall I cling in order to escape the dizziness that seizes me
before the virtuality of this infinitude? (Stravinsky [1942] 1997:
194)

This is what may happen when there are no rules or indications
saying: after this, that, or: on the basis of this, that will or must follow. A
desert of freedom, presenting no obstacles or repression, offering no
resistance to not do anything that comes to mind. An absolute freedom
which, precisely, may momentarily paralyse creativity: any effort to
present is futile because anything at all may here lead to nothing at all.
Psychologists might say that Stravinsky fears the so called ‘oceanic
stage’ of creativity in which, Van de Vall explains, a ‘normal’, which is to
say “familiar” and “harmonious”, way of perception is “suddenly
undermined. The conventional and secure are disrupted, one has
nothing to go by. There is an excess of impressions [cf. Stravinsky’s
dizzying excess of possibilities]… For a moment one does not know what
to do. For a moment things are uncertain”, treacherous even: when
nothing can be made because too much can be made, because it
would make no difference, vacuity threatens (Van de Vall 1994: 399).
Such terror as described by Stravinsky would give to indeterminacy
a predominantly negative connotation: an uncertainty that has to be
surmounted, suppressed, erased so that one can proceed and create.
Alternatively, however, one could also exploit this moment of confusion.
One could welcome it, pass through it and, as it were, end up in a ‘new’
place. Indeed, facing an empty page and more or less hoping or
waiting for something to happen on that page can lead to anxiety,
despair even. Yet cannot waiting, waiting in the face of complete
empty- or openness, also be (inadvertently) productive or creative? Is not
the suspension of intentions that waiting here entails, and the suspension
of continuation (of the known and familiar, of time, of rules and
categories continuing to apply) that waiting here faces, not also a – not
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altogether painless but nevertheless effective – way to create an opening
in which unfamiliar, unexpected possibilities may suddenly announce
themselves? Is not, in other words, the anxiety of waiting, of not-knowing
ahead, also an essential stage in the creative process?
This is what Lyotard, as Van de Vall, maintains. Both consider the
stage of suspension a necessary passage-way leading from the pains of
frustration and indeterminacy to the pleasures of invention. Here the
safety of the known and conventional is removed, plunging one into a
chaos that, however, often redirects one to a different and surprising
way of seeing and forming things: a trouvaille (a feeling of suddenly
hitting upon something) that comes before all conscious, critical
deliberating (ibid.: 397-399). For Lyotard, such a suspension of
conventions and intentions amounts to the blankness “that has to be
obtained from mind and body by a Japanese warrior-artist when doing
calligraphy, by an actor when acting: the kind of suspension of ordinary
intentions of mind associated with habitus… It’s at this cost…that a brush
encounters the ‘right’ shapes, that a voice and a theatrical gesture are
endowed with the ‘right’ tone and look” (Lyotard 1998: 18). It is at the
cost of surrendering to a willingness to be will-less, absent, responsive to
let the unexpected come to you that you can feel the delightful wonder
of the ‘right’ gesture. You have to be open to be surprised. You must be
“resolving to be irresolute, deciding to be patient, wanting not to want”
to let a not-yet-given, something un-thought, befall to you (ibid.: 19).
In accordance with the idea of passibility, one may refer to this
state as an active passivity: an active resolution to be passive, to be in
suspension. One could compare this to the pianist Claudio Arrau who, in
an interview with Elyse Mach, reports that in preparing for a concert he
vacates himself, prepares himself to be unprepared, open to the
unexpected: “I try not to be distracted by anything and just prepare for
the marvellous thing that might happen… Many times it has happened
that, while I was playing a concert, even though I had decided how I
would play the work, some nuance, some turn of phrase crept into the
playing that made the performance transcend what I had hoped for. I
could have searched for ever and never found it; yet it was there”
(Mach 1980: 9). In fact, because he did not consciously search, because
he did not purposefully ‘dig’ or rule in advance, because he was
somehow absent, it could happen. The creative state, Peter Tchaikovsky
has said long ago, is a “somnambulistic” state: “on ne s’entend pas
vivre. It is impossible to describe such moments” because they seem to
happen without one’s knowledge; one does not regulate these
moments (Tchaikovsky [1878] 1956: 255). Here, Lyotard claims, in the
creative process, “the mind isn’t ‘directed’ but suspended. You don’t
give it rules. You teach it to receive” (Lyotard 1998: 19). Or, in Cage’s
words, you teach it to accept.
Though mastery, experience, and expertise also undoubtedly play
a large, if not necessary, part in this, the gist of the matter is that the
moment of inspiration, that sudden moment of creative conception,
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cannot be fully planned, programmed or directed. One can only create
the conditions of possibility for such a moment – it then has to ‘happen’.
This takes time. Waiting, listening, or glancing around for a not-yet-given
to occur to me, rather than aiming for a set target, may take hours, days,
weeks even. Indeed, Van de Vall maintains, one cannot order on the
spot, as it were, that “fruitful emptiness” in which
the thinker, writer, or painter [or composer, or musician] forgets
his intentions, and the listener, reader, or viewer forgets his
expectations. That is the emptiness in which…thought, writing,
and painting becomes a ‘letting come to you’… You cannot
directly pursue this fruitful emptiness, as you can aim for a result
– a high grade, so many written pages per day. Thought,
writing, and painting therefore escape directing, planning, and
efficiency. Lyotard will emphasize this time and again, as an act
of defiance against the economic-directed, all-reductive
tendency to gain time on everything. Thought, painting, and
writing [as well as composing, music-making, or any other
creative act] constitute a loss of time, and are indeed
supposed to do so. (Van de Vall 1994: 375-376)

In so far as creative processes revolve around a suspension of intentions,
an active-passive waiting for something to happen, then it also implies a
surrendering or submitting to time. To wait for an ‘eventuality’ to come to
pass, rather than being ahead of it and having appropriated it before it
even came to pass, is not to control time but to suffer to it. One could also
say: the hesitancy or indeterminacy that is at stake in creative processes is
a manner of postponing time, in the way that – I have shown in chapter 4
– the subject of Romantic desire wants to postpone time to linger in an
open space, before anything has come to pass, and in which anything
may still come to pass. Conceived as such, creative processes seem
irreconcilable with the fixation of present, postmodern, technologycontrolled cultures to be ahead of time, and to make the future as
predictable as possible. To make, in fact, the future into the present so
that nothing remains to be determined. No uncertainties, no blind spots
or empty spaces, but efficient planning. No tarrying, no (apparent)
inactivity (i.e. waiting, lingering, accepting what may come along), but
being busy, pressed for time, and ruling out contingencies. This,
according to Van de Vall, is precisely what Lyotard is concerned with:
he wants to protect that which appears “essential to any form of
creativity” (which is to say: indeterminacy) from “the will to gain time” –
as time is money (Van de Vall 1994: 375).
The difference, however, between the Romantic desire to preserve
the future as an open future, and the future of the creative process is
that in the case of the former the future must always remain as an
undetermined space ahead, while in case of the latter it will materialize
as a result: the artwork. At some stage, indeterminacy is literally
converted into a materiality: the right bush stroke, the right tone, the
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right colour, the right phrase or turn, giving rise to the joy of invention.
This, Van de Vall says, is where the creative process ends, paralleling the
delight of the sublime feeling. Through, not despite, an intermittent
openness, and no doubt aided by his or her expertise in the field, the
artist has achieved a different way of spatial (or, in the case of music,
temporal, sonorous) organisation.
This finally indicates that Van de Vall’s rewriting of sublime
experience as a creative experience can be subdivided into the
following three moments. First, there is an “unproblematic phase” that is,
however, soon disturbed: either by the anxiety of a blank page or
canvas, by the question of: what now?, or, as we saw with Arrau, an
“impulsive gesture” that leads one into an unexpected and unknown
direction (ibid.: 401).7 This “disturbance rouses ambivalent feelings” of
tension, hope, and anxiety: “it is the moment that constitutes the
pivoting point of the sublime turning. There is an emptiness which
contains the threat of chaos, but also the possibility” of a different
possibility, a form or structure latently present in mind or body as an
“unconscious substructure”. If this possibility can “assert itself”, the
second, “oceanic” phase of the process is heralded. Out of this second
phase, in turn, arises the third phase in which the unconscious
substructure – as ‘another way’ – is concretised in a created form on the
page or canvas (ibid.: 401).

Transpositions

Theoretically and also historically, such a reworking of the sublime
feeling seems viable. Thus, it may be noted, Seidl already considered the
7It is necessary to point out here that Van de Vall also very much tries to attenuate the
absolute contingency that Lyotard ascribes to the creative moment. If, as she argues,
the sublime moment can be reconsidered as a creative moment – given shape in
paintings such as Newman’s Vir Heroicus Sublimus – then this moment is not as fully
accidental and unintentional as Lyotard makes it out to be. Though the moment of
inspiration cannot be enforced or entirely controlled, the unintentional gesture of the
painter or pianist, or the sudden hunch of a writer or thinker, is not entirely undirected.
Rather, it is also (unconsciously) directed by one’s experience: the suspension of mind
and habitus that Lyotard associates with passibility will often involve an unconscious
activity (an “unconscious scanning”) directing one, as it were, to another way of
putting, shaping, or sounding things (Van de Vall 1994: 400). Not a complete suspension
of mind, not a complete passivity, the passibility central to creativity rather signals a
‘diffuse concentration’ or ‘active absent-mindedness’. There is, as Van de Vall remarks
with reference to Anton Ehrenzweig (1967), something in-between “the indeterminacy
of the rule and the utter contingency of the impulse”: it is that unconscious or “hidden
order of art which is based on the integrative activity of unconscious scanning, as it
may occur in the purposeful purposelessness”, the wilful will-less-ness of the act of
painting or any other act of creativity (ibid.: 403). It is, really, the artist falling back on
her or his unconscious, bodily knowledge to make (without thinking) the right gesture,
the right movement, or, as with Arrau, to create the right touch for a sound to arise.
Lyotard’s binary opposition between tradition, rules, and direction on the one hand,
and an ‘acting on the impulse’ in which something suddenly happens on the other,
can thus be relativized: the known or acquired and the unexpected or the new do not
exclude but rather reinforce each other.
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sublime effect of dissonance in music in a way comparable to what Van
de Vall describes. Given the fact that dissonance connotes tension and
indeterminacy, Seidl in this instance first of all points to the fact that
“strong dissonances with countless combinatory tones and more or less
suspensions” contain elements of the “unclear, shrouded, turbid, and
obscure” that are analogous to the idea of darkness central to the
aesthetics of the sublime (Seidl 1887: 90). Nevertheless, this does not
mean that all (sharp) dissonances can occasion a sublime feeling. For
the fact is that not all dissonances by implication present “an other,
unknown measure” transcending grasp or comprehension (ibid.: 90). Still,
Seidl grants, one can easily imagine a sublime effect when certain
dissonances are not resolved into an expected consonance (recall
Wagner’s Prelude to Tristan), or when they are resolved into an ensuing
dissonance. The following conditions would then have to apply:
the ground bass and the three upper voices of the chord
(imagined as a four-part chord) proceed up or down respectively
in a contradictory movement by way of one or more tones. In this
way, the imagination [Phantasie] of the learned listener feels itself
at once shattered as if shaken by a violent turn, yet at the same
time also broadened [erweitert], as if an un-thought, unending
space opens up before it. (ibid.: 91)

By way of example, Seidl points to the “Inflammatus est” from Franz
Liszt’s Christus where a second on B, which is supposed to be resolved
into either F major or F minor, is unexpectedly resolved into a fourth-sixth
on A flat (D flat major). The implication is that an unexpected, more or
less violent turn here at once blocks the imagination to shape the
(course of the) music. Its expectations have been thwarted, obstructing
a controlling oversight. Yet, through this very unexpectedness, the chord
also uncovers an open space ahead in which many different, unthought or un-imagined possibilities may present themselves.
In so far as this parallels Van de Vall’s delightful feeling of ‘another
way’ presenting itself through a temporary confinement or confusion,
then even long before Seidl – and, for that matter, Lyotard and Van de
Vall – John Dennis had described the sublime moment explicitly in terms
of a creative moment. Thus, Dennis observes in his Remarks on a Book
Entitled, Prince Arthur (1696) that
felicity of writing has the same effect upon us that happiness in
common life has: that in life when any thing lucky arrives to us,
upon the first surprise we have a transport of joy, which is
immediately followed by an exaltation of mind: ut res nostrae
sint ita nos magni atque humiles sumus; and that both these, if
the thing that happens be beyond expectation fortunate, are
accompanied with astonishment: we are amazed at our own
happiness: that the very same thing befalls us upon the
conception of an extraordinary hint. (Dennis [1696] 1996: 30).
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‘Hint’, derived from the Middle English hinten or to seize, here connotes a
gift of invention, the joy of hitting on something unexpected. It is the
happy amazement that the writer, musician, or painter may feel when
knowing: that’s it, it must be like this – and it is, to recall Arrau, more than
one had planned or foreseen.
This very joy, however, also at once points to the central problem at
stake in the reworking of sublime experience as a creative experience.
Dennis’s remarks are, in this instance, illuminating. As he observes, the
delight of the sublime here consists in a soul being “transported” by its
own power of conception, by, more specifically,
the consciousness of its own excellence, and it is exalted, there
being nothing so proper to work on its vanity; because it looks
upon such a hint as a thing peculiar to itself, whereas what
happens in life to one man, might as well have happened to
another; and lastly, if the hint be very extraordinary, the soul is
amazed by the unexpected view of its own surpassing power…
Joy in excess as well as rage is furious. And the pride of soul is
seen in the expression as well as in the mien and actions, and is
the cause of that elevation, which Longinus so much extols, and
which, he says, is the image of the greatness of the mind. (ibid.:
30)

As a stroke of genius, Longinus’ well-timed stroke of sublimity here
becomes a lucky stroke that astonishes and exalts the striker/seizer.
Accordingly, the delight of the sublime becomes a delight of artistic
creation; of a “genius” surpassing itself and taking pride in that singular
‘hint’ which it has itself so fortuitously conceived (ibid.: 31). As such,
however, Dennis’s focus on a soul being proud and astonished at its own
creative capacities has the same narcissistic implications as Kant’s
notion of a mind being elevated by its own superiority and autonomy. In
both cases, the subject is amazed at its own exceeding powers and
unexpected, fortunate ‘hints’. This is to say that in both cases the
experience of the sublime becomes one of self-assertion through a
revelation of one’s own powers.
Van de Vall’s theory of the sublime moment as a creative moment,
I suggest, can never quite dispel these narcissistic implications. As she in
fact states, sublime experience conceived of as a creative experience
involves an initial “loss of self or a fragmentation”, a moment of
confusion or disorientation, on the one hand, and “a feeling of
surpassing oneself”, a subsequent moment of recuperation, on the other
(Van de Vall 1994: 402). Thus posited, the joy of invention, the joy of
surpassing one’s own creative bounds, can hardly be disconnected
from the self-elevation at stake in the Kantian sublime. True, the obvious
significance of Van de Vall’s theory is that it tries, precisely, to relieve the
sublime from its Kantian, supersensible burden. Thus, in rereading sublime
experience in terms of creative processes, Van de Vall suggests that this
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experience should be reconsidered as bearing on a movement within
the realm of sensibility alone, rather than moving from sensibility to a
‘higher’ moral destiny (ibid.: 402). This is to say that sensibility (which here
specifically concerns the creative capacity of imagination) is here not
violated in order to give rise to a feeling of supersensible limitlessness or
autonomy. Sensibility is, instead, pained in the experience of its own
creativity.
All the same, while this may effectively dispel Kant’s idea of a
subjective finality as the delightful realization of a supersensible
vocation, it never dispels the idea of a subjective finality as such.
Emphasizing the three-stepped movement of the creative process, Van
de Vall explicitly represents the pain of disorientation (the second stage)
as a necessary and purposeful pain to achieve ‘another way’ or ‘the
right gesture’ (the third and last stage). As with Kant, in other words, the
indeterminacy giving rise to a pain of confusion or diffusion is only
intermediary. It is a preparation, if not a condition, for the delight of
creative conception.
Seen in this light, Van de Vall’s theory seems not so much a radical
move away from Kant’s (epic) variety of the sublime feeling, as a mere
transposition of the Kantian sublime moment from the level of the
supersensible to that of the sensible. The setting changes, one might say,
but the idea of a bridge or ‘turning’ from pain to pleasure, from
frustration to release, remains the same. Holding fast – like many other
contemporary theorists8 – to what I have called the canonic narrative
structure of the Kantian sublime, all that Van de Vall’s theory can finally
do is change Kant’s closure-in-transcendence into a closure-inimmanence.
Such a theory would therefore be unable to account for what I
have called the deadlock of pain and pleasure in the sublime feeling.
Van de Vall disentangles the two feelings, representing the latter as
relieving, instead of coexisting with, the former. Admittedly, it could be
argued that the indeterminacy typical of the second stage of the
creative process that Van de Vall describes is painful and pleasurable at
the same time: painful, because uncontrollable and unpredictable, one
does not know what or if something is going to happen, and pleasurable
because precisely this openness or undecidability holds the possibility of
a different possibility, of something other suddenly announcing itself. It is,
we have seen, at once an unnerving (because one has let go of the
safe and familiar) and an exciting, even hopeful tension; it combines
fear with the thrill of expectancy.
However, because Van de Vall explicitly represents the (double)
tension of indeterminacy as being finally resolved in the third stage of
the creative process – which is the end or outcome of the second – this
tension is here ultimately but a transition or bridge to a concluding,
unifying moment of release. Or, as she puts it elsewhere in relation to
8See

for instance Hertz (1985) or Crowther ([1993] 1996).
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Newman’s Vir Heroicus Sublimus: the experience of the (Newmanian)
sublime consists “first of a rupture in a familiar way of orientation – one
that could be called ‘objectifying’, then of the possibility of a different
way of spatial ‘organisation’ – one that is guided by more affective and
imaginative ways of orienting oneself in space” (Van de Vall 1995: 75).
The “contradictory experience” of the sublime is thus not contradictory
in its being a simultaneous experience of pain and pleasure, but a
successive experience of disorientation and a subsequent (albeit nontotalising) re-orientation (ibid.: 75).9

Differend

An alternative to this transposed Kantian sublime would therefore
have to be found in a theory that represents the conflict at stake in the
sublime feeling as an irresolvable conflict, as a limit-experience that is
not dialectically resolved but rather gives rise to the awareness of a limit
as such (Pries 1988: 30). An experience, literally leading up to a threshold
that cannot be overstepped. As Lyotard also maintains, the ‘happening’
of the sublime concerns a crisis or break, rather than a subject breaking
through to a ‘higher’, supersensible level. It remains to be seen, however,
if this break can or should be actually mended or resolved.
Instructive, in this respect, is Lyotard’s concept of the différend or
differend that, though never mentioned explicitly, always hovers at the
background of his reflections on the sublime and the avant-garde. As I
will explain below, this differend refers to an irremediable conflict or
irreducible difference that may, in a slight adaptation, well help to dispel
the happy ending that is central to the Kantian sublime and still echoes
in Van de Vall’s rewriting of it. It will, more specifically, help to show that
what is conventionally conceived of as the sublime ‘turning’ from pain
to pleasure is really an impossible turning: the bridge from the former to
the latter ultimately turns out to be an impassable one. The question is,
9Because

she starts from the central assumption that ‘the’ sublime feeling does not
exist, but rather manifests itself in “many different shades, nuances and forms” – that, in
other words, “one can intuitively recognise many different ways in which the
unpresentable is presented” in art – it must be noted here that Van de Vall offers a
different variety of the sublime feeling with respect to Mark Rothko’s Blue, Green and
Brown (1951) (Van de Vall 1995: 71-72). Thus, and in contrast to her analysis of
Newman’s Vir Heroicus Sublimus, she here describes the sublime feeling as a more
ambiguous, undetermined feeling. Representing the tensions and contradictions in
Rothko’s painting as basically irresolvable, she characterises it as “both radiant and
melancholic, serene and full of uncertainties. It presents a sense of space, but also of
time – something is imminent, but not yet there” (ibid.: 73). A tension of expectation
remains, the conflicting looking that the painting elicits cannot be resolved, thus more
or less resembling the sublime experience as I have described it in chapter 4 with
respect to the early German Romantics and Hoffmann’s account of Beethoven. All the
same, it is Van de Vall’s analysis of Vir Heroicus Sublimus that dominates more heavily
her account of the sublime feeling, that she indeed takes as a starting point to
formulate her alternative to Kant, and that can as such well be said to exemplify her
rereading of the experience of the sublime in terms of the vicissitudes of creative
processes.
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though, if this idea of impassability can in the end fully account for the
sublime feeling as a deadlocked feeling in which – we have seen in
chapters 2 and 4 – apparently irreconcilable opposites such as tension
and tensionlessness, pain and pleasure, or despair and expectancy
somehow start to collapse into each other.
Lyotard’s account of the differend in his magnum opus Le différend
(The Differend) (1983) is not a little complex and perhaps even a little
estranging. As Van de Vall puts it, Lyotard here evokes a world in which
“only utterances such as phrases or paintings are taken seriously
philosophically, and addressors, writers and painters, or addressees,
readers or viewers, are merely thought as instances of the universes of
those phrases or paintings” (Van de Vall 1994: 343). At the risk of
simplifying many of the intricacies and nuances in The Differend, I will
here not plunge all too deeply in these universes of phrases, with their
phrase regimens, genres of discourse, and the rules these genres supply
to link heterogeneous phrases. Instead, I will try to give a basic, if also
general, idea of what the differend amounts to on the basis of two
examples that illustrate in a more concrete way Lyotard’s abstract
reflections on the problem of ‘phrases in dispute’. Subsequently, I will
show, firstly, how Lyotard uses this idea of the differend to read the
conflict or Widerstreit at stake in the Kantian sublime, and, secondly,
how this reading may lead to a critical recasting of the sublime feeling
as an unresolved limit-experience in which two opposite intensities of
pain and pleasure, or tension and tensionlessness, coincide without a
means to mediate or remove their differences.
Simply phrased, the differend may be said to pertain to a conflict
(legal, historical, political, personal, etc.) between two parties that is not
a litigation. This means that a differend is not a dispute allowing both
parties the recourse to a legitimate defence. Rather, one of the parties,
the wronged party, is deprived of the possibility to express a wrong s/he
has suffered. S/he is deprived of this possibility because the conflict at
hand is resolved in the idiom of the party that has caused or was
responsible for this wrong in the first place. As Lyotard puts it: “I would like
to call a differend [différend] the case where the plaintiff is divested of
the means to argue and becomes for that reason a victim… A case of
differend between two parties takes place when the ‘regulation’ of the
conflict that opposes them is done in the idiom of one of the parties
while the wrong suffered by the other is not signified in that idiom”
(Lyotard [1983] 1996: 9, nr. 12).10
10As Lyotard states earlier, it is “in the nature of a victim not to be able to prove that
one has been done a wrong. A plaintiff is someone who has incurred damages and
who disposes of the means to prove it. One becomes a victim if one loses these means.
One loses them, for example, if the author of the damages turns out directly or
indirectly to be one’s judge. The latter has the authority to reject one’s testimony as
false or the ability to impede its publication. But this is a particular case. In general, the
plaintiff becomes a victim when no presentation is possible of the wrong he or she has
suffered [because he or she is forced to express this wrong in the idiom of the one who
has caused this wrong]” (Lyotard 1996: 8, nr. 9, my emphases). Put differently and

239

An example: in accordance with contemporary, poststructuralist
and feminist theories ‘reality’ can be posited not as a given but as a
construct (the well-known idea of the world-as-text). What is more, one
can read this construct as being both created and dominated by what
has come to be known as a phallogocentric language: a language of
and for men which, according to Judith Butler, rests on “univocal
signification” (Butler [1990] 1998: 31). Or, differently put, what, in Western,
white-washed culture is recognised as ‘truth’, ‘real’, ‘norm’, ‘self’, etc., is
never ‘neutral’ but rather always already male-oriented, maleconstituted, and male-dominated. If this is the case, a differend will
occur when, for instance, a female identity is to be phrased. A differend,
because this identity can only be presented in the idiom or terms
provided by the phallogocentric order – wo-man, not-man – in which
‘women’ and the ‘feminine’ have been notably disprivileged (being
relegated to the status of ‘other’ in opposition to the masculine norm).
For theorists like Luce Irigaray and Judith Butler, the problem thus
arises that within the phallogocentric scheme of things an independent
female identity constitutes an impossibility. As Butler puts it: “the feminine
‘sex’ is a point of linguistic absence, the impossibility of a grammatically
denoted substance” because whatever ‘she’ is, is defined, desired, and
determined by this phallogocentric linguistic order (ibid.: 32). She is not
merely not-man, she is no(t) one. She cannot be said, she is absent. She
does not yet exist within the ‘legitimate construction’ and the forms of
presentation it permits of – she is as yet unpresentable. Or rather, in so far
as the phallogocentric order makes her presentable, she will be the
Lyotardian victim of a perfect crime: the wrong that has been done to
her cannot be attested to. For her identity is assimilated into, or
appropriated by, the idiom of the author who has committed the wrong
of denying her a place and name of her own.
Another example: in Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (1955), the classic
novel about the absurdities of war, there is a dead man in protagonist
Yossarian’s tent. Yossarian has, however, never seen this dead man. The
latter was sent to fly a mission immediately after his arrival in the
squadron-camp in Italy where Heller’s story takes place. Nevertheless,
the dead man – Mudd – annoys Yossarian to such an extent that he tries
to complain about it to his superiors. The problem now is that Yossarian
cannot appeal to his superiors about Mudd. For, firstly, the latter was
killed in action before even having reported for duty, and, secondly, his
superiors only recognise the life and death of individuals whose names
have been recorded administratively. Differently put: in the
administrative idiom of Yossarian’s superiors, Mudd never existed (read:
was never recorded as living) and never died either – and there is
nothing Yossarian can do to prove the opposite.

simply: a differend occurs when the plaintiff becomes victim; when a wrong remains
unpresentable.
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Later, exactly the same but also exactly the opposite will happen to
Doc Daneeka. His problem is that he has been incorrectly recorded
killed in action. The power of written, administrated ‘facts’ proves
stronger than the power of physical life as Doc Daneeka, far from dead,
complains about a terrible coldness to his two enlisted men – Gus and
Wes – who are taking his temperature:
‘Just look how cold I am right now. You’re sure you’re not
holding anything back?’
‘You’re dead, sir,’ one of his two enlisted men explained.
Doc Daneeka jerked his head up quickly with resentful distrust.
‘What’s that?’
‘You’re dead, sir,’ repeated the other. ‘That’s probably the
reason you always feel so cold.’
‘That’s right, sir. You’ve probably been dead all this time and
we just didn’t detect it.’
‘What the hell are you both talking about?’ Doc Daneeka cried
shrilly with a surging, petrifying sensation of some onrushing
unavoidable disaster.
‘It’s true, sir,’ said one of the enlisted men. ‘The records show
that you went up in Mc Watt’s plane to collect some flight time.
You didn’t come down in a parachute, so you must have been
killed in the crash.’
‘That’s right, sir, you ought to be glad you’ve got any
temperature at all.’
(Heller [1955] 1961: 351)

The authoritative, administrative idiom here deprives Doc Daneeka of
the means to prove his existence or even to prove that a wrong has
been done to him. The record shows his death, and that is that, case
closed – a plaintiff turns victim, a wrong cannot be phrased. Something
remains to be presented. This is, indeed, how Lyotard epitomizes the
differend: “the unstable state and instant of language wherein
something which must be able to be put into phrases cannot yet be”,
for instance, a wrong that cannot be rightfully presented in ruling,
dominant, oppressive idioms (Lyotard 1996: 13, nr. 22). ‘Something’,
something as yet unpresentable, is in suspension, waiting to be phrased.
Knowing this, knowing that the differend revolves around victimisation
and a ‘waiting for phrasing’ of a pain and wrong inflicted, let me now
turn to Lyotard’s reading of the Kantian sublime as (ostensibly) involving
precisely such a differend.

Revisiting Kant

In his Leçons sur l’analytique du sublime (Lessons on the Analytic of
the Sublime) (1991), Lyotard tries to show that the Kantian sublime
feeling is only apparently harmonious but in reality irremediably
differential in nature. At the heart of the Kantian sublime feeling, Lyotard
argues, there is a differend and this differend is constituted by the
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problematic encounter of the infinite (which reason can think, but
imagination cannot form) and the finite (which imagination can form).
What, in Lyotard’s view, happens in the Kantian sublime is that reason
challenges the thought that imagines: ‘make the absolute that I
conceive present with your forms’. Yet form is limitation. Form
divides space and time into an ‘inside’, what it ‘comprehends’,
and an ‘outside’, what it puts at a distance. It cannot present
the absolute. But there is something more serious still. The
limitation constituted by the ‘comprehension’…of givens in a
form is also limited. Presentation cannot grasp an infinite of
givens at one time in a single form. If it is asked to present more,
it comes up against a maximum, its ‘measure’ which is the
subjective foundation of all magnitude. This measure is the
absolute of the thought that presents…, the absolute ‘aesthetic’
magnitude that is possible. (Lyotard 1994: 123)

What, to start with, is here waiting for phrasing, or forming, is the absolute
(a ‘not-something’ or ‘not-given’ beyond all comparison). This absolute
cannot be made present in the ‘idiom’ of the thought that imagines,
which has been challenged or violated by reason to do so all the same.
One could say with Lyotard that here two absolutes ‘meet’: on the one
hand, “the absolute whole when [reason] conceives”, and on the other,
“the absolutely measured when [imagination] presents” (ibid.: 123). This
is thus a meeting of two aspects or abilities of thought. The one is able to
think limitlessness, the other encircles finitude(s), gathers together and
retains what it can comprehend at once in a form (form being
limitation), putting at a distance or putting apart (absonderen) what
exceeds its power. Thus, what causes the conflict or Widerstreit in this
meeting is not merely the limitlessness demanded by reason, but also the
absolute limit of presentation against which imagination (the “thought
that imagines”), as it were, bumps itself.
Now, Lyotard continues later on, if a differend or irresolvable conflict
arises between the faculties of reason and imagination respectively, this
is not simply to be ascribed to the “incommensurability of their
respective causes (in the juridical sense)” (ibid.: 151). That is to say, to the
fact that the former is turned to the conception of an absolute whole,
while the latter can only grasp and form a limited whole. Rather, a
differend can be felt (in thought) when, precisely, imagination is
challenged, or demanded, to remove “itself from its finality…to put itself
at the measure of the other party [reason]” – and fails signally (ibid.:
151). It can be felt in what Lyotard reads as a failed transition from the
empirical to the supersensible, from concepts of the understanding to
ideas of reason, from frustration to elevation. Indeed, a failed transition,
and nothing more than that: while Kant compensates for imagination’s
pain in an ultimate awareness of moral freedom, Lyotard emphasizes
that there need not necessarily be, and perhaps cannot be a transition
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from the empirical to the supersensible, from indeterminacy to resolution,
in the experience of the sublime (Brons 1995: 132).
Thus, instead of a transcendental resolution there may be but a
negative presentation ‘resulting from’ the sublime feeling: a “trace of a
retreat”, a trace of a failure or pain that ‘something’ cannot (yet) be
formed (Lyotard 1994: 152). This trace does not suppress but rather
makes explicit the differend that has occurred between reason and
imagination. It exemplifies an unbridgeable gap between the two and,
more than that, attests to the absurdity of the demand of reason to
present the absolute. After all, as James Usher already made clear, to
offer a negative presentation is really to say: I cannot (yet) form, this
demand is beyond my means and quite senseless, too, because to form
the limitless is, in the end, to not-form at all. Seen in this light, Lyotard
observes, “ ‘[n]egative presentation’ is…merely the demonstration of the
inanity of the demand that the absolute be presented” (ibid.: 152). Even
more importantly, this negative presentation makes one aware, rather
than makes one forget, that an injustice has been done: reason has
made an unjustified claim to imagination to transcend, deny itself.
Imagination has been violated and this is what the negative
presentation ultimately shows.
Seen in this light, a transition from frustration to resolution is not
merely not guaranteed, not necessary, but it can also be necessary to
not achieve a resolution when a differend has occurred. Contrary to
Lyotard, however, I maintain that this differend is covered up in the
Kantian sublime in the final, harmonious moment of closure-intranscendence. For Kant, after all, the ‘injustice’ done to imagination is
as it were lifted in the realization of a supersensible destiny that is judged
as delightful for the entire province of mind. Differently said, the
differend is here sublimated or forgotten in an overall, subjective finality:
Kant postulates the pain of imagination as being transformed in a
necessary, intermediate pain, a pain, indeed, indicating that
imagination and reason would have worked together in achieving a
delight that lifts the Kantian mind as a whole, in its entirety.11
11It

must nevertheless be stated here that in his Lessons Lyotard also admits to an almost
Hegelian dialectic pervading the Kantian sublime that, precisely, points to a finalization
instead of an irresolvability. Referring to the “paradoxes of logic under the name given to
it by the first Sophists, the argument called the antistrephon or retortion”, Lyotard
summarizes the dialectical figure as follows: “…it is precisely in affirming that the series of
your judgements is finite that you deny it, for in so doing you add a new judgement to this
series. It is precisely, says reason to the imagination, in showing that you cannot
‘comprehend’ more magnitudes in a single intuition than you are doing that you show
you can, for in order to show the limit, you must also show beyond the limit. Such that the
pleasure in infinitude, which is mine, is already in the unhappiness you feel in your finitude.
The process consists in displacing the examination of judgement from its (negative)
quality to its (assertive) modality: you say that…is not, but you affirm it” (Lyotard 1994:
128). This is, precisely, the process of the variety of the sublime as informed by the pattern
of effort and difficulty overcome: the ‘positive’ is already signalled in and indeed
presupposed as well as affirmed by the ‘negative’. According to Lyotard, however, “this
reading is not the correct one” (ibid.: 130). It would presuppose a ‘third instance’
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Gaps and Interlockings

Still, Lyotard’s concept of the differend appears useful to think an
alternative sublime feeling that is defined by a conflicting simultaneity of
two opposed intensities: as an irreducible difference, the differend
concerns two co-existing ‘parties’ whose conflict cannot be solved in
either direction (without an injustice being done). Or as James Williams
has put it in Lyotard and the Political (2000), as a “thinker of the
differend”, Lyotard takes to and rethinks the feeling of the sublime as a
feeling that would stop any “false bridging between absolute
differences” – a bridging that is, to my mind, still very much at stake in
the Kantian sublime (Williams 2000: 4). According to Lyotard, Williams
continues, “the sublime feeling halts our drives to understand, to judge
and to overcome. It does not so much cancel them as leave them in
suspense by welding to them feelings that indicate that a difference is
impassable” (ibid.: 4). The effect of the interruption of the sublime
concerns a felt gap between two ‘sides’ or ‘positions’ that cannot be
integrated as one, and it is this gap that halts the mind.
By way of illustration, Williams points to William Turner’s The Devil’s
Bridge, Pass of St. Gothard (1802). This painting captures the bridge over
the soaring depth as a
fragile line thrown between great alps that threaten to stretch,
twist and throw it into the abyss at the faintest change in the
tumultuous skies. There is a bridge, but not one that you feel is
passable. It is a sign that there is hope in fording the waterfall
that has cut an irreparable gulf into the mountain, allied to a
sign that hope is in vain. (ibid.: 4)

In this way, Turner does not resolve but instead exploit a contradictory,
simultaneous feeling of hope (passability) and despair (impassability) –
“the contradiction stands as long as his painting captures us” (ibid.: 4).
Thus, the guaranteed passage from frustration to self-elevation in the
Kantian sublime is here exchanged for a sustained ambiguity: a
sustained feeling that a conflict cannot be resolved, a limit cannot be
transcended, or a bridge cannot really be passed.
On the face of it, this rendering of the sublime feeling as a ‘sign’ of
the differend seems more than adequate to account for the sublime
feeling as – what I have called – an irresolvable double-bind,
mediating between imagination and reason, and homogenizing a conflict that reduces
both to “moments of a finalized process” (ibid.: 130). Lyotard refers to this third instance as
“becoming itself” that is “not graspable except as this undecidable, affirmative work of
the negative. Which here would be the work of reason” (ibid.: 130-131). He concludes
that such a dialectical reading “expresses the transcendental illusion” as outlined by Kant
in the Appendix to the first Critique and has, as such, “no access to a sublime that is
subjectively felt by thought as differend” (ibid.: 131). The fact remains, however, that this
feeling of a differend bypasses the subjective finality of the Kantian sublime. The
dialectical reading is, in other words, not so ‘incorrect’ as Lyotard makes it out to be.
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undermining as it does “the precept of logic that we cannot be in a
state of simultaneous hope and despair” (ibid.: 4). Nevertheless, in
contrast to Williams, I would suggest that the irresolvability and
conflicting simultaneity of the sublime feeling as I have traced it so far is
not so much due to an irremediable conflict alone. Thus, for a start, the
Burkean double-feeling of the infinite intertwines a pleasure of
tensionlessness with a pain (or labour) of tension: it is a Janus-faced
experience pointing forward and backward at the same time, in which
the strain of un-fulfilment (an impatient and restless imagination, overactivating itself without becoming productive in a positive or
determinate sense) intersects with a joyful suspension of change or
development (an imagination deeming itself limitless in the incessant
repetition of similar ideas). Similarly, in Usher’s rereading of the sublime
feeling as a mighty unknown want, and in my reading of Sehnsucht as
an unresolved experience of the infinite, a (sustained) lack of fulfilment
makes for a pain of want or frustration but also, and simultaneously, for a
pleasure of deferral and suspension. The infinite, I have said, is here felt in
never coming one step closer to an end, so that there remains endless
room for more. If this emptiness hurts, it also helps against hurting: it
makes for tension, for agony, but for tensionlessness, for respite, at the
same time.
What all this suggests, is that the resistance to closure typical of the
sublime feeling is not so much due to an unbridgeable difference but to
a difference that manifests itself as an interlocking of two conflicting
intensities. It is not a matter of an unsolvable opposition per se, but an
unsolvable opposition that is, as it were, entangled or ensnared in itself –
a dead-lock or an untiable knot rather than an abyss with two opposites
standing, if you will, separately on either side. Instead, these alleged
opposites intertwine, making them less schematically oppositional than
they seem to be. Or, as I have observed with respect to Burke and Usher,
the undecidability inherent in the aporia of the sublime is not due to the
fact that pain and pleasure are represented as mutually exclusive but,
instead, as interchanging and interdependent. Both feeding on an
indeterminacy that obstructs fulfilment or resolution, pain and pleasure
are here inscribed into each other, rather than being separated by an
impassable gap and existing side by side on its respective edges. Seen in
this light, I argue in the next chapter, the paradox of pain and pleasure
in the experience of the sublime can no longer be thought as pertaining
to a mixture of two opposing principles with a fixed and autonomous
‘existence’ or ‘position’. Rather, this paradox can be reconsidered as an
endless shimmering or – as I have said in chapter 4 with respect to
Hoffmann – colour-switching of two unstable, ambiguous intensities,
without a binary opposition of two constant and self-same principles
being thought in the background. Instead, the one principle can here
be said to be always and already at work in the other.
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8
Anxiety
As long as the mind is there, there is no sublime.
This is a feeling that is incompatible with time, as
is death.
Jean-François Lyotard

Introduction

In the preceding chapters I have tried to point out the following. On the
one hand, I have indicated the significance of (proto-)Romantic ideas
on instrumental music to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century notions on
the limits and possibilities of an artificially-induced sublime. Before and
during the Romantic era, instrumental music was already claimed to
inhere the indeterminacy that had been a first requirement for the
artistic sublime since the days of Burke. Indeed, I have shown in chapter
4, in so far as the aesthetics of the sublime signalled an aesthetics of the
infinite, instrumental music in its Romantic conceptions and realisations
was granted a special position: its semantic and material indeterminacy
familiarly embodied the indefiniteness marking the idea of the infinite.
Later on, by the time of Wagner, Nietzsche, and Seidl, music was
explicitly claimed as an art of the sublime rather than the beautiful:
allegedly bypassing the world of appearances, it would not fit the selfsubsistent, plastic-based forms of the beautiful, but rather conformed to
the irregularity, otherness, and formlessness of the sublime.
On the other hand, and as it were in reverse, I have sketched the
impact of the cult of the sublime on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
musical culture and practices. As I have shown in chapter 3, and up to a
degree also in chapter 6, the musical sublime here often manifested
itself in its traditional, more intimidating aspect. Thus, the sublime in music
was associated with a pathos of mighty transport, or of delightful terror;
with a rhetoric of artistic bravery and heroism, or of aesthetic unruliness;
with a power of demonic possession, or of uncanny dispossession. It was
associated with a pathos of elevation (still resounding in Seidl’s theory of
the musically sublime), but also with a pathos of emancipation: with a
wayward experimenting and a sense-confounding Formwidrigkeit.
At the same time, I have tried to show how the interaction between
ideas of the sublime and the musical opened the way for a rereading of
the sublime feeling differing signally from its normative conception. Or,
differently said, most of the ‘alternative’ readings of the sublime that I
have traced in chapters 2, 4, and 5 in one way or an other converged
with eighteenth- and nineteenth-century ideas on instrumental music
and musical experience. Even in Lyotard’s critical rereading of the
sublime as a postmodern, no-longer-Romantic sublime the idea of the
musical could, for that matter, still be heard to echo. Thus, Barnett
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Newman’s paintings would stage the postmodern sublime in a way that
exactly corresponded to Romantic and formalist ideas of musical (self)presentation. Indeed, Lyotard explicitly referred to these paintings as
soundings: the viewer, we have seen, is here “no more than an ear open
to the sound which comes to it from out of the silence” (Lyotard 1998:
83). As a sublime ‘event’, the painting is for Lyotard like an aural event,
fragile and elusive, seemingly unforeseen and uncontrollable.
Recent critical reworkings of this postmodern sublime could,
however, not quite solve all the problems relative to the normative,
Kantian model of the sublime feeling. Thus, I have shown, van de Vall’s
elaboration on the Lyotardian sublime experience as a creative
experience still held fast to the idea of a self-surpassing subject central to
the Kantian sublime experience. Moreover, and in relation to this, van de
Vall’s theory never quite succeeded in moving beyond the canonic
narrative structure of the Kantian sublime. It could, that is to say, not
account for the sublime feeling as an internally divided feeling of pain
and pleasure at the same time, captured in an aporetic structure of
undecidability. Even Lyotard’s concept of the differend was, for that
matter, not entirely equipped to deal with this undecidability, positing,
as it did, the conflict at the heart of the sublime in terms of an
unbridgeable opposition instead of an internal duality.
In this chapter I will, therefore, try to (re)process these ideas of
irresolvability and conflicting simultaneity already traced in eighteenthand nineteenth-century ‘alternative’ readings of the sublime feeling
within a contemporary critical framework. A framework, in which the
subject is notably no longer thought in Kantian fashion as a wholesome
and autonomous entity, but as a fragmented, self-divided and chaotic
complexity: as difference instead of identity.1 In this context, which in
some respects converges with the irresolvable existential conflict central
to Schopenhauerian and Nietzschean philosophy, I will propose the
following two possibilities to (re)think the sublime feeling. This concerns,
on the one hand, an experience that is not an experience and, on the
other, an experience that is not one. The first possibility recalls Nietzsche’s
(sublime) experience of Rausch as an experience that cannot be borne,
assimilated, or contained by the subject. This will lead me to reconsider
the sublime feeling in terms of a traumatic experience: an experience
that is somehow missed, that cannot be processed or retrieved and for
that reason cannot be (fully) resolved and overcome. The second
possibility is loosely connected to the Burkean experience of the artificial
infinite, and will be considered in critical relation to the Freudian
repetition compulsion. Ultimately, it will be seen, these two alternatives to
the normative, Kantian conception of the sublime are intimately related
and can indeed be regarded as two aspects of the same, failed or
missed experience. Thus, though the difference between these two
aspects of an alternative sublime feeling can be roughly defined as a
1I

would like to thank Arjo Vanderjagt for these remarks.
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difference between the dynamical (trauma) and mathematical
(repetition) sublime, it will be seen that the latter can nevertheless also
be considered a symptom of the former.
With respect to both these aspects, I will show how the resistance to
closure that I deem symptomatic of the sublime feeling can be thought
in specific relation to both contemporary and Romantic music. As for the
first possibility – an experience that is not an experience – this concerns
what I will call a break in conventional musical contexts, a sudden
rupture within an otherwise ‘normal’ or conventional musical setting.
With respect to the second possibility – an experience that is not one –
this mainly concerns the irresolvable experiential double-bind generated
by present-day repetitive music. Rethinking the sublime feeling in these
two ways, I will show what a sublime experience of music could amount
to within a present-day critical perspective as a musical listening that at
once contradicts the traditional conditions of possibility of tonal listening.

Mental Suspension
In chapter 5, I have described how Nietzsche’s experience of
Rausch can be read as, if you will, an unlived experience of the sublime.
The moment when the subject can see trough the destructive pattern of
things and feels herself extending into, or partaking of, an infinite life-Will
is as brief as it is uncontrollable. It is experienced beyond the bounds of
consciousness and can, indeed, only be experienced when the subject
momentarily loses or forgets herself as a subject. This forgetfulness
radically detaches the Dionysian reality from the everyday world: the
two are separated by a gulf of oblivion that cannot be mediated or
traversed. A differend, one might say, of two unbridgeable and
irreconcilable states. This differend carries with it the implication that the
‘insightful’ experience of a consciousness-suspending instant, painful
and pleasurable at once, cannot fully pervade the waking subject as a
subject: that the delight it issues cannot be fully felt or recalled. That,
differently said, the delight is instantly forgotten in the immediate loss of
the instant. It does not stick, and it cannot be retrieved.
By the same logic, one could imagine the experience of an
extreme shock – such as a shock facing one with one’s own mortality –
exceeding the assimilative powers of consciousness in such a degree
that it cannot be included or retained within the bounds of
consciousness. It passes through, so to speak, but it cannot be passed
on to the schemes and networks of consciousness that see to its proper
processing and sedimentation. Like the Nietzschean experience of
Rausch, but lacking its dominant element of Dionysian ecstasy, one
could imagine the experience of such an extreme shock as an
experience that cannot be borne: that, indeed, ceases to be an
experience in so far as – in Kantian philosophical terms – an experience
is conditioned and directed by the forms of perception, the networks of
memory (imagination), and the categories of understanding. It
constitutes, precisely, a break in the context that normally enables one
248

to mentally process and appropriate things within the pre-figured world
of time and space.
The failed ‘experience’ I am here alluding to has since the days of
Pierre Janet and Sigmund Freud been known as a traumatic experience:
an intrusive experience of an overwhelming and often terrifying event
that, as Judith Herman has rightly pointed out, is no so much out-of-theordinary because it occurs rarely, outside the range of everyday life, but
because it overthrows and interrupts “the ordinary human adaptations
to life” (Herman 1994: 33). “Traumatic events”, she continues, “generally
involve threats to life or bodily integrity, or a close personal encounter
with violence and death. They confront human beings with the
extremities of helplessness and terror, and evoke the responses of
catastrophe” (ibid.: 33). Or, more precisely, traumatic events are those
events for which no context is (as yet) available to deal with them in an
effective way: to place or situate these events, to associate them with
previous experiences in the networks of memory, and to thus integrate
them in existing meaning schemes. These events cannot be adapted to
or embedded within the mental apparatus so that, I will explain more
fully below, they are somehow stored differently, outside the range of
memory and even outside the range of language. The peculiar force of
psychic trauma, as Cathy Caruth has elaborated on Dori Laub, “is
marked by its lack of registration” – it constitutes “a record that is yet to
be made” (Caruth 1995: 6).
In a way comparable to the Burkean existential sublime and the
Kantian dynamical sublime, psychic trauma thus revolves around a
feeling of intense fear, helplessness, a loss of control, and threat of
annihilation. However, it never more than in a way resembles these two
varieties of the sublime feeling. Firstly, traumatic events are precisely
those events that are marked by a lack of distance, a lack of mediation.
Such events are not only ‘too much’, they are also ‘too close’: they
crush or overwhelm, they interrupt, indeed, the mediating activity of
mind that otherwise pre-figures what Kant called phenomenal reality,
and processes the manifold of experience (Ankersmit 2001: 312). Yet in
Burke’s existential sublime, and more prominently so in Kant’s dynamical
sublime, the experience of terror and helplessness is always mediated to
the extent that it concerns only a fictional or imaginary threat: the
(Kantian) subject never more than imagines itself being faced with a
mortal danger, and is only overwhelmed from a safe distance. Indeed, it
is the consistent awareness of one’s own safety that prevents the
Kantian experience of the dynamical sublime from becoming a
traumatic experience. As such, and as I have shown, this is not so much
an experience of helplessness as an experience that is very much
controlled and even exploited by the transcendental subject as a
‘moral person’.
However, Ankersmit has recently made the intriguing suggestion
with respect to Burke that precisely the indirectness of the experience of
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the sublime points to a possible connection with trauma. Thus, he
argues:
When Burke speaks about ‘tranquillity tinged with terror’ this
tranquillity is possible (as Burke emphasizes) thanks to our
awareness that we are not really in danger. Hence, we have
distanced ourselves from a situation of real danger – and in this
way, we have dissociated ourselves from the object of
experience. The sublime thus provokes a movement of derealization by which reality is robbed of its threatening
potentialities. As such, Burke’s sublime is less the pleasant thrill
that is often associated with it than a pre-emptive strike against
the terrible. (Ankersmit 2001: 310)

Not a cosy shivering in the full awareness of one’s own safety, but a
“pre-emptive strike against the terrible”: a de-realization of an object,
scene, or event that is brought about, precisely, by the inability to
process this object, scene, or event in a ‘normal’ or ‘masterful’ way. A
reality ‘too much’ and ‘too close’ in this way becomes a reality
dispossessed (“robbed of its threatening potentialities)” and dissociated.
This means, as Ankersmit proposes, that the sublime, like trauma, can be
said to be “both extremely direct and extremely indirect” (ibid.: 310).
That is to say, both trauma and the sublime refer to an experience that is
too direct because it precludes or at least seriously undermines ‘normal’
– i.e. active – assimilation. At the same time, however, such an
experience is “abnormally indirect” since
we cannot face this directness and, precisely because of this,
we dissociate ourselves from it and thus remain, in a way,
external to it. From the latter perspective, both sublime and
traumatic experience strangely present themselves to us as if
they were somebody else’s experience. (ibid.: 310)

This “paradox of directness and indirectness” sheds an entirely new
and different light on what I would like to call the ‘as-if factor’ of the
sublime feeling in its traditional connotations: the suggestion of a
transferred terror (i.e. a terror that does not affect the subject but
another, or affects the subject only from a distance) predominant in
theories of the sublime ranging from Addison to Kant here explicitly
becomes an unclaimed terror, a terror that is and cannot be fully
owned, as if it were “somebody else’s experience”. Or differently said,
the ‘safe distance’ claimed for the subject in the experience of the
sublime is in Ankersmit’s analysis not a sign of the subject’s mastery but of
his/her powerlessness and helplessness. It points to a dissociation that
puts a scene, object, or event of terror at a distance because it has
already come too close, because it cannot be borne.2
2Bessel

van der Kolk and Onno van der Hart have, for that matter, observed that with
respect to trauma there is “little evidence of an active process of pushing away of the
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Interestingly, this intrusiveness or ‘too-closeness’ of a terrifying or
otherwise overwhelming experience was already emphasized in
eighteenth-century accounts of the sublime feeling. Indeed, from the
very first – in, for instance, the writings of Dennis – the sublime moment
has been described in terms of an astonishment that literally shortcircuits the mind: that cancels out the subject, one might say, as a
controlling, shaping, directing, and mediating subject. Thus, I have
shown in chapter 3, Burke classifies the feeling of astonishment as “the
effect of the sublime in its highest degree” and describes this intense
stupefaction in Dennisian fashion as a suspension of the mental faculties:
it seems to break (through) what might be called the mental protective
shield as it halts the mind “with some degree of horror”, reducing it to a
state of stupefied helplessness (Burke 1990: II, sect. I, 53).
In his Essays on Philosophical Subjects (1795), Adam Smith has
argued in a similar vein. Distinguishing between wonder, surprise, and
admiration, he associates the first with “what is new and singular”, the
second with “what is unexpected”, and the third with “what is great and
beautiful” (Smith [1795] 1996: 233). Of these three, unexpectedness is
also a central ‘ingredient’ of the traumatic event: it is sudden, and
therefore defies a proper preparedness, and it is out-of-the-ordinary in so
far as a context is lacking to adapt or accommodate, and in this way
adequately prepare for, it. Or, as Robert Jay Lifton has put it in an
interview with Cathy Caruth, in “trauma one moves forward into a
situation that one has little capacity to imagine; and that’s why it
shatters whatever one had that was prospective or experiential in the
past” (Caruth 1995: 137). There was nothing that could have prepared
one for it, there was nothing that could have enabled one to ‘take in’
and ‘situate’ the experience, connecting it to other experiences.
Interestingly, Adams in this instance emphasizes that the effect of
surprise is the most violent when the mind is “in the mood most unfit to
receive it” – when it lacks a tense anticipation that, as it were, prepares
for an as yet unknown external shock or interruption (ibid.: 235). Without
this resisting tension, which apparently protects the mind to a certain
degree, such an interruption seems “to crush and bruise [the mind], as a
real weight would crush and bruise the body” (ibid.: 235). The effect of
the unexpected in terms of violent surprise – crucial to both the sublime
feeling and the traumatic experience – thus comes down to an inability
to react or respond: to ward off, or to (adequately) absorb, a terrifying
encounter: an encounter that is already terrifying in its radical otherness.

Psychic Trauma
It was, of course, Freud who already pointed to this inability to
respond with respect to psychic trauma in his Jenseits des Lustprinzips
(Beyond the Pleasure Principle) (1920). He described such trauma in
overwhelming experience; the uncoupling seems to have other mechanisms. Many
trauma survivors report that they automatically are removed from the scene; they look
at it from a distance or disappear altogether” (van der Kolk and van der Hart 1995:
168). More on dissociation below.
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relation
to
what
he
called
a
repetition
compulsion
(Wiederholungszwang or Wiederholungstrieb) in soldiers-survivors of
World War I with an otherwise ‘normal’ psychic apparatus. Exposed to
unimaginable and unendurable terrors and strains in the trenches, they
were haunted in their nightmares and (anxiety-)symptoms by a
continuous return to the overwhelming, terrifying or catastrophic scenes
and events they had encountered. Below, I will explain more fully the
mechanisms of this repetition compulsion and its relation to the Freudian
death instinct. For now, I will suffice to state that what intrigued Freud
about the repetition compulsion in traumatized soldiers was that – to all
appearances – it had nothing to do with repression. As Caruth puts it, he
was astonished by the fact that the recurrent nightmares of these
soldiers could not be understood “in terms of any [repressed] wish or
unconscious meaning” but rather constituted “purely and inexplicably,
the literal return of the event against the will of the one” inhabited by
that event (Caruth 1995: 5). “The traumatized,” she continues, “carry an
impossible history within them, or they become themselves the symptom
of a history that they cannot entirely possess” (ibid.: 5).
However, the question now arises, whence precisely the incessant
and involuntary return? Freud proposes the following, which, in view of
what we have seen above, sheds an interesting light on the possible
parallels between the traumatic experience and the experience of the
sublime in terms of astonishment. Thus, Freud basically argues that the
compulsion to repeat in traumatized soldiers concerns the mastery of a
belated experience.3 It is the mastery of an excess of stimuli that could
not be processed or assimilated because the psychic apparatus was not
prepared for it, because, indeed, the “organ of the mind” lacked “any
preparedness for anxiety” (Freud [1920] 1961: 36). Interestingly, and
comparable to what I have observed above with respect to Adam
Smith, what is thus at issue here is that, according to Freud, “the last line
of defence” against (an excess of) external stimuli is paradoxically the
preparedness to be shocked (ibid.: 36). In preparing oneself for a
possible shock, one also and paradoxically exposes oneself (knowingly)
to this shock, like one can, for instance, anticipate – and thus resist – a
physical blow in the stomach by tightening the abdominal muscles. In
proper Freudian parlance, this means that anxiety [Angst], which for
Freud already signals a state of expecting a possible danger, “though it
may be unknown”, constitutes the last protection against fright
[Schreck], which signals “the state a person gets into when he has run
into danger without being prepared for it; it emphasizes the factor of
surprise” (ibid.: 11). Seen in this light, the repetition at stake in traumatic
neurosis concerns the repetition of a painful experience that is yet to be
lived.

3Below,

I will explain in more detail this notion of repetition in relation to the idea of a
belated – or unlived – experience.
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What this, therefore, implies is that the incessant return to a
traumatic encounter in dreams and (inexplicable) symptoms primarily –
and somewhat paradoxically – concerns the developing “of the anxiety
whose omission was the cause of the traumatic neurosis” (ibid.: 37). It is
as if the psychic apparatus keeps on trying retroactively to prepare itself
after all for a shock that could not be processed and assimilated at the
time. Typically, however, the traumatized is not (fully) aware of the fact
that s/he is, again and again, developing a preparedness to be
shocked – that she is retroactively fortifying a ‘last line of defence’ in the
form of a felt anxiety that had not been developed, or that could not be
felt, during the traumatic encounter. For as I have already noted above,
this traumatic encounter typically occasions a mental suspension or
numbing: the traumatic event, as Caruth puts it, is not “experienced fully
at the time, but only belatedly, in its repeated possession of the one who
experiences it” (Caruth 1995: 4). The subject is no longer, or not fully,
‘there’ when the traumatic event occurs and it is this absence or open
space that the trauma occupies – and continues to occupy.
Bessel van der Kolk and Onno van der Hart have, for that matter,
already argued that psychic trauma revolves around a dissociative
rather than – as Freud already indicated – a repressive mechanism:
“Under extreme conditions”, they point out, “existing meaning schemes
may be entirely unable to accommodate frightening experiences,
which cause the memory of these experiences to be stored differently
and not be available for retrieval under ordinary conditions: it becomes
dissociated form conscious awareness and voluntary control” (Van der
Kolk and Van der Hart 1995: 160). It becomes, in the terminology of Pierre
Janet, a ‘fixed idea’, a piece of truncated memory that cannot be
made into a story to be recounted and related, adapted and
assimilated to other stories.4
Thus, outside the reach of (narrative) memory and language alike,
traumatic memory remains forgotten and unforgettable at the same
time. It remains forgotten because it is ‘stored’ in an “alternate stream of
4What

Van der Kolk and Van der Hart call the “monumental legacy” of Pierre Janet’s
observations on the mental processing of memory, and the failure of this processing,
was largely ignored during the later part of the twentieth century – even though
Janet’s views “were well known during the early part” of the twentieth century (Van
der Kolk and Van der Hart 1995: 159). Most significant is the distinction that Janet made
between narrative memory and ‘traumatic’ memory in 1889. The former would be a
“uniquely human capacity” that “consists of mental constructs, which people use to
make sense of experience” (ibid.: 160). It is the memory that shapes one’s experiences
into a coherent and memorable story, adding and connecting others to it. The latter,
however, is a ‘memory’ that defeats memory. In Janet’s words: “It is only for
convenience that we speak of a ‘traumatic memory.’ The subject is often incapable of
making the necessary narrative which we call memory regarding the event; and yet
he remains confronted by a difficult situation in which he has not been able to play a
satisfactory part, one to which his adaptation has been imperfect, so that he continues
to make efforts at adaptation” (ibid.: 160). Like Jean-Martin Charcot, Janet worked at
La Salpêtière Hospital, where Freud visited in 1885. Indeed, Van der Kolk and Van der
Hart claim, psychoanalysis “was born on the wards of Salpêtière” (ibid.: 164).
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consciousness” that bypasses the networks of memory; it remains
unforgettable because it has not been processed and, in that way,
mastered by those same networks (ibid.: 168). It is not past, but it is not
fully and stably present (to consciousness) either. It is rather mysteriously,
and no less persistently, present as a trace that cannot be (fully) retraced, a trace of a past that cannot be named, remembered, or
recognized: an effect without a stable and identifiable cause or, to
translate this into semiotic terms, a sign without an identifiable signified.
Indeed, because the traumatic event dodges the grip of memory, it
cannot be actively forgotten but rather only be passively – and
unknowingly – relived, again and again. As Van der Kolk and Van der
Hart echo Freud, “there is little evidence for an active process of pushing
away of the overwhelming experience; the uncoupling [from
consciousness] seems to have other mechanisms” – and these other
mechanisms are the mechanisms of dissociation (ibid.: 168). Thus,
because the traumatic event has never ‘entered’ consciousness, it
cannot even be pushed ‘out of’ consciousness ‘into’ the unconscious. It
cannot be ousted or forgotten as it has not been (fully) integrated into
the networks of memory. Instead, it lingers on as an inexplicable and
inescapable anxiety: forgotten and unforgettable at once or, as
Ankersmit has put it, “neither forgotten nor remembered” (Ankersmit
1999: 13, my translation).

Music and Trauma

What Caruth has called the unclaimed experience of trauma can
thus be paralleled with the experience of the sublime in so far as the
latter revolves around an astonishment – a mental suspension or
interruption – in which the mind’s ‘last line of defence’ is, if not broken
entirely, then at least ruptured severely (Caruth 1996). Indeed, Ankersmit
has stated, the “trauma is the sublime and vice versa and at the bottom
of both is an experience of reality which shatters to pieces all our
certainties, beliefs, and expectations” (Ankersmit 1999: 9). Or at least, I
would say, traumatic experience can be posited as a twentieth-century
(alternative) version of the eighteenth-century experience of the
sublime. As such, it is notably no longer directed at grand and violent
nature with a triumphant, autonomous subject towering above it, but at
massive, man-made atrocities (WW I, the Holocaust, Hiroshima) that
attest to the utter failure of the humanist project. Instead of an
experience of elevation – that, Geoffrey Hartman comments, “would
seen impossible here” – this twentieth-century alternative to the
traditional sublime feeling signals precisely an inability to overcome and
come to terms with events that (still) defy imaginative and also
conceptual grasp (Hartman 1992: 322).
Much has been written on the topic (cf. Lyotard 1988; Lang 1992;
Hartman 1992; Friedlander 1992, 1993; Caruth 1995; LaCapra 1998;
Ankersmit 1999, 2001), but here I will restrict myself to the way in which
the particular structure of the traumatic experience can be taken as a
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starting point to (re)read the sublime feeling as a feeling that cannot be
unequivocally or satisfactorily resolved – that, indeed, contradicts its
own resolution. Instead of closure and transcendence, there is here a
pattern of (potentially endless) repetition; instead of the proverbial
cathartic moment, the subject is trapped in an experience that is
inaccessible (forgotten) and irremovable (unforgettable) at the same
time – trapped in what Lyotard has called in Heidegger et ‘les juifs’
(Heidegger and ‘the jews’) (1988, 1990) a “paradox of the immemorial”:
a paradox of not being able to remember a shock or psychic blow, and
yet precisely because of that, having to relive it again and again; to
remember without being aware of the fact that one is constantly being
forced to remember (Lyotard [1988] 1990: 12). With respect to psychic
trauma, I have shown, this paradox thus does not so much pertain to a
radical and irreconcilable opposition between forgetting and unforgetting, as to an interweaving or interlocking of the two: the event
remains unforgettable in the forgetting of it, in its lack of inscription. It
returns because it was not owned and cannot, as such, be retrieved, it is
(not) past and (not) present at the same time.
Yet how, the question now arises, can this paradoxical structure of
the traumatic ‘experience’ be thought with respect to art, and the art of
music in particular? This is a most pertinent question as it concerns a
transposition of the merely psycho-pathological into the aesthetic, a
translation, more specifically, of the traumatic into the domain of the
sublime as an (an)aesthetics of shock.
Evidently (though granting possible exceptions) art – music – cannot
‘traumatize’ in the way that real-life assaults and catastrophes can, if
only because art is already in itself a mediation, presenting at best a
possible or imaginary world. Still, it could well be proposed that certain
musics can be heard to voice or stage a rupture embodying or
performing the rupture of trauma: a rupture that resists narrative
integration and, as such, resists an inclusive synthesis. This is not
(necessarily) to say that a composer somehow deliberately ‘intended’
to stage a traumatic experience – since Roland Barthes we have, after
all, moved past the myth of authorial intention – but that certain musics
can be said to display or enact the (violent) break in the context, the
paradox of the immemorial, and, in relation to this, the inability of closure
or resolution that also typifies the ‘experience’ of trauma. In a way, this is
also, and perhaps already, to say that such a traumatic embodiment in
music need not be restricted to contemporary musics dealing explicitly
with the irresolvable ruptures in (or: outside) twentieth-century history.
Though the notion of psychic trauma has been claimed as a typically
twentieth-century alternative version of the sublime in contemporary
theory, I show in the following that the unclaimed experience of trauma
– as a break in the context of ‘ordinary’ experience – can nonetheless
already be made fully manifest in nineteenth-century Romantic music.
Indeed, I argue, the sublime-as-trauma can perhaps be most clearly
thought in relation to Romantic music because here an
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accommodating, narrative context is still openly preserved that can at
all be broken in the manner of a fissure within ‘ordinary’ perceptual
frameworks.

Interruption and Repetition

In The Romantic Generation Charles Rosen has indicated how the
idea of involuntary memory can be ‘heard into’ Romantic music. He
here traces the idea of involuntary memory to Ramond de
Carbonnière’s Observations faites dans les Pyrenées (Observations
made in the Pyrenees) (1789). As Rosen quotes Ramond:
There is something mysterious in odours which powerfully
awaken the remembrance of the past… I do not know what
sweeter instants of my life the flowering lime tree witnessed, but I
felt keenly that it stirred fibres that had long been tranquil… I
took pleasure in this vague reverie so near to sadness, aroused
by the images of the past; I extended on to Nature the illusion
that she had caused to be born, by uniting with her, in an
involuntary movement, the times and the events of which she
had stirred up the memory.
(Rosen 1995: 151)

This, Rosen comments, “is already, fully developed, the Proustian theory
of memory: the most powerful and profound memories are those that
cannot be consciously recovered, that can only be called up from the
past involuntarily by sensations of taste or smell” (ibid.: 152). Taking this
notion of involuntary memory to be a typically Romantic memory, a
memory in spite of itself, Rosen then proceeds to show how it can be
heard to echo in Romantic song cycles. Thus, he points to the postlude
of the last (sixteenth) song of Schumann’s Dichterliebe, op. 48 (1840),
“Die alten bösen Lieder” (“The Old Evil Songs”). Here, the piano part to
the final section of the twelfth song, “Am leuchtende Sommermorgen”
(“On a Gleaming Morning in Summer”) returns in its literal form. This last
section was in itself already a postlude – a new theme, as Rosen
emphasizes, “not motivically related to the main body of the piece”
(ibid.: 208). Suspending the vocal line, the piano here “does not so much
continue the song as offer a melody of its own, which is like a meditation
or commentary on what had preceded” (ibid.: 208).
In the last song of Dichterliebe the postlude returns in its literal if also
a more extended form, neither as “a da capo” or “a formal close”: it is
nothing more, or less, than the memory of the postlude heard in the
twelfth song (ibid.: 210). Thus, as the literal echo of a postlude that once
more becomes a postlude, once more suspending the vocal line, the
last section of “The Old Evil Songs” constitutes a return of the past that is
“unmotivated by any convention of form or even by the demands of
the text” (ibid.: 210). It appears “spontaneous, an involuntary memory,
governed by a law of its own”: a movement that returns, that is stirred
anew for apparently no necessary, logical reasons whatsoever (ibid.:
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210). Still, I would say that this return is not without a (dramatic) function
within the song cycle as a whole and the last song in particular.
Revolving as it does around the attempt to burry the past – to burry the
“old and evil songs,/ the dreams so evil and bad” in a huge and heavy
coffin to “sink my love/ and my sorrow in it” – Schumann’s setting to “The
Old and Evil Songs” undermines its own resolution. In re-invoking the
postlude of the twelfth song – and re-invoking it apparently despite itself
– the last song at once revokes or rebuts the resolve to burry the past
and sink it deep in the sea: after the words are voiced, the past returns
unbidden.5 As such, the postlude returns once again as an ironic
commentary to the words sung.
Later, Rosen refers to such returns as “the unfinished workings of the
past in the present” – a phrase well-suited to psychic trauma as well
(ibid.: 218). Indeed, what involuntary memory shares with psychic
trauma is that it is unwilled or uncalled-for and that, as such, it is not fully
owned: a memory that cannot be ‘recovered’ by the conscious mind
but returns unbidden. However, while this may equally involve a shock –
a shock, perhaps, of the unexpected – involuntary memory is not by
definition a ‘traumatic memory’: judging from Ramon and, later, Proust,
the former typically refers to a blissful experience of the past (though it is
often accompanied by the painful recognition that the past is no longer,
or exists only as an illusory never-never land), while the latter refers to a
past that could not be assimilated due to its very painful
overwhelmingness and can, to that extent, not be overcome in the
present. Traumatic memory, one could say, haunts and breaks a
dispossessed subject, whereas involuntary memory beckons and (ful)fills
an unsuspecting subject. Nevertheless, in spite of this, Rosen’s argument
is of relevance here because it indicates how the idea of unwilled
memory, or the unwilled return of the past, can be presented as
embodied musical movement. The question now is: can musical
movement also be heard and presented as embodying an unwilled
return of the past in a specifically traumatic aspect?
In Romantic piano music, perhaps the most obvious and dramatic
example is what pianist Alfred Brendel has still recently referred to as
belonging to “the bravest and most shocking” pieces ever produced in
music: the middle section of Franz Schubert’s Andantino from the Sonata
in A major, D 959 (1828, 1838) (Brendel [1990] 1996: 87, my translation).
The Andantino starts with one of the most beautiful-melancholic themes
in Romantic piano literature: a lamenting melody in the right hand and a
smoothly swinging figure in the bass (fig. 1). Seemingly harmless and
5Alternatively, perhaps, it could be suggested that the postlude constitutes what Rosen
calls the “instrumental resolution” to the last notes of the singer: the songs are buried
and sunken in the instrumental postlude that also appeared in the twelfth song (Rosen
1995: 210). Indeed, to Rosen’s mind the “improvisatory cadence which now rounds off
the reappearance of the postlude is more satisfying than its initially laconic and more
mysterious playing” (ibid.: 210). This would mean that the past is as it were resolved or
‘worked-through’ in the (unbidden) return of it.
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resigned, and very much in the nature of a song, there is nevertheless
something deadly, something faintly disturbing to the Andantino’s first 68
measures: it is a music that continuously turns back on itself, a music that
seems to hold itself back. Thus, on the one hand, the melody constantly
spins round and reiterates its initial notes, never evolving or developing
beyond its own beginning. It is held in suspense, always moving in on
itself again. Similarly, the swinging figure in the bass sustains and echoes
itself throughout the first movement, in this way creating a similar
suspension of progress and development.
Only after the first 68
measures, the music starts to wander – literally wander away tip-toed in
a cadence toward the edge of an abyss. This edge is first of all marked
by a transition from F♯ minor to the distant key of C minor in m. 85.
Rapidly, the music now undermines and loses its own ground, as if
having moved past a point of no return, and disintegrates into an
explosion via chromatic steps (mm. 101-122). Here, one may say, music
ceases to be music in the context of earlier nineteenth-century
conventions: what follows is a series of freakish improvisations or outbursts
patched together without any thematic coherence or harmonic
development. The music never more than tries a series of unexpected
keys, rather than fully exploring them. Also in other respects, the
destabilizing centre of the Andantino is most literally a transgressing of
the boundaries of ‘good’ form, a breaking of the law: shrill, piercing
sounds, speedily moving from the highest to the lowest registers of the
piano and progressing in wave-like, unpredictable movements as if it
were a storm increasing (mm. 103-107), abating (mm. 107-109),
increasing (mm. 111-114), abating (mm. 115-116), and once more
increasing (mm. 117-122), followed by a sudden and tense silence.
Especially in mm. 103-104 and mm. 112-115, moreover, the simultaneity
of very high and low, dissonant tones almost breaks the music apart. It
seems to be conditioned by a law of its own, operating in the absence
of an overall theme and feeding mainly on chromatic scales that defer,
if here not expel, the possibility of a resolution.
The chaos appears to reach its peak in mm. 113-114, when the highregistered melodic E minor scale in the right hand of m. 113 is
accompanied by a low, obstinate minor second (A♯-B), the music
splitting apart and losing all sense of purpose, as if it were a
disintegration within a disintegration (cf. Kloppenburg 1997: 231-234). In
m. 114, the scale is transposed to the bass as a chromatic scale on C
(the bass-line of mm. 111-113 already being chromatic) in a wave-like
movement (ibid.: 232). The right hand here builds up a climax that is,
however, suddenly cut short: what would have been the climax on E is
unexpectedly without an accent, the sequence now falling apart into
the chromatic triplets and their Lisztian-avant-la-lettre tremolo
counterparts in the bass of mm. 116-119. Mm. 119-121 build up
obstinately toward the climax in m. 122, but it is more like an impotent
pounding out of the same chord exhausting itself out until the sharp ffzhalt in C♯ minor of m. 122. Cunningly, this chord only appears as closure
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and in fact heralds a new series of ‘break-ins’. After its tense silence – a
silence more tense than all the violence that preceded it – proceed a
number of aftershocks that follow the same pattern of violent outbreak
and dead silence (mm. 122-130).
These repetitive tutti-strikes, one could say, constitute at once a
dramatic point of rupture – the music being reduced to a broken
recitative with interrupting attacks – and a breaking point where the
explosive middle section is suddenly smoothed out and reversed into a
transitional stage leading back to the theme of the first part. This
smoothing out is notably achieved by the transformation of the intrusive
‘attack-chords’ in mm. 122-130 into the softened arpeggio’s in the bass
of mm. 133-144 (I will get back to this below). Something of a struggle
remains, though, as if the music were trying to come to terms
retroactively with its own irruption. With a hesitation in mm. 145-146, the
movement then directs itself via a song-like accompaniment in
sixteenths to what seems its initial position.
However, the beginning is not what it was before: it resonates with
an echo on C♯ indicating a rest or residue, something left behind that
continues to make itself heard in the (re)sounding of the initial theme – a
literal resounding that, to use a phrase from Brendel, precisely “obstructs
an easy return to the beginning” (Brendel 1996: 91). It seems, or hears, as
if something irreversible has happened that cannot be silenced in the
present, a gap that cannot be bridged and manifests itself as a
resonance up-setting and hovering persistently over the opening melody
(mm. 159-172). The bass, meanwhile, does not presume its opening
movement but continues to be heard in sixteenths – an echo, perhaps,
of the interrupted recitative in mm. 123-130. In mm. 177-184, this
resonance evolves into a new voice in counterpoint that pierces and
upsets more glaringly the opening melody.
In this way, Lawrence Kramer has observed, the return of the
“plaintive melody” is “doubly disturbed” and cannot reach (full) closure:
[It is disturbed] by a stabbing counterpoint above it and a new,
uneasily rocking accompaniment below. The closing measures
avoid – or more exactly, dispel – a cadence and die away
deep in the bass on a nerveless plagal progression (iv-i
[prolonged] –i). The harmony forms an intimation that the
seemingly bygone violence is cyclical, unexhausted. The plagal
progression, right down to its voice-leading, is identical to the
earlier progression that forms the transition to the disruptive
interlude (mm. 65-68).6

6In modern music, a plagal progression refers to a cadence in which the chord of the
tonic is preceded by that of the subdominant. Originally, ‘plagal’ was distinguished
from ‘authentic’ in the Church modes (scales). A derivative from the latter, because it
has the final (the tonic note of a church mode) in the middle of the compass rather
than having a range extending from the final to the octave above, it was alluded to by
means of the prefix ‘hypo’: Hypodoric instead of Doric, etc.
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And indeed, mm. 195-200 re-invoke rather than dispel or transcend the
outbreak of the “disruptive interlude” in their immediate similarity to mm.
63-68, so that this repetition as it were intimates another repetition: the
return of the violent rupture. Or, more precisely, as at once a repetition
and a slight differentiation of mm. 65-68, the “nerveless” repetitive
movement on F♯ minor in mm. 196-202 suggests a movement of return
instead of resolution. For despite the soft arpeggiated chords (that once
again achieve little more than a superficially smoothing things out, a
smoothing already disturbed by its own echo) and despite the almost
over-insistent restatement of the tonic at the very end, was not the same
be-octaved and repeated F♯ minor in mm. 64-68 also the onset to the
violent rupture in the middle section? On this basis, therefore, Kramer
proposes that the harmony in the final bars suggests that “bygone
violence is cyclical, unexhausted”: instead of a conclusion, the ending
of the Andantino alludes to a violence always threatening to come
back, to a past that cannot be transcended. The music ends in the way
in which it started to disintegrate, and if it is thus a “bygone” violence
that is suggested to be cyclical here, this is really to say that the return to
an “unexhausted”, not-quite-bygone violence is cyclical, cannot be
warded off.

The Traumatic Break of the Sublime

Seen in this light, the Andantino can be most obviously said to
embody or perform a traumatic movement in that it revolves around the
(unwilled) return to a violent irruption that could not be fully overcome:
around an intrusive past. This failure of overcoming already manifests
itself in the all too fragile transition from the explosive middle section to
the re-instatement of the opening melody. As I have noted, what
happens here is that the blasting tutti-chords are simply smoothed out
and literally tuned down in the form of arpeggio’s: they are not
removed, they are not resolved, they are merely covered up. One is
reminded here of what James Williams observed with respect to Turner’s
The Devil’s Bridge in elaborating on Lyotard’s notion of the differend:
there is a bridge but not one that you feel is passable. The impact of the
entire explosion seems, for that matter, too sharp and too deep to allow
for any such a final and conclusive way out – the contrast is too
dramatic to be fully and convincingly resolved or harmonized.
As such, it could be suggested that while the sudden change from
the ‘attack-chords’ to the arpeggiated chords points to some sort of
immediate forgetting (a covering up, an instant resumption to
‘normalcy’), it is a forgetting that at once fosters its own undermining,
that harbours an un-forgetting. For the problem is that the sudden and
seemingly unmotivated change from the final attacks in mm. 124-130 to
the over-sweet arpeggio’s of mm. 133-144 suggests, precisely, a lack of
registration, a lack of power to assimilate and neutralise the violence:
the chords continue to sound, the attacks are still ‘there’, even though
they have become inaudible as attacks. The violence, to recall
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Ankersmit, is here dispossessed, but it nevertheless continues to possess
the music. This possession, I have shown, is reinforced by the fact that the
‘forgotten’ continues to assert itself as a disturbance of the present (in
the echo’s and accompaniment of the resumed melody) and finally
even manifests itself as an unforgettable in the final plagal progression,
which suggested a (cyclic) regression into a potentially still active past.
As such, the irruption of the Andantino ceases to be simply
intermediary, even though this is what its traditional ABA-form suggests:
beginning, middle, ending, with the wildness in-between and the
smoothness on the sides. Instead, however, the irruption cannot be
contained and moves as it were to the outer side, reasserting itself
within, and in fact undermining the traditional function of, the last,
concluding part. The latter becomes a conclusion without conclusion
that no longer allows the irruption to be thought as an interruption,
something that can be controlled, encapsulated, and be done with.
Seen in this light, the Andantino embodies the impossibility of closure
that I deem symptomatic of the shock of the sublime in its analogy with
traumatic shock. Typically, this is not a shock that can by definition be
transcended in a glorious or relieving moment of self-recuperation. It is,
instead, a shock that remains in-tact; that persists and in-sists.
Still, by an evident paradox, the drama of the violence nevertheless
wholly depends on the very presence of its ternary or, if you will,
narrative context of beginning-middle-ending. For what is most obviously
traumatic about the ‘middle’ section of the Andantino is that it manifests
itself as such a violent break within the context: that it resists a complete
integration in its radical discontinuity with that context. Or more
precisely, the ‘middle’ section can only manifest itself as a traumatic
break due to its very irruption in the ternary context of the Andantino. It is
not just the break itself but rather its irreconcilable contrast or break with
its ‘before’ and ‘after’ that makes it into a gaping, open wound – that
makes it literally into a trauma. The familiar, narrative context of
beginning-middle-ending, to paraphrase Ankersmit, is here indeed “a
condition that” the irruption can announce itself as such, at all, and
disrupt that context in the process from the inside out (Ankersmit 1995:
113, my translation). This, of course, also extends to the Sonata in A major
as a whole that incorporates and constitutes, as it were, its own rupture
without the means to wholly mend or transcend it: the last chords of the
Andantino continue into the following Scherzo but this by no means
‘lifts’, so to speak, the pressure of the irruption. It remains there, at once
part of and severed from its immediate context, as a break that cannot
be (fully) integrated.

Broken Listening

Seen in this light, Schubert’s Andantino at once reveals and ruptures
its own ternary structure: it collapses at the very centre that, as a
breaking-point which literally signals a breaking apart, becomes excentred in its looming or threatening return at the end. As such, I have
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tried to show, it embodies a rupture that can never be wholly overcome
or transcended: as of m. 133, the violence is dispossessed and in that
sense erased, forgotten, but it nevertheless remains unforgettable in its
continued disturbance of the peace. In this way, the Andantino can be
said to resist the normative narrative scheme of rest-crisis-resolution that,
for instance, defines the Kantian sublime experience as an experience
feeding on an intermittent crisis that guarantees an ultimate closure-intranscendence. Embodying a movement of traumatic shock that breaks
through the shield of ‘ordinary’ experience without a way to integrate it
within the text of convention (let alone transform it into a purposive
break), the Andantino allows the shock of the sublime to be thought as
an intrusion that literally in-sists.
As such, voicing a shock that cannot be contained or overcome,
the Andantino could also be said to rupture a way of listening that has
become dominant and conventional with respect to sonata-form-music
since the earlier nineteenth century – if not, as Scott Burnham has
suggested, with respect to Western tonal music at large. Thus, Burnham
argues convincingly, since the canonization of Beethoven during the
earlier nineteenth century, the typically Beethovean ‘master narrative’
of rest-adversity-crisis-resolution has come to be normative for Western
tonal musical listening as a whole (Burnham [1995] 2000: 3). This is a
narrative listening that according to Burnham focuses on a “thematic
process and development” of “struggle and renewal to a point of
apotheosis”: a (canonic) narrative scheme – the very same scheme
defining the Kantian sublime experience as presenting a crisis that allows
the subject to reassert its autonomy with a vengeance – by which one’s
listening, and a music listened to, becomes meaningful and purposive
(ibid.: 122, 157). Apparently, Burnham continues, “we want our music to
go somewhere, to complete a process, to integrate theme and form,
subject and object, and to strive forth to a momentous and necessary
conclusion” (ibid.: 153). Indeed, this narrative scheme has been so
powerful that it seems as if the “musical process” conceived as a mythic
plot-process of rest-adversity-crisis-resolution has “assumed the role of a
Kantian transcendental category; has…become an a priori condition of
hearing music” (ibid.: 161).
Though Burnham questions the validity of this assumption, it would
nevertheless seem that tonal listening can hardly escape the narrative
thrust – the schematised process of rest-crisis-resolution – implied in
(traditional) sonata-form music. That is to say, philosophically speaking
the narrative scheme that Burnham alludes to might well function as the
(culturally encoded) synthesis that makes ‘tonal’ listening possible:
listening to tonal music is already listening to music as a process of resttension-relief and, in this way, listening to it as a meaningful and
purposive totality. Jos de Mul has, in this instance, also pointed to the
essential goal-orientedness of tonal listening as being “largely
dependent upon memory and anticipation. We may even say that
these activities constitute the actual musical experience” (De Mul 1999:
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128). Normative, ‘tonal’ musical listening, in other words, is a listening
made possible by an imaginative synthesis in which the past, the
present, and the future of a musical process is integrated as a coherent
whole.
One of the basic means or ‘signposts’ facilitating such as a synthesis
is the presence of a tonal centre. In “Opinion or Insight?” (1926), Arnold
Schoenberg already emphasized the significance of the tonic to musical
comprehension: “this is the true reason for the marked development of
tonality: to make what happens easily comprehensible. Tonality is not an
end in itself, but a means to an end” (Schoenberg [1926] 1984: 259). The
tonal centre facilitates a (tonal) listener’s mental ability to oversee a
musical progression, to grasp it as an integral whole and to position
herself with respect to the music. It is a point of gravitation that
according to De Mul can be compared to the central perspective in
painting, constituting “a specific place for the listening subject” (De Mul
1999: 128).
This specific place, as De Mul argues on the basis Ton Lemaire, is
above all a differentiated place: starting in the Renaissance, the central
perspective in (landscape) painting carried with it the implication of a
representation of the world in which “the human figure is no longer
absorbed in the world-space but rather places himself over against the
world” (ibid.: 82). Or, as Lemaire phrases this connection between the
rise of the central perspective and the modern subject:
…it is by means of perspective that the subject imposes his will
on the world, in reducing everything visible to a manifestation of
his own eyes. Perspective is thus the world made apparent for
the benefit of the autonomous gaze of experience. In short:
perspective is the technique of the emancipating subject to
distance himself from the world, to ‘gaze through’ it, to make it
transparent. (Lemaire 1970: 24, my translation)

As a (radical) reorientation, central perspective is at once an
“appropriation”, an appropriation of the world through the gaze of a
detached and controlling subject (ibid.: 24). As such, Lemaire
concludes, the development of central perspective from the
Renaissance onward signals “the self-differentiation of the subject who
severs himself from the world so as to over-see and control it” (ibid.: 25).
This, one could suggest, is already the Kantian transcendental
subject that represents for and by itself the only possible reality that can
be cognised and experienced. It is also and already the Kantian subject
of the sublime experiencing its distance from and dominion over nature
– a subject taking up a superior and untouchable position of control and
oversight. Seen in this light, the function and significance of central
perspective can be compared to the function and significance of the
tonal centre in sonata-form music in so far as the latter, like the former, is
literally a point of orientation allowing a listening subject to represent a
music heard as a meaningful totality. Or, as De Mul puts it, the totality of
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the musical structure in sonata-form music – a structure essentially
composed as a ternary structure of rest-tension-resolution, and whereby
‘tension’ and ‘resolution’ are relative to the presence of the tonic, the
‘centre’ – “appears as a representation of the representing subject”: the
result of a mental act or construct (De Mul 1999: 128). The subject is here
in command, having receded into a safe detachment from which it can
project its own synthesising activity onto a music heard.
Granting these parallels between the tonal centre and central
perspective in terms of self-representation, it could well be imagined
that the unexpected absence or disintegration of a tonal centre in a
music heard compromises the possibility of any such self-representation:
that it momentarily irrupts the control or dominion that characterises
‘ordinary’ experience as modelled on the modern subject. Of course,
this is by no means to say that all music undermining or dispensing with
the tonic by definition brings about a break in the context of ‘ordinary’
experience – in fact, much a- or poly-tonal music will find yet other ways
to sustain or, conversely, to irrupt the continuity of listening. However, if
the tonal centre suddenly falls apart within a specifically tonal setting this
catches the “autonomous gaze of experience” off-guard, leaving it with
little else to feed on so as to organise and control listening as a tonal,
synthetic listening. Compare it to a narrative in which the proverbial crisis
– the point of convergence that gives momentum, consequence to the
narrative, de-stabilising it only to re-stabilise it – unexpectedly and literally
becomes a point of disintegration, with words, phrases and sentences
decomposing into a chaotic web or texture, no longer appearing to
make any sense at all, and frustrating a pattern of meaning to be
projected. It is in a way similar to this that the ‘middle’ section of
Schubert’s Andantino can be said to dramatise a break in the context of
‘ordinary’ experience as an irremediable break within tonality, as a
disorientation within the context of tonal listening.
Firstly, and most obviously, this dramatisation concerns the
undermining of the possibility of an harmonic centre. As I have already
noted above, the Andantino’s ‘middle’ section never more than tries
one unfamiliar key after another without ever settling down or even
evolving toward an – at least – imaginary point of focus. Listening – tonal
listening – here lacks a stronghold to steady its course and is, instead,
overwhelmed by an excess of articulations that already shift and
evaporate into different successions before they can be projected into
a meaningful unity or, for that matter, a coherent contrast. The only
structural stronghold left is the chromatic bas-lines and scales, but that is
at best a weak stronghold, and more like a continuously shifting field
than a stable focal point. Moreover, even if the presence of dissonance
still always, and also in this case, implies an awareness of a key, the key
relationships here remain so unfixed and indeterminate that this
awareness cannot adequately serve as the basis for an at least
rudimentary orientation or focalisation. Indeed, the harmonic
fragmentation that destabilises the Andantino at its very core radically
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prevents the possibility of recognizing any harmonic relationship with its
opening part: the irruption cannot be recognized – and thus
domesticated or contextualised – in the light of what went before. This
impossibility of association already indicates the tension or high ‘difficulty
degree’ that tonal listening is faced with in this instance: synthetic
activity bumps against a sonorous matter that literally resists to be
brought into relation (both internally and with respect to the first section)
and in this way opposes a formative activity feeding on recall,
recognition, and integration.
According to Schoenberg, this problem of recall, recognition, and
association is already a characteristic of the majority of dissonances,
presenting the ear “with a new and unknown situation, often a situation
for which there is no analogy” (Schoenberg [1934] 1984: 282). In the
Andantino, however, there are also other destabilising factors at work as
regards the possibility of recall and relation. Thus, essentially Formwidrig
in terms of harmony, the ‘middle’ section also resists a thematic
representation: there is no possibility for a ‘peg’ to project the music as a
comprehensive totality, divided into different segments or units that can
be recognized and patched together. Musical memory, Schoenberg
notes, is crucial to musical grasp or comprehension and depends in its
turn on repetition – the repetition of a theme, idea, or motif facilitating
recognition and association (Schoenberg [1930] 1984: 103). The
outbreak of the Andantino, however, not so much accommodates as
constantly frustrates musical memory. Moving from one fragmented
figure to another in every two measures between mm. 101-112, and then
regressing into what I have called a disintegration within a disintegration,
the irruption lacks a theme or idea that can at all be repeated and
developed. Indeed, the very fragmented and fragmenting thrust of the
music seems to be directed at a thwarting of recognition, at a breaking
of musical memory in its capacity to retain and relate a musical
manifold so as to integrate it into a unity.
In mm. 120-122, it is true, some stronghold is regained as the music
works up steadily in C minor to what would seem to become a cathartic
climax: the ffz-chord of C minor. Indeed, this chord allows for a
momentary sense of relief in its very brief yet powerful assertion of
closure. However, and this is what in my view marks the Andantino’s
sublime moment, the sense of relief generated by its assertive sounding is
already subtended by a tense anticipation due to its fierce abruptness
before a dead silence: as it were halting the preceding violence, it
signals a climax, it peaks, and hangs suspended in one and the same
movement, bringing about a mixed and confusing sense of release
(tensionlessness) and indeterminacy (tension) in one. Like the extreme
brevity of the Schopenhauerian sublime moment, the C minor chord at
the same time discloses and forecloses an opening to relief and reorientation as its affirmative thrust – without getting even a chance to
resonate and thus sustain its potentially stabilising effect – stops short in,
and is indeed already dispossessed by, a vacuum that holds listening in
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suspense, depriving it of the means to direct, orient, and, if you will,
prepare itself. This undermining of any sense of preparedness is then
continued and reinforced in mm. 123-130. Here, the repeated intrusions
of the tutti-chords – as an almost perverse echo of the C minor chord
that had briefly hinted at closure and release – reduce tonal listening to
a passive astonishment, with the attack-chords literally interrupting the
continuity of a pre-structuring and directing musical ‘gaze’. For a
moment, this ‘gaze’ is fragmented and disarmed, as it were opened an
enveloped by rather than itself actively enveloping, a sensate,
discontinuous sounding. A jouissance, one might say, a mixture of loss
and ecstasy, that arises precisely out of a being dispossessed; of
‘ordinary experience’ being de-automised.7
Just as suddenly, this envelopment evaporates but it is not a
complete evaporation, not a complete de-fragmentation. True, tonal
listening rehabilitates and reorients itself after its own disintegration in
mm. 133-200, yet it does not – to recall Van de Vall – achieve a new and
final synthesis. This is not just because the Andantino resists a final
resolution in the intimated return to its own irruption, but also because
the disintegration leaves as it were a gap or hole in the totality of the
synthesis of listening – a gap that, it could be suggested, returns as a
hallucination in the disturbing echoes hovering above the melody in the
last part and continues to resist a narrative ‘working through’. For
formally there are, if you will, no leads or anchors in the last part of the
Andantino to integrate and thus place the irruption in a liberating
creative gesture, to relate and assimilate it with the quiet, repetitive
movements that ‘frame’ it. Technically speaking, indeed, the rupture
cannot be heard within the confines of tonal listening: breaking the
formulaic scheme, the ‘transcendental category’, that conditions the
possibility of tonal hearing, it is in excess of the habitual representations
that the tonal ear is able to project. It is heard, yes, but it is at once what
irrupts, disarms and suspends tonal hearing in its domesticating and
paradigmatic, goal-oriented functionality.

Repetition and Repetition

In this way, one could imagine a broken listening that is ‘traumatic’
in an aesthetic rather than psychopathological sense: it is a
discontinuous listening that in its very breaking articulates an excess
which – like the sublime – subsists outside the subject-based and subject7Recalling Nietzsche’s (non-)experience of Rausch, it could in this instance be
proposed that the pain of disorientation, the pain of being briefly disarmed, here at
once also invokes its other: a momentary access to a lost object, if you will, that
remains inaccessible to the differentiated, ‘autonomous gaze of experience’. What
intrudes here, one might say with Slavoj Zizek, is a return or “answer of the real”: an
answer from a surplus-effect generated by the differentiations conditioning tonal
listening: the chaos, or alternatively the plenitude, that is left outside (Zizek [1991] 1997:
29). The rupture within tonal listening could as such also be seen as an opening to an
‘other’ that otherwise cannot be accessed and cannot be heard.
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centred (narrative) infrastructure of ‘ordinary’ experience. This
discontinuity, I have shown, was already reflected in the Andantino’s
embodiment of a paradoxical combination of forgetfulness
(tensionlessness) and unforgetfulness that – also a distinguishing mark of
the Schopenhauerian and Nietzschean sublime – epitomizes the
unclaimed experience of trauma: it did not so much embody a radical
and irreconcilable opposition between forgetting and un-forgetting, as
an interweaving or interlocking of the two. The traumatic event remains
unforgettable in the forgetting of it, in its lack of inscription, and this lack
of inscription manifested itself in the dispossession of an intrusion, a
violent attack, that precisely signalled an inability to move past this
intrusion: it insisted as a continued break-in or disturbance.8
In this way, one could say, the re-presentation of sublime
experience as an experience that is not an experience (i.e. an
experience in the Kantian sense of the term, pre-structured and shaped
by the subject) here also and already calls forth the idea of an
experience that is not one: it paradoxically intertwines or interlocks two
conflicting ‘principles’ (here: forgetting and un-forgetting) that cannot
finally be reconciled as one. It is an ‘experience’ that remains locked in
8Ruth

Leys has argued in “Traumatic Cures” (1996) that an ultimate and full
transformation of such a dispossession into an integration within the schemes of
narrative memory – let me say: a dialectic reversal through a ‘talking cure’ – is not by
definition an option with respect to psychic trauma. Van der Kolk and Van der Hart
(1995) have, for that matter, already indicated that though a trauma can be ‘cured’ –
and hence resolved or transcended – through an instatement of the traumatic event
within the registers of language and narrative memory, the patient often continues to
live in two parallel worlds (the world of trauma and the world of memory) that cannot
be wholly bridged or reconciled (Van der Kolk and Van der Hart 1995: 176). The
cathartic release – through hypnosis or the talking cure – of a painful intrusion that may
still be related to the traditional sublime feeling as a relieving and self-saving, allintegrating moment of closure, can thus not implicitly be thought in relation to trauma.
Trauma, to put it differently, cannot by implication be thought as an intrusion
(continuing to possess the traumatized) that is ultimately relieved and resolved in a
(therapeutic) moment of closure, cannot by implication be thought within a narrative
scheme of beginning (the intrusion), middle (the continued and unwilled re-enactment
of it), and ending (the complete lifting of the intrusion through an exorcising hypnosis or
narrative integration). Indeed, Leys has argued with reference to Freud, such closure is
often thwarted due to “the inherent irretrievability” of the traumatic event (Leys 1996:
119). The main obstacle here appears to be that – as Freud observed – even after a
therapeutic ‘retrieval’ the patient lacks “conviction as to the reality of the
reconstructed traumatic scenes” (ibid.: 119). These scenes still appear as other rather
than one’s own and to that extent continue to resist active integration, indeed, as Leys
observes, continue to resist remembering in the literal sense of a re-memberment (ibid.:
119-120). The “lack of confidence in the reality of the memory of the trauma” already
implies a continued “inability to remember” – even if the trauma can be told (ibid.:
119). Thus, the failure of memory as a failure of “self-narration and self-representation”
cannot be all that conclusively resolved (ibid.: 120). As Leys refers to Freud’s article
“Remembering, Repeating, and Working Through” (1914), nothing is less certain than
whether the repetition compulsion “can be converted into conscious recollection”
(ibid.: 120). In this way, traumatic shock once more indicates the difficulty of closure
relative to a break in the context of ‘ordinary’ experience.
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its own internal duality of forgetfulness and the inability to forget due to
what Ruth Leys has called the “inherent irretrievability” of the traumatic
event (Leys 1996: 119, see also note 6). In Schubert’s Andantino, this
inability to unlock, this failure of transcendence, manifested itself in a
figure of repetition, a return to a not-quite-bygone violence.
However, if this figure of repetition can thus be termed a mark of a
failure of transcendence, a symptom of a traumatic shock that cannot
be integrated and removed, it can on a more general level also be
thought on its own terms in relation to the sublime. Indeed, I have shown
with respect to Burke, the figure of repetition holds its own right in the
aesthetics of the sublime: it signals not (only) the after-effect of a shock
of astonishment, it is also of central significance to a rather different,
more quiet aspect of the sublime as an aesthetics of the infinite. Thus, I
have shown, the Burkean experience of the artificial infinite revolved
around a never coming one step closer to an end or goal in a virtually
incessant rhythm of a repetition of the same. This experience of the
artificial infinite opened up the possibility to think the sublime feeling as a
feeling that simultaneously, and irresolvably, combined pleasure
(tensionlessness) and pain (tension) in one: a feeling that is regressive
and progressive at the same time, a feeling that is not one.
In what follows, I will explore more fully this possibility of a feeling that
is not one in the context of the aesthetics of the infinite (the
mathematical sublime) rather than the aesthetics of (traumatic) shock
(the dynamical sublime). I will do so in critical elaboration on the claim
made in the last chapter that the paradox of pain and pleasure in the
experience of the sublime can no longer be thought as pertaining to a
mixture of two opposing, independent principles, but as pertaining to an
intertwining of two unstable, ambiguous intensities that are
paradoxically inscribed in each other. To probe the ways in which such
an intertwining can be thought, I will once more turn to Freud’s remarks
on the repetition compulsion in Beyond the Pleasure Principle. In his more
metaphysical moments, I will show, Freud here represents the
compulsion to repeat as a double-bind pointing in two contradictory
directions: backward (life-negating) and forward (life-affirming) at the
same time, without a way to reconcile the two. It is this peculiar structure
of the repetition compulsion, rather than its specific directedness to a
traumatic shock, that I will then connect to the (Burkean) alternative
sublime experience as an experience without end and without
resolution that is trapped in its own conflict.

Beyond Pleasure

Burke’s experience of the artificial infinite, I have shown, revolves
around a vacillation of apparently mutually exclusive intensities that are
already at work in each other: pain and pleasure, tension and
tensionlessness, desire and fulfilment. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle this
vacillation concerns a conjunction of the apparently diametrically
opposed life and death instincts: Eros and Thanatos. The latter bears a
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special significance to the title of Beyond the Pleasure Principle as Freud
(hesitatingly) posits the death instincts beyond the dominion of what he
considers a general tendency toward a reduction of tension
(unpleasure) in the mental apparatus. Thus, Freud remarks cautiously
that though the “the meaning of the feelings of pleasure and
unpleasure [Lust und Unlust]” has remained basically obscure, the
following, tentative hypothesis could be proposed: “We have decided
to relate pleasure and unpleasure to the quantity of excitation that is
present in the mind but is not in any way ‘bound’; and to relate them in
such a manner that unpleasure corresponds to an increase in the
quantity and excitation and pleasure to a diminution” (Freud [1920]
1961: 4). With reference to G.T. Fechner, Freud then postulates a
dominance of the pleasure principle in mental life. The “mental
apparatus”, he speculates, “endeavours to keep the quantity of
excitation present in it as low as possible or at least to keep it constant”
(ibid.: 5).
The “most that can be said” in this instance is thus that “there exists
in the mind a strong tendency towards the pleasure principle” (ibid.: 6).
However, this tendency is nevertheless also “opposed by certain other
forces or circumstances, so that the final outcome cannot always be in
harmony with the tendency towards pleasure” (ibid.: 6). Typically, the
Freudian-conceived mind is in (perpetual) contradiction, rather than in
harmony, with itself, with alternating forces or intensities appearing to
undermine the dominance of the pleasure principle. For what, in turn,
holds in check and in fact necessarily obstructs or suspends the
imperatives of the pleasure principle is the reality principle. Apparently,
there is something so self-destructive about the pleasure principle that its
demands must be somehow restrained and kept in waiting. As a
“method employed” by the “sexual instincts”, the ego must keep the
pleasure principle at bay so as not to lose itself in the total release of
indomitable, annihilating Triebe (ibid.: 7). Repression is the answer.
Certain instincts must be rerouted and their satisfaction suspended,
causing their (occasional) ‘illegitimate’ breakthrough to be felt as
unpleasurable. Freud calls this unpleasure felt on account of the
satisfaction of an ‘illegitimate’ instinct a “neurotic pleasure”: a pleasure
that cannot be felt as such (ibid.: 8).
Now, as I have already pointed out above, what struck Freud about
the compulsion to repeat in traumatized soldiers was that it had – to all
appearances – nothing to do with repression.9 That is to say, contrary to
repression, the thing which returned in these soldiers’ nightmares and
indomitable symptoms was not even a secretly, obscurely, or
illegitimately pleasurable one. Referred to as a demonic-like possession,
9Ruth

Leys rightfully observes that in 1920 the demonic compulsion to repeat painful
experiences was “a phenomenon long familiar to psychoanalysts as the ‘fixation’ to
the trauma in the case of female hysterics…, but apparently during World War I as the
revelation of a ‘new and remarkable fact’ now that is was seen to apply to a large
number of males” (Leys 1996: 130).
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Jacques Derrida has observed in “To Speculate – on Freud” (1987), the
demon in the Freudian repetition compulsion is “the very thing which
comes back [revient] without having been called by the pleasure
principle”: the former seems to bypass the latter (Derrida 1987: 341).
Indeed, Patricia de Martelaere comments, what appeared so
enigmatic about these soldiers to Freud was the inexplicability of
neurotic symptoms
in cases where no repression had occurred previously. When
people with a perfectly ‘normal’ psychic structure suddenly
develop, on account of traumatic events – such as war
experiences, disasters, assaults – nightmares or visions in which
precisely these traumatic events are repeated endlessly,
without any repressed instinct being apparently satisfied in this
way, then this casts serious doubt on the pleasure principle. (De
Martelaere [1993] 2000: 49, my translation)

As she continues, the only “instinct that can realize itself in such obsessive
mechanisms appears to be a fundamental ‘repetition compulsion’ in
itself”, acting independently from the pleasure principle (ibid.: 49).
The repetition compulsion thus marks a tendency “beyond the
pleasure principle” (Freud 1961: 17). It has apparently nothing to do with
the sexual instincts that, as reproductive instincts, are tied the life instinct,
but is attached exclusively to a death instinct located ‘beyond’ or
‘before’ the dominance of the pleasure principle.
What follows in Beyond the Pleasure Principle is not a little
complicated, and not in the least, as Derrida has indicated, because
Freud is constantly dissatisfied with his own speculations, constantly
rejecting, questioning, or doubting what he has proposed, and then
picking it up again, returning to it, to (re)consider it once more without,
once more, coming to a definite conclusion or solution – as if the text
itself were performing the repetitive movement it inscribes (cf. Derrida
1987: 397). Moreover, Freud’s argument is at times bizarre to say the
least, especially when he tries to inscribe typically later nineteenth- and
early-twentieth-century speculations on the genealogy of biological life
into his account of the pleasure principle and its beyond. I will, therefore,
restrict myself to elaborating on the idea of an internal duality that, as
Derrida and De Martelaere have shown, Freud’s text allows to be
thought in relation to the pleasure principle: the apparent opposition
between life and death instincts becomes an internally divided
movement of two intensities paradoxically inscribed into each other.

Awakening as Return

Oddly, given the fact that the death instinct for Freud signals a
‘beyond’ of the pleasure principle that he is taking under consideration,
the death instinct comes to the fore relatively late in Beyond the
Pleasure Principle – “almost half the book”, as Derrida writes, “[d]ead
silence about death” – when Freud starts to speculate on the relation
between instincts and repetition in general (ibid.: 353). As, it will be seen,
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a backward-moving force this death instinct initially appears to be
opposed in binary fashion to the seemingly progressive force of the life
instincts (i.e. the sexual instincts) tied to the pleasure principle. The former
is impelled by a tendency to return, the latter by a tendency to move
ahead. Thus, the life instinct is directed at the preservation of life, while
the death instinct “seeks the elimination of the tension that is
characteristic of life”: ‘life’ is tension, strain, change, development,
‘death’ is tensionlessness and stasis (De Mul 1999: 134). Here, however,
the paradox already emerges that marks Freud’s account of the death
instinct in its ‘relation’ to the pleasure principle: if the latter revolves
around an absence of tension, death surfaces as the ultimate ‘goal’ of
the pleasure principle that is nonetheless the ‘method’ of the life-greedy
sexual instincts. How to think this paradox which, subverting familiar
notions of self-preservation, may point the way to think anew the
irresolvable paradox of the sublime feeling?
The answer can be epitomized in this single phrase: the idea of an
awakening (to life) as a return (to death). This idea is the product of
Freud’s attempt to project, and thus account for, the ‘inexplicable’
tendency to return in traumatized soldiers onto a more general level of
biological and psychic life. Taking, as Cathy Caruth puts it, the
literal return of the past as a model for repetitive behaviour in
general, Freud ultimately argues…that it is traumatic repetition,
rather than the meaningful distortions of neurosis, that defines the
shape of individual lives. Beginning with the example of the
accident neurosis as a means of explaining individual histories,
Beyond the Pleasure Principle ultimately asks what it would mean
to understand history as the history of a trauma. (Caruth 1996: 5960)

In Caruth’s analysis of Freud, this history amounts to the history of a
traumatic awakening – more specifically, a traumatic awakening to life
for which there was no preparation. I do not want to tread into the more
eccentric elements of Freud’s biological argument here, but it should be
stated that he even goes so far as to define the instinct as such in terms
of the death instinct, i.e. the desire to return to a state of in-animation: “It
seems…that an instinct is an urge inherent in organic life to restore an
earlier state of things” (Freud 1961: 43). Seen in this light, the death
instinct (the instinct as such) is not an instinct that can be reduced to the
pleasure principle. Rather, it comes ‘before’ it – even though the former
shares with the latter the tendency to eliminate tension as much as
possible.
Secondly, speculating in Schopenhauerian fashion that life is a mere
detour on the way back to death, Freud also speculates that the instinct
for self-preservation also and at once signals its other. The urge to
preserve one’s life, he suggests, is ultimately an urge to secure one’s own
‘proper’ death (ibid.: 47). Thus, the instinct for self-preservation that Burke
posited at the heart of the sublime becomes at once an instinct for self271

destruction: in preserving one’s life, one’s “immanent” death is guarded.
Such behaviour, Freud adds, is “precisely what characterizes purely
instinctual as contrasted with intelligent efforts” (ibid.: 47).10
The forces of Eros and Thanatos that Freud postulates to be at work
in the psychic organism thus seem to operate in a double-bind of, on
the one hand, a death instinct that moves backward and, on the other
hand, a life-instinct that moves forward only out of sheer necessity to
follow what it is in principle (the instinct already signalling a movement of
return) its backward-oriented path. As Freud puts it, one could presume
“two kinds of processes constantly at work in living substance” that
operate “in contrary directions, one constructive and assimilative and
the other destructive or dissimilatory”, representing the sexual ‘instincts’
and the death instincts respectively: two rhythms simultaneously moving
in their own contradictory ways, though also, and at the same time,
being constantly at work in each other through a dominant rhythm of
return (ibid.: 59).
Interestingly, Jacques Derrida has observed, in this double-bind of
death and life conventional semantic distinctions between life and
death, tension and tensionlessness, preservation and destruction,
pleasure and unpleasure, start to falter. For one thing, the instinct for selfpreservation that – we have seen in chapter 2 with reference to Burke’s
existential sublime – is familiarly conceived as the urge to protect or
defend life turns out to be an urge to preserve one’s own death. The
sentinel of life, as Derrida paraphrases Freud, “having to become that
which it ‘originally’ will have been, the courier of death, everything
changes sign at every moment” (Derrida 1987: 361). Thus, progression
becomes at once a regression, development ultimately turns out to be
motivated by an urge to resist change and renewal, an urge to return,
the guardians of life are originally the guardians of death, the aim of life
– and Freud here explicitly refers to Schopenhauer – is death, and the
instinct itself, conventionally understood in terms of strife and advance,
reveals itself as a rhythm of delay (Freud 1961: 59).
By the same paradoxical logic, the complete satisfaction
associated with the pleasure principle and the destruction associated
with the repetition compulsion no longer appear as two binary opposites
but rather as two sides of the same coin. As De Martelaere puts it, the
repetition compulsion and the pleasure principle are not to be
understood as mutually exclusive ‘tendencies’ but as “qualitative allies
10In

this way, Derrida comments, it “is not there itself, the living organism, it is nothing
other outside this demand and this order: let me die properly, I am living so that I may
die properly, and so that my death is my own, my inheritance” (Derrida 1987: 358). In
this context, the Burkean existential sublime could be said to revolve around a feeling
of relief and rejuvenation only in so far as not life, but the possibility die one’s own
death, is secured after a threat has been warded off. Likewise, the monotony of life
that for Burke may lead to suicide has to be interrupted or broken through to ensure
this same possibility. The sublime feeling would thus not so much signal a sense of being
alive, as a sense of being able to die properly.
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on a continuum that can…shift from one pole to the other” (De
Martelaere 2000: 50). Or: the death instinct associated with the
repetition compulsion is already at work in the life instincts that work
through the pleasure principle, and vice versa. If, as Freud says, the
pleasure principle is a “tendency” operating in the service of a
“function”, and if this function is “to free the mental apparatus entirely
from excitation or to keep the amount of excitation in it constant or to
keep it as low as possible”, then this function “thus described would be
concerned with the most universal endeavour of all living substance –
namely to return to the quiescence of the inorganic world” (Freud 1961:
76). In other words, the pleasure principle operates in the service of the
death instinct. If this is how the death instinct is already inscribed into the
life instinct, then the latter is also at work in the former to the extent that
the instinct to return is also at once the “task of living” (ibid.: 77).
Reading this untiable knot of death and life instincts in terms of
différance – difference (an apparent difference in direction; backward
and forward) and deferral (a deferral as delay, as detour; the detour of
life, or life as detour) – Derrida ultimately proposes to read the pleasure
principle itself “as an incarnated différance” (De Martelaere 2000: 50).
This, in De Martelaere’s words, is ultimately what Derrida detects in
Freud’s text: Freud “does not undermine the pleasure principle from the
outside, but from the inside by describing it as an internal duality” (ibid.:
51). Instead of something beyond the pleasure principle, there is
something at work within the economy of the pleasure principle that,
serving the ‘function’ of the death instinct, at once interrupts and
sustains it in its search for complete constancy and satisfaction. Derrida:
the pleasure principle “would not be a function but a tendency in the
service of [a] general function”, which is the “return to the inorganic and
Nirvana…via the intermediary or place of passage…, to wit the PP
[pleasure principle]” (Derrida 1987: 396-397).

Vacillation
Right now, a parallel can already be drawn between the Freudian
account of the death and life instincts, both going after the same thing
in their separate ways, and the alternative sublime feeling as it is
expressed in Burke’s experience of the artificial infinite, as well as the
Romantic feeling of Sehnsucht. Thus, as we have seen in chapter 4, the
latter can be described as a frustrated longing forward that is at the
same time an impossible longing backward for an imaginary wholeness,
comprising tension and respite, ‘progress’ and deferral, at once. The
same internal duality characterises the Burkean experience of the
artificial infinite, where a ‘drive’ to go ahead and to keep on going
ahead, without end, is constantly subtended by a tendency to return,
holding stasis and mobility in one. The two tendencies are interlocked,
without a possibility to relieve their difference.
Though it would be too much to simply represent the Freudian
forces of Eros and Thanatos as being at work in both experiences, it is
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nevertheless the structure of a movement that constantly – without end
or solution – vacillates within itself, hinging between (auto-)destruction
and satisfaction, that can be projected onto the sublime feeling as an
internally divided feeling without closure or transcendence. Comparable
to the conflict encountered in Schopenhauerian and Nietzschean
philosophy, the (internal) conflict that Freud posits with respect to the
pleasure principle is so structural and, indeed, irresolvable that it already
precludes the idea of a (narrative) development (from crisis to
resolution) on which the normative, Kantian conception of the sublime
feeling depends so heavily. Or, more precisely, the idea of a (narrative)
development culminating in the dialectic resolution of what appeared
to be an irresolvable clash between two binary opposites (finite-infinite;
limit-limitlessness; imagination-reason). No longer thinking in terms of such
strict opposites, but rather in terms of an internal duality, Freud (or should
one say: Freud as read through the pen of Derrida?) also precludes the
comforting possibility of a dialectic resolution, of a ‘third way’ in which all
conflict will have been overcome. At best, one could circumscribe the
Freudian parallel movements of the death instinct (repetition) and the
life instinct (development) operating in the service of the latter as a
narrative of return that is always out of phase with itself:
It is as though the life of the organism moved with a vacillating
rhythm. One group of instincts rushes forward so as to reach the
final aim of life as swiftly as possible; but when a particular stage
in the advance has been reached, the other group jerks back
to a certain point to make a fresh start and so prolong the
journey. (Freud 1961: 49)

As such a narrative of return, however, I add that if the Freudian life
instincts signal an (enforced) tension (Freud refers to them as “breakers
of the peace”) and the death instinct a (primary) tensionlessness, the
former can nevertheless include the latter – even if it is not an inclusion
as reconciliation (ibid.: 77). Recall, in this instance, the peculiar
mechanism at work in Romantic Sehnsucht: on the one hand, it involves
a tension of frustrated desire, a desire that wants to go forward but
cannot find, and does not even know, its object or end-point. On the
other hand, however, this tension of frustration can be deconstructed as
a strategy of deferral, of wanting to remain in one’s place or constantly
return to one’s initial position, suspending any kind of (tension-inducing)
change or development. It has, we have seen, the character of a
compulsive repetition, always looking for a way to dodge its own
resolution. Thus, differently said, and this also applies to Burke’s
experience of the artificial infinite, because desire here constantly
contradicts and undermines its own end, the tension at stake in
Sehnsucht at once harbours a tensionlessness of suspension: it allows for
an infinite deferral of renewal and transformation, and the ‘labour’
involved in it. Sehnsucht allows, I have explained, for a vacuum, an open
and indefinite place-in-waiting within the tense rhythm of an apparently
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forward-rushing movement, that already takes on the character of the
infinite for which Romantic desire craves.

Repetitive Music and the Sublime

It is in this way, as a Janus-faced movement tending to advance
and withdraw at the same time, that the idea of the sublime feeling
ultimately conforms to what John Baillie called the paradox of a mind
“that is the subject of contradictions”, experiencing “joy and grief,
pleasure and pain” at once (Baillie 1953: 31). Both in Romantic and
Freudian thought this vacillation of agitation and suspension amounts to
little less than a condition of life that, one could say, only makes itself felt
as such in the experience of the sublime: conceived as an experience
that is not one, the experience of the sublime can be circumscribed as
an experience which foregrounds an irresolvable existential conflict.
Instructive, in this respect, is Freud’s remark that the life instincts “have so
much more contact with our internal perception…while the death
instincts seem to do their work unobtrusively” (Freud 1961: 77). Usually,
the operations of the latter go by unnoticed, except, we have seen, in
the case of traumatic neurosis, but also in other, more ‘normal’ instances
of what is experienced as a diabolic return: in, for instance, people who
meet “with a repetition of the same fatality”, such as the case of the
woman who married three successive husbands who each fell terminally
ill (ibid.: 24).
While in art, such a “compulsion of destiny” might function as an apt
way to invoke the uncanny – which, I have shown in chapter 6, can be
considered a modality of the sublime as terror – I here want to use the
open manifestation of the repetition compulsion in a different way (ibid.:
25). With a view to Burke’s experience of the artificial infinite, I want to
show how in art and more specifically in instrumental music, one can not
just be made affectively aware of an otherwise unnoticed urge to
repeat, but also of the paradoxical crossing or intertwining of this urge to
repeat with its (apparent) other. Translating this crossing into aesthetic
terms of tension and tensionlessness, or pleasure and pain, I will show
how an irresolvable dead-lock interlacing two opposing ‘tendencies’ of
stasis and return on the one hand, and mobility and agitation on the
other, can make itself felt in the act of listening. It is this felt double-bind
that constitutes the ‘moment’ of the sublime feeling as a feeling of the
(artificial) infinite that is and cannot be one.
To illustrate the ways in which such a feeling can be brought about
by artificial means, I here point to the particular strategies employed in
present-day repetitive music.11 This choice is obvious in more than one
11I prefer the term ‘repetitive music’ to the term ‘minimal music’ that is also regularly
used to denominate the music I will here address. The second term, according to
Michael Nyman, refers to a music that “not only cuts down the area of sound-activity
to an absolute (and absolutist) minimum, but submits the scrupulously selective, mainly
tonal, material to mostly repetitive, highly disciplined procedures which are focused
with an extremely fine definition (though the listener’s focusing is not done for him”
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way. To start with, in the Enquiry Burke of course already points to the
effect of the steady repetition of similar parts to invoke a feeling of the
(artificial) infinite. If anything, it is around this pattern that much
contemporary repetitive music revolves. Hoffmann, for that matter,
likewise highlighted the idea of an incessant return in Beethoven’s Fifth,
or the Coriolan Overture, in his discourse of instrumental music as an art
destined to bring about the feel of the infinite. Secondly, twentiethcentury American composers of minimal and repetitive music such as La
Monte Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich, Philip Glass, or the Dutch
composer Simeon Ten Holt, (as different as they are in their respective
methods and styles) already reveal a fascination with limitlessness, and
in certain cases more specifically with the evocation of an eternal
moment – a moment without beginning or ending that is felt as infinite.
Thirdly, in so far as I intend to relate the Freudian story of the death and
life
instincts
to
a
musical
experience
of
the
sublime,
composers/philosophers such as Wim Mertens ([1980] 1983) and
philosophers like Jos de Mul (1999) have already projected the
mechanism of the death instinct onto present-day repetitive music. With
respect to the latter this is, indeed, explicitly done to argue for the
possibility of an experience of timelessness that Wagner already linked to
the musically sublime. Thus, one can already presume a viable critical
basis to explore the ways in which contemporary music can bring about
a feeling of the sublime as reread through the movements of the
Freudian repetition compulsion.
However, and notwithstanding this, the problem with respect to
both Mertens and De Mul is that the idea of repetition in contemporary
American music is not elaborated in the ‘double sense’ that I have
suggested above. That is to say, both Mertens and De Mul – the latter
elaborating on the former – represent the effects of repetitive music
exclusively in terms of the complete forgetfulness, the complete
tensionlessness that recalls the (Schopenhauerian) feeling of the
beautiful rather than that of the sublime. Thus Mertens, calling to mind
the timelessness that Freud attributes to unconscious processes, simply
argues that repetition in contemporary repetitive music “is in the service
of” the death instinct and leads to a (hallucinatory) regressive, trancelike state in which all sense of reality, including the sense of time passing,
(Nyman 1999: 139). In imitation of Wim Mertens, however, I prefer the term ‘repetitive
music’ because not all repetitive music is by definition minimal music, and because
‘repetitive music’ emphasizes more clearly “the decisive nature of the repetition as a
structural principle in contemporary American music” (Mertens [1980] 1983: 16).
Granted, the label ‘repetitive’ in turn raises its own problems. Thus, the music of La
Monte Young cannot, as a rule, be called repetitive “since in this case the principle of
continuity is decisive” (ibid.: 16). Still, apart from the fact that La Monte Young
nevertheless also composed repetitive works, and that in the work of Terry Riley, Steve
Reich, or Philip Glass repetition precisely also results “in the continuity of the
uninterrupted process”, Young’s use of continuity can nevertheless “be considered as
a particular form of repetition” (ibid.: 16). The difference between La Monte Young and
the other three composers is at best “a difference in stress” (ibid.: 16).
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has been momentarily obliterated (Mertens 1983: 123-124). Similarly, De
Mul circumscribes the effects of repetitive music in terms of the
“lessening of life tensions such as is also realized in many meditative
techniques” (De Mul 1999: 134). In both instances, a binary and to my
mind illegitimate opposition is created between life instincts and death
instincts, and this (partly) accounts for the – in my view – erroneous
assumption that the experience of repetitive music revolves around a
blissful absence of tension alone.
Before showing how this experience can be interpreted rather
differently, it must nevertheless first be granted the De Mul postulates
some kind of conflict after all in the listening to contemporary repetitive
music. For what he does is to posit the “lessening of life tensions” as
being bought at a painful cost. This can be explained in the following
way. First of all, repetition in present-day repetitive music serves an
entirely different function than in classical Western music. Indeed one
could say that is serves a dysfunctional purpose with respect to the
listener. As Mertens puts it with reference to Glass’s Music with Changing
Parts (1973), an essential element in the musical thinking of Glass “is the
disorientation of the listener by upsetting in a treacherous or brutal way,
what would seem, at first sight, a music made stable or harmless by the
comfort of repetition” (Mertens 1983: 15). Something like the Freudian
heimlich becoming at once unheimlich, repetition here undermines the
listener’s perspective and thwarts her or his sense of overview, while in
traditional music the use of repetition serves, precisely, to provide for
such a perspective and sense of overview. Mertens basically ascribes
this to the fact that much contemporary repetitive music lacks a
“narrative and teleological frame” and consequently does not use the
instrument of repetition in the service of this frame (ibid.: 16). Simply put,
the lack of a teleological and narrative frame means that this music
lacks an either implicit or explicit directedness and a plot-like (harmonic)
development of beginning-middle-ending (rest-tension-resolution) that
familiarly typifies sonata-form music. In the latter,
musical components like rhythm, melody, harmony, and so on
are used in a causal, pre-figured way, so that a musical
perspective emerges that gives the listener a non-ambivalent
orientation and that attempts to inform him of meaningful
musical contents. The traditional work is teleological or endorientated, because all musical events result in a directed end
or synthesis…a directionality is created that presumes a linear
memory in the listener that forces him or her to follow the linear
musical evolution. Repetition in the traditional work appears as
a reference of what has gone before, so that one has to
remember what was forgotten… (ibid.: 17)

…and anticipate what is yet to come. Traditional music grants the
listener a place that allows for a controlling listening, for an ability to
recall, anticipate, and oversee. By contrast, repetitive music does not
work along the lines of an evolutionary development but rather revolves
277

around the steady repetition of “short or long melodic and rhythmic
cells”, and later also of “chord progressions” (ibid.: 16). Terry Riley’s
classic In C (1964), for instance, consists of fifty-three different motifs
which, constantly relating to a pulse shaped in the form of a steady
quaver high C, can be freely repeated by any number of performers but
are nevertheless to be played successively.12 In C (fig. 2) opens with the
pulse (Riley commends this is traditionally played by a beautiful woman),
the other performers deciding when to join and how many times to
repeat the motifs or cells presented – though always taking due note of
the other performers. Indeed, the performers must try to remain within a
compass of four or five cells of each other, sometimes merging in unison.
As has often been observed, the effect of this music recalls the
mesmerising effects of Balinese gamelan music and African tribal
drumming – a common source of inspiration for composers like and
Reich and Glass as well.
The disorienting effect of this music is not so much due to its
potential limitlessness (according to Riley it can go on from over an hour
to, possibly, days, weeks, or even longer) but to the fact that the listener
cannot project a (narrative) structure enabling her or him to make sense
of the music in terms of beginning-middle-ending. As a listener, the
ground beneath your feet becomes a bottomless depth, and your
stronghold or footing something of a treacherous quicksand. The
constant repetition of similar parts – albeit a diversified repetition – here
undermines or breaks through the traditional function of repetition as
aiding the listener to integrate what has gone before with what is still to
come: to take up a position from which to control and oversee the
music as a coherent whole.
De Mul, in this instance, points to Reich’s Piano Phase (1967).
Arguing that this music is no longer typified “by a linear structure
directed at an ultimate synthesis (A, B, C, A), but rather by a cyclical
structure that knows no real beginning or ending (A, A, A, A)”, he
suggests that the “listener is led into a particular trance, a feeling of
timelessness that is strengthened by the fact that, because of the lack of
a structuring centre, the subject appears to lose himself in the music”
(De Mul 1999: 132-133). It is this loss of self that constitutes the painful cost
alluded to above: the loss of ego-boundaries, even if it concerns an
imaginary loss, poses a certain threat of un-becoming, of (a
metaphorical) death. However, this threat of self-loss is nevertheless
compensated for or “ ‘rewarded’ with a lessening of life tensions such as
12As Edward Strickland points out, during “rehearsals for the premiere of In C the
freedom inherent in the score became a problem insofar as the musicians found it
hard to preserve ensemble amid the fun. One of them, himself a drummer, suggested
that a steady, purely rhythmic figure might facilitate the cohesion that was lacking. He
came up with a suggestion Riley liked and adopted drumming out C’s on the
keyboard as a way of keeping time. The musician who ‘just threw out the suggestion –
it was Terry’s piece’ was Steve Reich, the composer who took Minimalism into its next
phase – phasing” (Strickland 1993: 180). More on Reich’s phasing below.
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is also realized in meditative techniques” (ibid.: 134). Thus, one could say
that repetitive musics like Reich’s Piano Phase are evocative of the
sublime in so far as they ‘undo’ subjective control, causing a perhaps
painful sensation of self-loss, yet also and in this very way bring about a
reduction, if not elimination, of tension that is experienced as delightful.
I would, nonetheless, approach the matter in a different way, partly
because De Mul’s interpretation of Piano Phase does not appear
altogether satisfying to me. For one thing, one cannot well characterise
Piano Phase as a structure of A, A, A, A. It is, rather, structured into three
parts, and typified by a decisive harmonic progression. This music is not
about stasis alone, the static repetition of the same that can induce a
hypnotic state, but also about a development of some sort. In an
interview
with
Robert
Davidson
(www.topology.org.au/davidson/reich.htm) Reich indeed explicitly
states that Piano Phase has a beginning (twelve beats long), a middle
(eight beats long), and an ending (four beats long), and that one can
actually regard the piece as a II-V-I progression in minor, ending in A
minor. Nevertheless, even if Piano Phase can thus be said to have a
certain goal-oriented- or directedness it is at once also cyclical, albeit
cyclical in three parts: performed by two players, the first executes a
fixed part that repeats, as Mertens observes, a “basic pattern
throughout the piece”, while the second player fades in and
accelerates the pattern very slightly to take the first part out of phase
(Mertens 1983: 49).13 The latter does so in order to “produce an everchanging alignment against the first part, resulting in the stressing of
constantly different notes or groups of notes” (ibid.: 49). Thus, the second
player moves one quaver ahead of the first yet, continuing the phasing,
“after a certain number of repetitions, both players reach unison again.
Three cycles are run through in this way, and each time a new cycle
begins the basic motive is altered” (ibid.: 49).
Most significantly, what this indicates is that Reich’s music does not
revolve around a mere reduction or elimination of tension but rather
around a mixture of tensionlessness brought about by an incessant
repetition of similar patterns in three cycles, and tension brought about
by a continuous change and friction (i.e. the phasing). Or as Mertens
puts it, in Piano Phase “one can see quite clearly the dualism of stasis
and movement characteristic of repetitive music” (ibid.: 49). It is this
dualism, though I would rather call it a double-bind, of stasis and mobility
that allows a paradoxical, simultaneous experience of tensionlessness
and tension to be thought which, in my view, typifies the (alternative)
sublime feeling. Far from restricting this double-bind to the phase-shifting
peculiar to Reich’s early music, I will argue in the following how the
13As

Mertens points out, Reich describes the phase shifting process as “an extension of
the idea of infinite canon, or round in medieval music, in which two or more identical
melodies are played; one starts after the other, as in traditional rounds, but in the phase
shifting process the melodies are usually much shorter repeating patters, and the
imitations…are variable” (Mertens 1983: 48).
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instrument of repetition in certain contemporary musics triggers not so
much a relieving sense of timelessness alone, but rather also (and in a
way comparable to my interpretation of the Prelude to Wagner’s Tristan
and Isolde) a tense awareness of endless time.14

Forward-Backward

As a focal point, I will here use Terry Riley’s In C, referring to its recent
live performance and recording by the Nederlands Blazers Ensemble
(Netherlands Wind Ensemble) (2000). Like Reich’s Piano Phase, the
paradoxical simultaneity of stasis and mobility in Riley’s In C could be
ascribed to the fact that it combines a repetition of the same with a
texture of continuously changing motifs. One can compare it to a
kaleidoscope constantly changing colour with different motifs fading in
and out, expanding and again retracting. However, if this constant
colour-switching suggests a sense of motion that is set against a
stubbornly repetitive pattern, In C appears to be always departing
without ever arriving in a truly ‘new’ stage, meandering ever so slightly
from within in different sonorous textures. It seems to start off in the
manner of a regular canon, yet it never comes even close to articulating
a full – or fully developed – phrase. What it offers are fragments or
threads of a canon that are never integrated into an entity but rather
constantly – and merely – tend or point toward any such entity, here
and there disintegrating into a seemingly amorphous mass resembling
the preparatory tuning of instruments before a performance is about to
14Of

course, one could approach the paradox of stasis and mobility in twentiethcentury repetitive music in a rather more traditional way when it comes to the sublime
feeling. Thus, for example, Terry Riley’s In C can – depending on the performance –
bring about that typical sense of sublime wonder when a seemingly immovable tonemass, fixed in endless repetition, suddenly starts to stir and motion (through
acceleration or dynamic intensification, or both), as if like a huge and massive rock
starting to shift in a seemingly miraculous, inexplicable movement. Something similar
happens in John Adams’s quasi-repetitive Harmonielehre (1985). Here, Adams
translates a dream he had about a huge tanker in the San Francisco bay suddenly
taking off like a rocket, into musical sounds and motions: it evokes the sense of an
impossible levitation, of something starting to heave and lift itself that is not supposed to
heave and lift itself. As in the paintings of the American abstract-expressionists, the
fascination with the grand and majestic here persists alongside a concern with minimal
presentation. Phillip Glass’s Itaipu (1989), a grand-scale symphonic evocation of the
massive hydro-electric dam at Itaipú on the Paraná river (the border between Brazil
and Paraguay), which includes the text of a creation myth of the local Guaraní Indians
about the Paraná river being the place where music was born, can be said to fall into
the same category. Of its four parts, especially “The Lake” is able to evoke a tense but
almost addictive and thrilling sense of anticipation, as it shifts from a dreamy, wave-like
movement into a rapidly forward-rushing, swollen motion that, after having subsided,
subsequently leads into the massive strokes of “The Dam”. However, if American
repetitive music thus – strikingly – recaptures the experience of sublime nature and
twentieth-century technological achievement in conventional terms of awe and
wonder (as if a postmodern reworking of the eighteenth-century sublime), it also points
in the direction of the ‘alternative’ sublime feeling as I have described it in relation to
Burke’s experience of the artificial infinite. I will explain this more fully below, in my
analysis of Terry Riley’s In C as giving rise to the mixed sensation of timelessness and
endless time referred to above.
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take place. It is this sense of something impending, but never arriving,
that typifies In C throughout.
Pointing to the paradoxical combination of repetition and motifshifting, Michael Nyman suggests that In C presents a mobility within a
seemingly immobile setting: “Within a completely static musical
‘environment’ is perpetual motion” – or, in reverse, within perpetual
motion is complete stasis (Nyman 1999: 145). The shifting motifs
suggesting this motion constitute but infinitely small changes that do not
signal a substantial motif-wise development. Indeed, as the opening
motifs already indicate, the substantial here makes room for what is
familiarly referred to as the ornamental in traditional teleological musical
structures: the ‘substance’ of the music is its insubstantiality, its
ornamental figuration that refuses to convey a fixed direction, a
(subordinated) functionality. Usually, in such traditional teleological
musical structures, functionality is as it were already added in the adding
of a new tone that will develop, say, either away from or back to the
tonic, creating a sense of tension or relaxation in the process. A tone, a
motif, a phrase is in the service of a larger totality. In In C, interestingly,
this functionality is not simply fully absent but is rather tentatively
gestured toward while at the same time being short-circuited, cut short.
Or, to put it differently, the sonorous space in which such functionality
usually materializes is here opened only to be never purposively realized,
to transpire on the spot.
Thus, one could say that in terms of temporal economy In C – and
more specifically the performance of In C I am here referring to – saves
time only to not cash in on it. In traditional teleological structures the
temporal economy serves to set something in advance, to hold out the
prospect of a result or return. In C, however, does not so much refrain
from any sort of temporalisation as temporalises without giving or
yielding a plan:15 a plan in terms of a measure-by-measure
development, a hierarchy of beats, or an all- and only-pervasive sense
of progression derived from tonal functionality. There is no break-point,
no opening in which something breaks through as was the case with
Schubert’s Andantino, as there is basically nothing to break against, no
law that can be broken, but only an endless, open prediction. Indeed,
one could say that In C rather temporises in the sense of interminable
delay so as to gain time endlessly and purposelessly, to never evolve
beyond a stage of preparation, beyond a ‘being on its way’.16
15I

would like to thank Sander van Maas for his suggestions relative to this idea of
temporising.
16In this respect, Riley’s In C stands in marked opposition to the more recent work of
Simeon ten Holt. Primarily working with triads, Ten Holt similarly evokes an endless, open
prediction through a repetitive texture but in works like Canto Ostinato, Horizon, or
Lemniscaat there is nevertheless always an opening in which a melody (however
briefly) breaks through. This, I would like to suggest, rather more fits the idea of sublime
experience as a creative experience: the unexpected ‘happening’ or ‘announcing’ of
something, of a lustrous form, within a sphere of radical indeterminacy and (apparent)
undirectedness.
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This endless gaining of time suggests not so much a simple dulling of
the awareness of (the passing of) time, as a quickening of the
awareness of a constant, tentative time-shift that keeps deferring its own
(narrative) development, its own consumption. Temporalisation, I have
said, is not absent here, even though it is a temporalisation without a
plan (a purposiveness, to use Kant’s phrase, without a purpose): it is
gestured toward through the pulse that never stops to (literally) indicate
time, in the pattern of repetition itself that – to recall Locke and Burke –
never stops to suggest a ‘continued enlargement’ within the rhythm of
time, an endless sequence continuing ahead, and the adding of new
motifs – however small, almost subliminal the changes thus brought
about may be. As with the Prelude to Tristan and Isolde, one can never
quite erase the claustrophobic sense of not being able to transcend
time as constant flux, of an endless time, however much the reiteration
of the same may tempt one to lose track and awareness of the passing
of time – of a time shaped and measured into a specific goal or
direction. Paradoxically, indeed, in listening to In C one feels trapped in
the very repetitive structure sustaining the illusion of timelessness: a sense
of boundlessness, of without-limit, is here constantly subtended by a
sense of constraint, of frustration.
The frustration, in this instance, refers to a tense anticipation bearing
on the process of interminable delay implied in a repetitive texture that
itself holds stasis and mobility in one: stasis in the sense of an absence of
development, a reiteration of the same or a standing on the spot, and
mobility in the suggestion of a sequence that could go on for ever,
multiplying itself ad infinitum, precisely because a ‘next’, a new stage, or
a ‘goal’, an end-point, is interminably deferred. There remains infinite
room for more – an indefinite extension – in a temporal economy that
continuously postpones its own realization. Listening, this indefinite
extension feels as a rhythm one labours to, but cannot get past: the
musical imagination can put no stop, no encompassing limit or
boundary, to the constant reiteration of similar ‘parts’. Every (imagined)
step forward turns out to be a remaining-in-place, as if one were trying
to reach a horizon that recedes ever further the closer one believes to
approach it. This is, however, precisely how In C can evoke the
(Burkean) artificial infinite. The feel of an incessant progression here, too,
turns on a stasis or immobility, a remaining within the same place,
brought about by the continuous return to one’s initial position: a
tendency to return is already at work in a tendency to move ahead as
one seems to be moving incessantly (and fruitlessly) forward in, precisely,
a movement of incessant return.
This Freudian forward-backward paradox typifying the experience
of the artificial infinite at once indicates that a purely regressive
experience is here not at issue. Listening to In C, the regressive and
progressive rather presuppose and reinforce each other in so far as the
former propels the latter, allowing a reiteration of the same to be felt as
an indefinite extension that one cannot grasp. Or, to put this differently,
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while In C’s repetitive texture (constantly suspending the unfolding of
narrative time) on the one hand induces a tense anticipation of time
(literally) not coming to pass, of an end being continuously kept from
view, this tension is on the other hand sustained by a regressive
movement that, precisely, reduces tension in a rhythm of return
foreclosing the ‘labour’ of change and renewal. What this in fact means
is that a tension or displeasure brought about by the feel of an
unending, ever-unaccomplished movement here already in-cludes the
respite or pleasure fostered by a (deadly) constancy: pain is as it were
interlocked with its other in a suspension without end that constantly
precludes a relief or resolution, as the deferral of movement productive
of a ‘hypnotic rest’ creates at once an ever opening space, an everexpanding rhythm that one cannot put a stop to.
In this way, one could imagine a sublime feeling that does not
manifest itself as an experience of liberation-by-way-of-frustration, but as
an experience of stasis-in-mobility, or mobility-in-stasis that endlessly
vacillates between pleasure and pain in an endless internal conflict. It is
the experience of an in-between, an experience (hesitating) between
regression and anticipation that cannot be concluded as one: the ‘way
back’ of regression cannot guarantee a complete respite or relief as it is
itself already implied in, and propels, the ‘way forward’ of anticipation.
Embodying this paradox, In C makes explicit in experiential terms the
ambiguity, the two-sidedness of a movement gesturing ahead without
limit, without end, that is paradoxically motivated and ‘kept going’ by a
tendency to return: like the irresolvable double-bind of Freud’s life and
death instincts, this music moves in inclining, tending, to return, the
shifting motifs creating a tension that, precisely, the music seeks to ward
off in a texture of constant reiteration.
Or rather, within the texture of repetition a movement is created
that constantly tries to cancel itself out, to un-become through
reiteration and return, yet in this very way becomes a movement that is
felt as extending indefinitely, without relief. Approaching In C in this way,
I have not only sought to relate its politics of repetition to the aesthetics
of the sublime as an aesthetics of the infinite, but also to show that on a
more general level repetitive music can offer rather more than the easy
listening, the hypnotic leisure time familiarly ascribed to it in the critical
and popular imagination. Rather, it incorporates a tense rhythm of
deferral and return that encapsulates the sublime feeling as a double
yet immobile movement that cannot be harmonized into a unified
experience.
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Conclusions
…what a different Conception must the Soul
have of herself, when…with Pain she must hurry
from part to part, and with Difficulty acquire
even an incompleat View? John Baillie

In The End of the Line, Neil Hertz epitomizes the sense of the Kantian
mathematical sublime as
arising out of the sheer cognitive exhaustion, the mind blocked
not by the threat of an overwhelming force, but by the fear of
losing count or of being reduced to nothing but counting – this
and this and this – with no hope of bringing a series or a vast
scattering under some sort of conceptual unity. Kant describes
a painful pause – ‘a momentary checking of the vital powers’ –
followed by a compensatory positive movement, the mind’s
exultation in its rational faculties, in its ability to think a totality
that cannot be taken in through the senses. (Hertz 1993: 79)

This pattern of ‘blockage’ and subsequent release or exultation is typical
of the Kantian sublime feeling as a narrative experience leading to
pleasure through an intermediary, purposeful pain: “a painful
pause…followed by a compensatory positive movement”. The delight of
the Kantian mathematical sublime, I have shown, is a delight of selfelevation and self-revelation – or rather, a self-elevation brought about
by a self-revelation: the Kantian subject recognizes its superior,
supersensible capacity to “think a totality” that sensibility cannot form.
This self-revelation, in turn, arises out of the moment of blockage or
“cognitive exhaustion” that – as the painful awareness of a limit, of an
imaginative frustration – becomes a turning point: a turning point that
signals a sublimation of pain into pleasure. Feeling a formative or
imaginative limit, the subject also feels what is not limited in itself: it
recognizes and indeed becomes affectively aware of its supersensible
destiny. In this way, to recall Andrew Bowie, freedom – the sense of
one’s own Erhabenheit, one’s elevated-ness beyond the ‘merely
sensible’ – “emerges from a situation which seems empirically to be
nothing but constraint” (Bowie 1993: 37).
This Kantian model of the sublime feeling has largely dominated
twentieth-century conceptions, criticisms, and (critical) histories of the
sublime. True, under the banner of postmodernism the centrality of the
supersensible as an end-point or destiny in the experience of the sublime
has, during the last 20 years or so, been firmly questioned,
problematized, and undermined. Postmodern theorists of the sublime, I
have shown in chapter 7, have indeed been at pains to write the idea
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of the supersensible out of the sublime in the ‘war against totality’. They
relocate the sublime feeling in the sphere of the sensible, in the here and
now. The sublime feeling no longer signals a breaking through to the
other side of the sensible but – in the declared absence of the
supersensible and, hence, of any dichotomy between the sensible and
supersensible – a break within the sphere of sensibility.
And true, at least since the 1980’s critics, historians, and theorists are
no longer inclined to take seriously Samuel Holt Monk’s celebration of
the third Critique as the apotheosis of eighteenth-century speculations
on the sublime. Monk’s argument, Hertz also contends, must be strictly
seen in the context of an age that still represented the eighteenth
century “teleologically, as if it were en route to writers like Wordsworth
and Kant…That mode of historical argument has been sufficiently
challenged, so that Monk’s argument may seem dated” (Hertz 1993: 84).
Yet, Hertz adds immediately and not-so-disapprovingly, “intelligent”
works on the sublime such as those by Thomas Weiskel still find their
“organizing figures in Kant…and more particularly, in their accounts of
the mind’s movement, blockage, and release” (ibid.: 84). In, that is to
say, the peculiar structure of the Kantian sublime feeling as a narrative
structure of introduction-crisis-resolution. Perhaps, the implication is,
Monk’s argument is not so dated after all.
One aim of this book has been to debunk the myth of the Kantian
sublime more decisively and, at the same time, to show how this myth
has nevertheless retained its force, perpetuated itself, in recent theories,
histories, and criticisms of the sublime. I willingly grant that in making this
one of my aims I have, too, used the Kantian sublime as some sort of
“organizing figure”: even, if not especially, in trying to resist traditions,
one is inevitably part of them, cannot do without them, has to figure
them out. The third Critique is there – the history of the aesthetic has put
it there – and one cannot get past it without having come to terms with
it. One is, indeed, almost forced to. Yet what I have tried to show in this
way is that if not the third Critique itself then at least its consecration in
twentieth-century theories, histories, and criticisms of the sublime has
blocked an open debate on the sublime from both an historical and
theoretical perspective. Indeed, I would add, isolating the third Critique
so rigorously from other eighteenth-century texts on the sublime – so as
to emphasize its unique position as a singular but lonely landmark
surrounded by never more than ‘standard’ or ‘ordinary’ texts – has in
part contributed to its noted difficulty and complexity. Situating Kant’s
text more firmly within the network of eighteenth-century treatises on the
sublime, I have suggested in the introduction and chapter 1, may help
to reduce that difficulty.
Most pertinently, however, the dominating shadow of the third
Critique in twentieth-century accounts of the sublime has largely
obscured viable, eighteenth-century British and German alternatives. Till
now, the dominant way to think the sublime feeling has been the
Kantian (and to a lesser degree also the Burkean) way. Here, we have
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seen, sublime experience is framed in a canonic narrative structure of
beginning-middle-ending (exposition-crisis-resolution) that leads to a
triumphant moment of closure-in-transcendence. If, as I have said, the
element of the transcendental has largely disappeared from
postmodern reworkings of the sublime, critics nevertheless still seem
conditioned, or accustomed, to represent the sublime feeling according
to this structure. Unquestioningly, they hold fast to the model of a
pleasure mediated by, and itself removing, a displeasure.1 This is, for
instance, illustrated by Hertz, Crowther, Guyer, and Van de Vall.
Yet, it should be recalled, an alternative proposed by Lyotard and
by Van de Vall with reference to Kant’s notion of the aesthetic idea
seemed promising. Seeking to unburden the Kantian sublime from what
is now familiarly considered its totalitarian, supersensible weight, Van de
Vall suggested that it may be the aesthetic idea rather than an idea of
reason which spins off the sublime feeling. In this way, I have shown, the
main ‘players’ of the sublime would be productive imagination and
understanding (rather than imagination and reason), the former – set
free by a power called genius – confounding the latter with an excess of
‘secondary presentations’ that breaks through its synthesis of recognition
(Van de Vall 1994: 330). As Lyotard has suggested as well, in this
alternative experience of the sublime thought is interrupted on account
of a genius run wild in the free possibility of creating a multiplicity of
forms that understanding cannot process or recognize. The latter is
blocked in performing its primary synthesizing function. As such, the
‘material’ that imagination produces remains indeterminable, excessive.
Within the context of the third Critique, I argued in chapter 1, such
an alternative sublime feeling would be hard to imagine. As Kant
emphasizes, in case of such an excess of secondary presentations, the
power of judgement would – by definition – intervene to clip the wings
of genius. Thought, in this instance, would thus not be interrupted all that
dramatically in the safeguarding presence of the power of judgement.
In its absence, however, a kind of madness would ensue.
Nevertheless, as I have tried to show in chapter 2, in so far as the
aesthetic idea concerns a vague or ambiguous representation that can
be (freely) developed by a listener, reader or viewer, notions of
representational darkness, vagueness, or ‘incompleteness’ were of no
little significance to previous, eighteenth-century British theories of the
sublime. Indeed, the ambiguity and indeterminacy associated with the
Kantian aesthetic idea was already situated at the heart of the artistic
sublime in the work of Edmund Burke, James Usher, and James Beattie:
conceived of more broadly as an indeterminate representation, the
1Notable exceptions, I have noted in chapter 1, are Pries and Lyotard. They try to
rework the Kantian sublime as a critical feeling in which the unbridgeable gap
between sensibility and reason is reinforced, not resolved. For Pries, the conflict
between the sensible and supersensible as expounded in the first Critique is continued
and elaborated on an experiential level in the third Critique: Kant here explores the
specific feeling which the Widerstreit occasions (Pries 1995: 159).

292

aesthetic idea here functions as a condition of possibility for the
evocation of the sublime in art.
As I have shown, for Burke, Usher, and Beattie the idea of the
sublime is an obscure idea that can only be made felt in a sphere of
radical darkness – through a blindness or an inability to see, foresee or
over-see, to know what or if something is going to happen. It requires a
tension of uncertainty. Elaborating on Dennis, Burke (and later Usher and
Beattie as well) translates such an (epistemological) uncertainty into a
visual and semantic indeterminacy in the region of poetic
representation. This boils down to, on the one hand, a not-showing and
not-saying (or a partial showing or saying) preserving the tension of
uncertainty that fosters terror, and, on the other, an indefiniteness, a
deferral of ‘complete’ presentation that measures up to the idea of the
infinite as the ever-unaccomplished.
As I have argued, this centrality of indeterminacy – instead of
elevation – opened up a new perspective on both eighteenth-century
discourses of the artistic sublime and the idea of the sublime feeling: a
new perspective that inextricably intertwined the aesthetics of the
sublime with eighteenth-century speculations on the ‘open’, ambiguous
sign of contemporary instrumental music. To substantiate this claim, I
showed how these speculations, firstly, have informed eighteenthcentury theories of the artistic or artificial sublime and, secondly, may
help to illuminate the ways in which the sublime feeling can be
rethought as a feeling that is itself typified by a structural indeterminacy:
by a systematic unresolvedness.
Thus, with respect to the first, I indicated how the anti-pictorialist
poetics developed by Burke in the Enquiry and by Beattie in Dissertations
Moral and Critical in specific relation to the sublime is a poetics infused
by mid- and later eighteenth-century reflections on the ‘incomplete’ or
‘imperfect’ mode of mediation ascribed to contemporary instrumental
music (cf. James Harris). Such an anti-pictorialist poetics, I explained,
centred on the obscurity (and the absence) of image-ideas raised by
words: on the claim that words, operating in the absence of (clear)
image-ideas, evoke the unseen and unknown as unseen and unknown.
Or, to put this in current semiotic terms, on the claim that a verbal sound
– the signifier – can operate in the absence of a fixed, (visually)
determined signified. Based on eighteenth-century conceptions of the
‘open’ sign of instrumental music, this visual and semantic indeterminacy
thus attributed to words in general and poetry in particular, granted the
latter a special position with respect to the sublime: poetry, it turned out,
was ‘by nature’ equipped to evoke the sublime in the realm of art in so
far as it paralleled the uncertain, affective and non-pictorial mode of
mediation ascribed to instrumental music in eighteenth-century critical
theory. As I have argued, this signalled a (tentative) shift from the
Horatian ut pictura poesis to a proto-Romantic ut musica poesis in the
service of the sublime.
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Kevin Barry has rather depreciatingly referred to this preoccupation
with the obscure and undetermined in Burkean poetics as merely serving
to crush an audience with unspeakable terrors of uncertainty: “the
consequence of such a poetics is to place the reader or listener under a
compulsion to attend to the text with nothing less than awe, reverence,
a stunned assent” (Barry 1987: 18). An alternative consequence, Barry
posits, is that such an essentially suggestive “mode of language allows its
readers to perceive the active and imaginative power of their own
minds” – rather than being reduced to sheer helplessness (ibid.: 18).
Barry detects this alternative in theorists and poets from Oliver Goldsmith
(familiar with The Enquiry) and William Collins to Thomas Twining, Dugald
Stewart and Wordsworth. I have suggested, though, that it also and
already surges in Burke’s reflections on the experience of the artificial
infinite: the partly painful, partly joyful and elative experience of a
potentially indefinite repetition of similar parts, in which the Burkean
pseudo-creative power of imagination plays a leading role.
Here, I have pointed out, the idea of indeterminacy acquires a
richer if also more ambiguous significance: it does not inspire terrors of
uncertainty, it not only connotes a ‘negative’ tension that needs to be
relieved in order to bring delight. Rather, it is productive of a pain and a
pleasure (a tension and a tensionlessness) at once bearing on a
constant deferral of resolution, a constant deferral of an ending. Thus, I
argued that on the one hand the pattern of ceaseless repetition
suggestive of the (Lockean-Burkean) idea of the infinite frustrates the
Burkean imagination to ‘fix a boundary’, to form this pattern into a
graspable or over-see-able whole. This was the pain, the tension or
labour of Burke’s experience of the artificial infinite: imagination was
activated without becoming productive in a conclusive sense. It
remained wanting in its restlessness. On the other hand, however, and at
the very same time, the absence of an encompassing form tricked
imagination into a delightful illusion: in the constant reiteration of the
same, it met no obstacle which might hinder its extending any given
number of parts to infinity. This I called the pleasure of Burke’s
experience of the artificial infinite: the absence of an ending created an
open horizon that made for an agreeable and even joyful suspension in
which, firstly, imagination was deemed to expand itself without effort,
and, secondly, the tension or labour required for change or renewal was
happily postponed. Instead, the subject could painlessly revel in a
continuous return that was felt as a progression without end, a tireless
and endless projection of ideas.
In this way, I postulated, the experience of the infinite – which Burke
deems a prime source of the sublime – brings the Burkean imagination
into conflict with itself. It wants to go forward (toward an ending) and it
wants to remain in place at the same time; it tries (fruitlessly) to fix a
boundary yet it also and at once relishes in the absence of any
perceivable bounds. This internal conflict suggested a simultaneous,
rather than a successive, double-feeling of pain (frustration, tension) and
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pleasure (respite, tensionlessness): an unresolved and endless vacillating
in-between two apparently irreconcilable intensities, instead of the latter
removing and thus relieving the former in a sublime ‘turning’. On the
basis of this, I concluded that the Burkean experience of the artificial
infinite does not revolve along the lines of an Aristotelian plot, but is
instead typified by a systematic un-accomplishedness: it lacks the
triumphant ending typical of what has come to be known as the
normative sublime feeling, but takes on itself the indeterminacy or
unresolved-ness that, according to Burke, characterizes the idea of the
infinite.
In this way, the Burkean experience of the artificial infinite presented
an alternative to what has, over the years, become the dominant
Kantian norm: while Kant proposes two different faculties of mind,
imagination and reason, whose respective limits and limitlessness make
for the mediation of a pleasure through a displeasure, it is in Burke’s
experience of artificial infinity that the same power of mind –
imagination – gets caught in a contradictory and irresolvable doublebind. Fulfilment here signals at once the beginning and the end of
pleasure, or, conversely, the end and the beginning of tension or
displeasure: both ‘intensities’ feed on the same indeterminacy that holds
a limit in suspense, that preserves an open space in which a ‘next’
remains ever-possible.
A similar aporia or irresolvable hesitancy, I have shown, manifested
itself in James Usher’s reading of the sublime feeling in Clio. Arguing that
the sublime object is not simply obscure but open or vacant – he calls it
a ‘fugitive object’ – Usher also argued that this openness at once makes
for an anxious want and a joyful suspension. An anxiety, I have said,
which holds an uneasy, frustrating distress and an eager, endless desire
in one. Thus, Usher rewrites the sublime feeling in terms of a ‘mighty
unknown want’ and a ‘wandering desire’ that is always in search of its
object. This search is tense or painful to the extent that it precludes relief
(the fugitive object will never materialize itself), but it is at once its own
respite: as with Burke’s experience of the artificial infinite, the constant
deferral of an end, or in this case revelation, sustains an openness in
which an (unknown) ‘next’, a ‘something more’ remains ever-possible.
As such, it interlocks a delight of infinite hope with a frustration of
systematic want or un-fulfilment.
Significantly, this Usherian sublime feeling could not only be seen to
antedate the vicissitudes of Romantic desire, but also related to
contemporary instrumental music in a very special way. The latter
becomes, in Usher’s account, the very equivalent of the vacant or
fugitive object of the sublime, kindling and stirring imagination but at the
same time continuously resisting to be appropriated as an object of
knowledge. At once very close and elusive, it can at best be intimated:
comparable to Thomas Twining’s later observations on the delights of
infinite interpretation in relation to music, and comparable to Usher’s
fugitive object of the sublime, the listener forever labours to bring an
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object (mentally) into view, yet never succeeds in drawing a complete
picture, in experiencing a satisfying sense of resolution. A difficulty can
here not be surmounted.
However, I have shown in chapter 3, if this amounts to the
formulation of a musically sublime experience, it stands quite apart from
eighteenth-century practices and early-nineteenth-century criticisms of
the musical sublime. True, the special connection between music and
the sublime was here reinforced through the unifying concept of pathos.
Of central significance to the rhetorical sublime since the days of the
pseudo-Longinus, and of renewed importance to eighteenth-century
theorists such as James Burgh and Robert Lowth, the pathetic formed a
cross-roads where the Longinian rhetoric of violent transport and
contemporary aesthetics of instrumental music intersected. This
intersection, though, did not so much bear on the alternative sublime
feeling traced in chapter 2 as on the rapture of (self-)elevation informing
more traditional notions of the sublime. What dominated here, I have
shown, was a Longinian rhetoric of rapture, manifesting itself as an
instrument of massive seduction in musical performance practices from
the 1750’s onward. I have illustrated this on the basis of eighteenthcentury musical performances and critical receptions of the music of
Handel and Haydn in Britain, and the immense music festivals during the
reign of Terror in France.
In this way, I have hoped to show – with reference to Johnson
(1986), Johnson (1995), and Huyssen (1997) – that and how the cult of
the sublime infused and to no small degree transformed eighteenthcentury musical culture. In France, at least, the appropriation of the
‘elevated style’ in what can best be called totalitarian performance
practices, witnessed the birth of a mass media (and mass control) fixing
the audience in an enforced participation. An early and unexpected
precedent, perhaps, of what Theodor Adorno was later to call the
culture industry.
In eighteenth-century German musical practice and criticism,
conversely, the cult of the sublime helped to bring about a revolution of
a rather different kind: it propelled the (steady) rise of music purely
instrumental in the hierarchy of the fine arts. The canonization of the
symphony, and more in particular the Beethovenian symphony, I have
shown, cannot be disconnected from the canonization of the sublime
(Dahlhaus 1988, Brinkmann 2000). Inscribed into an already-available
discourse of the new, the unexpected, and the surprising, the symphony
was made into a vehicle of the sublime, while Beethoven’s allegedly
wild, capricious, and difficult turns were – in the early nineteenth century
– indeed legitimized through that same discourse. In the hands of
theorists like Friedrich Michaelis, Beethoven’s music was made into a
musical epitome of the sublime as signalling a ‘too big’ or ‘too much’
requiring a strenuous and indeed painful imaginative effort.
Though the canonization of Beethoven would only really occur
during the late 1820’s and early 1830’s, a handful of early German
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Romantic writers and (music) critics such as Jean Paul Richter, Ludwig
Tieck, Wilhelm Wackenroder, and E.T.A. Hoffmann already largely shared
Michaelis’s fascination with the strange, awesome or difficult, and
wonderful in music. However, I have shown in chapter 4, in so far as
Hoffmann appropriated the discourse of the sublime in his famous
Beethoven criticisms of 1810-1815, he used it not to describe a feeling of
(self-)elevation but a feeling of interminable longing: a feeling of
Sehnsucht.
This redirected my steps to the idea of an alternative sublime feeling
in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century aesthetics. Emphasizing how
Georg Sulzer already represented powerful longing as a modality of the
experience of the sublime, I argued that Sehnsucht bears an elective
affinity with the sublime feeling as traced in Burke’s account of the
artificial infinite and Usher’s account of the sublime as a mighty unknown
– and ever-unresolved – want. If not related to the aesthetics of shock
and mighty bombast, Sehnsucht can nevertheless be firmly positioned in
the realm of the aesthetics of the infinite that – in the Romantic era –
evolved ever more explicitly into an aesthetics of the vague and
indeterminate.
Thus, I have shown how the feeling of Sehnsucht intersects with the
Burkean and Usherian alternative sublime feeling in its being typified by
a systematic unaccomplishedness. This unaccomplishedness parallels or
repeats the indeterminacy and indefiniteness associated with the
(Romantic) idea of the infinite. It materializes in the experience of
Sehnsucht as an unending desire that feeds an on a paradoxical and
irresolvable mixture of pleasure and pain. Showing how this experience
of Sehnsucht turns on an openness or emptiness that hurts (tension,
want) but at once helps against hurting (respite, deferral), I have
presented is as an instance of the liminal sublime (Weiskel 1976). This is a
(Romantic) sublime that does not revolve around a climax of selfelevation and self-revelation, but rather around a constant hesitating at
the limit of revelation and fulfilment: a feeling that never evolves beyond
being on its way, constantly undermining its own resolution, and
sustaining its own, internal conflict.
As I have argued, in early German Romantic thought this
unaccomplished sublime feeling relates to instrumental music in a very
intimate way: the semantically open sign of contemporary instrumental
music, writer-critics like Tieck and Hoffmann argued, and the material
indeterminacy of musical sounds, writer-theorists like Jean Paul claimed,
made it into an art whose sole subject (Vorwurf) ought to be the infinite.
Instrumental music here embodied the idea of the infinite and in this
way, in its openness and indeterminacy, fostered the ambiguous
experience of Sehnsucht. In Hoffmann’s criticism of Beethoven’s
Symphony no. 5, I have shown, this experience can be seen to evolve
into an alternative to the Kantian sublime: as much as Beethoven’s Fifth
accommodates, precisely, to Kant’s epic variety of the sublime feeling,
Hoffmann interprets the music differently and dispenses with the
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climactic moment of closure-in-transcendence. He trades it for a
sustained frustration and restlessness that captures the listening subject in
a conflicting simultaneity of pain and pleasure.
The close connection between instrumental music, the idea of the
infinite, and the sublime as posited in the work of Hoffmann and others, I
have described in chapter 5, continues beyond the early German
Romantics. Thus, Arthur Schopenhauer presented music – with tragedy in
second place – as a mouthpiece of the sublime in The World as Will and
Representation. Directly embodying the Will, music would on the one
hand embody and make felt the perpetual torment and suffering
instigated by that Will but one the other hand, and in one and the same
movement, would make one momentarily forget this torment and
suffering. This corresponded significantly to Schopenhauer’s conception
of the sublime feeling as a basically self-conflicting feeling of pleasure (a
blissful oblivion to one’s Will-rootedness) and pain (a constant,
subtending awareness of one’s being tied to the Will). In this way, I have
shown, and in contrast to Kant, Schopenhauer offered the idea of a
sublime feeling that paradoxically combines a forgetfulness with an
inability to forget, without the former being (fully) capable of removing
or relieving the latter. For it was precisely in the effort required for a
sublime transcendence that the painful memory to the Will re-asserted
itself.
In The Birth of Tragedy, Friedrich Nietzsche could be seen to take a
similar course. Associating the sublime with an intoxicating Dionysian
Rausch and the beautiful with enticing Apollonian illusions, Nietzsche
offered a way to think the unaccomplishedness of the sublime feeling as
an intense, consciousness-suspending feeling of joy and suffering in one
that the subject cannot control, retain, or remember. Embedded within
a specifically tragic world view, the self-conflicting experience of the
sublime here took on a more profound and irresolvable aspect in its
relation to an irremovable conflict that defines, and in a way sustains,
existence. The same, for that matter, applied to Schopenhauer.
As much influenced by Schopenhauer as by Richard Wagner, the
early Nietzsche also preserved a special place for music in the realm of
the sublime. Music, he claimed in direct imitation of Wagner, was not to
be judged according to the principles of the beautiful. These principles
would only apply to the plastic arts, while music was to be linked to an
altogether different aesthetic category. To demand from music the
arousal of pleasure in beautiful forms would, for Nietzsche, be nothing
less than to undermine and remove its essential, Dionysian character: to
degrade and mould it illegitimately into the ‘rules’ and norms of the
plastic and visual arts. It belonged, instead, to the realm of the sublime.
In his Beethoven essay, I have shown, Wagner had argued for this
privileged connection between (contemporary) music and the sublime
on the basis of an almost casual remark made by Schopenhauer on the
– for him – inordinate parallels drawn between architecture and music
(Goethe). In a passage that has remained, till now, unnoticed in the
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history of music aesthetics, Schopenhauer claims that if one were to
draw a parallel between the two art forms it would at best be a parallel
in ‘external form’: symmetry is to architecture what rhythmic regularity is
to music. He even pushes things a bit further, stating that music without
the ruling principle of rhythm is like buildings without symmetry. Released
from rhythmic constraints, Schopenhauer claims, and dwelling in a freefloating, timeless space, such a music could be called a frozen
cadenza.
This, I have argued, was to be the basis of Wagner’s self-concocted
history of music out of the alleged ‘architectonic’ dominance of
rhythmic regularity into the sublime freedom of harmony and melody:
the more music would release itself from an unlawful architectonic
dominance, the more it would approach the formlessness of the
sublime, the more it would come to ‘itself’. All it had to do to bring about
a felt sense of timelessness in its listeners was to cast off its illegitimate
spatial aspect, to unburden itself from the architectonic. After all, if
rhythmic regularity derived from an ‘improper’ analogy between music
and architecture, this regularity was music’s illegally spatial aspect.
Breaking this aspect, as Wagner learned from Schopenhauer, also
breaks the consciousness of time extended in space, of movement in
space. This break constituted for Wagner the sublime moment, the
moment when the visible world disappears, when sight is disrupted,
when the subject, like a somnambulist, momentarily walks with eyes wide
shut.
In contrast to Schopenhauer, however, Wagner did not conceive of
this sublime moment as an internally split moment of forgetfulness and
un-forgetfulness at the same time. By contrast, he represented the
subject’s musical immersion into the realm of the sublime in terms of a
complete, blissful oblivion that rather recalls the Schopenhauerian
feeling of the beautiful. Still, as I have pointed out, the Prelude to
Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde nevertheless performs, as it were, the
Schopenhauerian dictum that a brief and untenable moment of
ecstatic release is already undermined as it is ‘lived’ in a frustrating,
counter-active memory to the Will relentlessly pulling from the other side.
Though the Prelude may simulate an illusion of timelessness through a
continued deferral of narrative time, I explained, this illusion is
nevertheless constantly subtended – and indeed sustained – by a drone
of endless time, by a painful awareness of not being able to transcend
time as constant flux. One dominant here constantly turning into the
dominant of a next chord, the Prelude brings about an immobile
movement that not only signals a reduction of tension, an eternal
remaining-in-place, but also an increase of tension, a restlessness, in the
constant failure to move along or ahead, to ‘oversee’, being stuck
before an ‘ever-next’ that obstructs a cathartic release.
It was the – now largely forgotten – Arthur Seidl, I have shown in
chapter 6, who took up Wagner’s reflections on the sublime and music
to pose an alternative to Hanslick’s dominant notion of the musically
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beautiful in his dissertation on the musically sublime: a sublime not just in
but of music. A sublime, more specifically, that would be contained in a
‘specifically musical’ impression – an impression, indeed, of music’s
‘essence’, instead of a sublime feeling brought about by means of
association in the musical simulation of a mighty impression (the heaving
of wild waters, a storm, or any wild and awesome visual impression) that
is ‘external’ to the musical material. In this way, I have traced an
unsuspected lineage of the musically sublime in nineteenth-century
German philosophy and musical thought that leads from
Schopenhauer’s casual remarks on the ‘frozen cadenza’, to Wagner, to
(the early) Nietzsche, and to Seidl. The latter may have been of little
interest to my theoretical explorations into the possibility of an alternative
sublime, yet his concept of Formwidrigkeit has proved instrumental to
describe a specifically Romantic practice of the sublime in nineteenthcentury musical culture and practice. Mirroring my account of
eighteenth-century modes of the musical sublime in chapter 3, chapter
6 thus focused on the ways in which the typically Romantic breaking of
ruling artistic, aesthetic, and even physical laws may be reconsidered in
the light of a form-contrariness that can be posited as symptomatic of
the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century aesthetics of the sublime.
This idea of form-contrariness, in turn, led me to the philosopher who
is claimed to have rescued the idea of the sublime from twentiethcentury obscurity in his essays on the postmodern, the avant-garde, and
the sublime as a breaking of ‘good’ form and a revelling in endless,
groundless experimenting: Jean-François Lyotard. A philosopher, too,
who is claimed to have recast the sublime feeling in a way that marks a
decisive departure from the traditional, Kantian sublime tied to the
totalising thought of the Enlightenment. In chapter 7, this once again
redirected my steps to the possibility of an alternative sublime feeling
that may be conceived in specific relation to (instrumental) music.
As it turned out, however, Lyotard’s theory of the sublime and the
avant-garde could not in the end solve the problems at stake in the
Kantian sublime. Granted, the striking feature of Lyotard’s essays on the
sublime in The Inhuman was that they – in a rather unexpected, quasiFormalist way – reinforced the intricate link between (the ‘ways’ of)
instrumental music and the (artificial) sublime. As I indicated, Lyotard
represented Barnett Newman’s pictorial stagings of the sublime in a way
that builds on Romantic and Formalist notions concerning the so called
‘method’ of instrumental music. He even went so far as to circumscribe
the sublime moment as a specifically sonorous moment, referring to
Barnett Newman’s paintings as sounds coming out of the silence, and
the sublime feeling as – basically – an experience of the ear. Granted,
too, as a material sublime celebrating the sudden, unforeseen, and
uncontrollable happening of the Now, Lyotard’s postmodern sublime
had an interesting and immediate bearing on twentieth-century
American experimental music. This, we have seen, was a music explicitly
savouring the happening of sound ‘in itself’ in an undetermined gesture
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(Cage, Feldman). As such, Lyotard could point the way toward the
conception of a postmodern musical sublime that has, till now,
remained unexplored.
However, I have objected, the Lyotardian sublime occurrence of
the Now, the it happens, rather relates to a traditional, successive
experience of sublime relief – a threat that something will not happen,
and the subsequent relief that is has happened after all, however
untenable – than the irresolvable double-feeling that I have been
considering. I have explained this problem with respect to Van de Vall’s
elaboration on the Lyotardian sublime as a creative experience.
Historically, I have shown, this is a perfectly legitimate way to think the
sublime feeling. Thus, elaborating on Longinus, John Dennis already
proclaimed the delight of the sublime moment as the delight of a
creative moment, while Seidl suggested as much. However, though
presented as an alternative to the Kantian sublime, Van de Vall’s
reworking of the sublime feeling as a creative feeling, firstly, could not
dispel the narcissistic implications of the Kantian sublime and, secondly,
did not undermine the process of dialectic reversal. Holding fast – like
many other contemporary theorists – to the canonic narrative structure
of the Kantian sublime, Van de Vall’s theory could finally only change
Kant’s moment of closure-in-transcendence into a moment of closure-inimmanence.
By way of alternative, I turned to Lyotard’s concept of the différend
or differend that, though never mentioned in so many words, always
hovers at the background of his essays on the sublime. Fittingly, this
notion of the differend connoted an irresolvable conflict that Lyotard
has elsewhere (1994) explicitly projected onto the Kantian sublime as an
unsolvable conflict between imagination and reason. Though in this way
Lyotard entirely bypassed the ultimate, subjective finality of the Kantian
sublime feeling, the idea of the differend nevertheless suggested the
possibility of an alternative sublime feeling as the feeling of an
irreducible difference. Thus, as James Williams has suggested, the effect
of the interruption of the sublime concerns a felt gap between two
‘sides’ or ‘positions’ that cannot be integrated as one, and it is this gap
that halts the mind. Two feelings – such as hope and despair – co-exist
without a means to bridge their differences. It is this felt awareness of a
rupture that cannot be removed, or a difference that cannot be
traversed, that would typify the sublime feeling.
On the face of it, this re-rendering of the sublime feeling as a ‘sign’
of the differend seemed more than adequate to account for the
sublime feeling as an irresolvable double-bind of pleasure and pain.
However, in contrast to Williams and Lyotard, I maintained that this
double-bind does not bear on an irresolvable conflict alone. As I have
shown with respect to Burke, Usher, and also the feeling of Sehnsucht,
the resistance to closure typical of the sublime feeling was not so much
due to an unbridgeable difference alone, but to a difference that
manifests itself as an interlocking of two conflicting intensities. It was not
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a matter of an unsolvable opposition per se, but an unsolvable
opposition that is, as it were, entangled or ensnared in itself – a deadlock or an untiable knot rather than an abyss with two opposites
standing, if you will, separately on either side. Seen in this light, the
paradox of pain and pleasure in the experience of the sublime could no
longer be thought as pertaining to a mixture of two opposing principles
with a fixed and autonomous ‘existence’ or ‘position’. Rather, this
paradox was to be reconsidered as an endless shimmering or colourswitching of two unstable, ambiguous intensities that are somehow
inscribed into each other.
In chapter 8, I have explored this paradox in two related ways with
specific reference to both Romantic and contemporary music. These
explorations explicitly served as an alternative to Kant’s analytic of the
dynamical and mathematical sublime. Thus I have put forward, on the
one hand, the idea of a failed or unclaimed experience of an excess
that cannot be overcome (the aesthetics of shock; the dynamical
sublime reconceived as a traumatic shock) and, on the other hand, an
internally divided experience of tension and respite that cannot be
concluded as one (the aesthetics of the infinite; the mathematical
sublime reconceived in terms of what can best be called différance).
With respect to the first, I have used recent readings of traumatic
‘experience’ and the sublime by Frank Ankersmit and Cathy Caruth to
posit the experience of the sublime as an experience that is not an
experience: an experience that cannot become a narrative experience
and remains, as such, unaccomplished or ‘unclaimed’. I have explored
the musical implications of such an unclaimed experience in relation to
the Andantino from Franz Schubert’s Sonata in A major, focusing on the
possibility of both the musical embodiment of a traumatic rupture, and
on a broken, ‘traumatic’ listening. Showing how the traumatic implies a
paradoxical double-bind of forgetfulness and un-forgetfulness, I have
indicated how a sublime feeling rethought along the lines of traumatic
shock does not lead to a moment of closure-in-transcendence, but to
an endless, helpless repetition. Essentially irretrievable, the traumatic
event precludes a full, cathartic overcoming.
However, I continued, if this figure of repetition can thus be termed
a mark of a failure of transcendence – a symptom of a traumatic shock
that cannot be integrated and removed – it can on a more general
level also be thought on its own terms in relation to the sublime. Indeed, I
have shown with respect to Burke, the figure of repetition holds its own
right in the aesthetics of the sublime: it signals not (only) the after-effect
of a shock of astonishment, it is also of central significance to a rather
different aspect of the sublime as an aesthetics of the infinite. Reading
the experience of the infinite as an experience that is not one, I have
related it to Sigmund Freud’s observations on the repetition compulsion
as a movement pointing in two contradictory directions: backward (lifenegating) and forward (life-affirming) at the same time, without a way
to reconcile the two. It was this peculiar structure of the repetition
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compulsion – rather than its specific directedness to a traumatic shock –
that allowed it to be (re)thought in relation to the Burkean alternative
sublime feeling: an experience without end or resolution that is trapped
in its own, internal conflict and that, for Burke, can be most immediately
evoked in the continued repetition of similar sounds.
Relating the forward-backward paradox of the Freudian – and
Burkean – figure of repetition to Jacques Derrida’s notion of différance, I
finally pointed out with reference to present-day repetitive music how
the feel of the infinite turns on a simultaneity of conflicting ‘principles’ of
stasis and mobility, return and progression, constancy and tension, which
do not so much oppose as presuppose each other. Thus, works like Terry
Riley’s In C made explicit in experiential terms the ambiguity, the twosidedness of a movement gesturing ahead without limit, without end,
that is paradoxically motivated and ‘kept going’ by a tendency to
return: like the irresolvable double-bind of Freud’s life (tension) and
death (tensionlessness) instincts, this music moves in inclining, tending, to
return, its shifting motifs creating a tension that, precisely, the music seeks
to ward off in a texture of constant reiteration. Or more specifically,
within the texture of repetition a movement is created that continuously
tries to cancel itself out, to un-become through reiteration and return,
yet in this very way becomes a movement that is felt as extending
indefinitely, without relief. What this in fact means, I argued, is that a
tension or displeasure brought about by the feel of an unending, everunaccomplished movement here already in-cludes the respite or
pleasure fostered by a (deadly) constancy: pain is here firmly
interlocked with its other in a suspension without end that constantly
precludes a relief or resolution.
It is in these respective ways that, to my mind, the sublime feeling
can be thought as a truly paradoxical experience of pain and pleasure.
A feeling, in the words of John Dennis, “of different emotions…,viz. a
delightful Horrour, a terrible Joy, and at the same time” (Kenny 1991: 65).
Mixture, mélange, Derrida has said, is madness, but it is in the experience
of the sublime that a mad mixture manifests itself, displacing the subject
– to recall John Baillie – as a subject of contradictions, rather than
affirming it as a subject of autonomous integrity (Derrida 1987: 290). A
mad mixture, too, manifesting itself in the paradox that the sublime at
once feeds on and breaks through the terms set, or the context allowing
for ‘ordinary’, which is to say, mediated, masterful experience. If the
sublime signals an irremediable rupture it is, almost inevitably, never a
rupture ‘on its own’ but a rupture that is inextricably intertwined with the
forms, bounds, or limits conditioning the possibility of experience which
are violated by it: the sublime, to recall Ankersmit (2001), may break
through the mediating, narrative networks of experience – thus allowing
for an un-mediated experience that cannot be borne or mastered – but
it is always and already within the context of these networks that the
sublime can manifest itself as break or rupture. It needs and is
interlocked with that which it does violence to – and it is perhaps due to
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this very interlocking that the sublime feeling can, in the end, not be a
neatly structured experience of beginning-middle-ending, but rather
one of ‘mad’ simultaneity in which two (apparently irresolvable)
opposites paradoxically presuppose and reinforce each other.
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Appendix A
Kant’s Triple Synthesis

In official terminology, the three stages of Kant’s triple synthesis as
expounded in the first edition of the first Critique are called the intuitive
synopsis of apprehension, the imaginative synthesis of reproduction, and
the conceptual unity of recognition.1 I will here discuss the intuitive
synopsis, imaginative synthesis, and conceptual unity successively,
emphasising how these three stages of the triple synthesis are
interrelated and, in fact, interdependent: the synopsis of apprehension
cannot well be achieved without the synthesis of reproduction, while the
latter will be of little use without the unity of recognition. Moreover,
recalling Kant’s ‘two-way traffic’ of sense data coming ‘in’ from without
that are at the same time conditioned from within, I will explain that
each stage of the triple synthesis has a double aspect. Double, that is to
say, in so far as Kant presupposes a ‘pure’ or ‘model-synthesis’, which is
independent of sense perception, for every individual synopsis, synthesis,
or unity made in the interaction with the world. Simply said, the former
precedes and grounds the latter. In Kantian terms, the individual
synthesis is called an empirical synthesis, which is to say that it involves
the senses or contains sensory elements. The ‘model-synthesis’ is a
transcendental synthesis, devoid of the empirical, and functions as a
condition of possibility for any empirical synthesis. The former pre-casts
the latter, and it is on this transcendental level that Kant’s pure forms
and a priori rules reign.
Thus, in the first, empirical synopsis of apprehension the senses pass
through and gather together a sighted manifold (a Mannigfaltiges,
which can be interpreted as many different, discrete sense-impressions)
in a representation (Kant 1990: A99, 143a-144a). It should be noted that
representation – as the regular but not altogether satisfactory translation
of Vorstellung – is rather a tricky term here. For as Gilles Deleuze argues in
1In

the Subjective Deduction of the first edition of the Critique of Pure Reason
imagination has a much more important and fundamental role than in the strictly
Objective Deduction of the second edition. In the latter, (transcendental) imagination
appears mostly reduced to a function of understanding. In fact, in that same second
edition Kant radicalises the role of understanding to such an extent, that the entire
triple synthesis seems to have become an affair of understanding alone. However, like
many others, I have chosen to describe the Transcendental Deduction of the first rather
than the second edition of the Critique. This is due to the fact that only the Subjective
Deduction presents a detailed discussion of the way in which intuition, imagination,
and understanding together co-ordinate and organise the world of appearances into
a world that can be thought and cognised objectively, and thus offers “the most
elaborate account of the temporal nature of consciousness” (Makkreel [1990] 1994:
29). Moreover, and more to the point, it pays much more detailed attention to the
function and power of the imagination, and sensibility as a whole, that is to play such a
central – albeit also a failing – role in Kant’s analytic of the sublime. To understand why
imagination fails, however, it must first of all be understood how imagination works
precisely – or: how it succeeds – in ordinary circumstances.
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his extraordinarily lucid account of Kant’s critical philosophy,
representation alludes to the net-result of the triple synthesis as a whole.
It is not necessary, he suggests, to “define [cognition]2 as a synthesis of
representations.3 It is the representation itself which is defined as
[cognition], that is to say as the synthesis of that which is presented [i.e.
the manifold or empirical diversity]” (Deleuze [1963] 1995: 8). Thus, only
understanding can represent.
Deleuze is, however, not entirely right in thus denying the senses the
ability to yield representations. He may be right to the extent that representation implies an “activity and unity” that Kant only reserves for
the faculty of understanding (ibid.: 8). The senses are for him passive,
receptive, and incapable of forging the unity that the understanding
can produce. Yet, in specific relation to this division of passive and
active aspects of mind, Kant also distinguishes two sorts of
representations or Vorstellungen. As he argues in the Anthropology
(1789), representations to which “the mind relates itself passively, that is,
through which the subject is affected [affiziert] belong to sensibility…;
those, however, which contain a bare doing [Tun] (thought) belong to
the intellectual faculty [i.e. understanding]” (Kant 1960: §7, 313). This
means that ‘representation’ not just implies a mental activity, but also a
sensual receptivity. In fact, it means that representations are either
“sensations” [Empfindungen] (passive) or “cognitions” [Erkenntnisse]
(active); that they are always either subjective (intuitive) or objective
(conceptual) “perceptions” (Kant 1990: A320, B376, 354).
This shows that Kant conceives of representations in terms of
relations: the way in which I relate to the world in being either passively
and immediately affected by a manifold in its diversity, or in actively and
mediately thinking this manifold as a unity. Such relations would be
defined today as a ‘seeing as’ and a ‘thinking as’ respectively. Although
unity is strictly only reserved for the latter, some sort of (minimal) unity in
intuition is implied after all when, firstly, Kant remarks that intuitions
contain (enthalten) a manifold. For to contain, which seems to be one
of Kant’s favourite metaphors, not merely connotes to hold but also to
control or hold together (ibid.: A99, 144a). And indeed, secondly,
although it is but a sighted manifold that the senses can offer in intuition
(further unity must come from above), the sighting of ‘a manifold’ as
such (als ein solches) is already to contain this manifold “in a
representation” (ibid.: A99, 144a). This, moreover, is not all: the “absolute
unity” of this representation is ensured by its being contained as in one
2In (the English translation of) Deleuze’s account of Kant, the German Erkenntnis is
translated as knowledge, but this glosses over an important distinction between
Erkenntnis – familiarly translated as cognition – and Wissen, translated as knowledge, in
Kant’s text (who, incidentally, and also typically, himself not always upholds this
distinction very strictly either).
3In the first Critique Kant calls the application of a concept to an intuition (i.e.
‘mediate’ cognition, or judgement) a “representation of a representation” (Kant 1990:
A68, B93, 108).
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moment (Augenblick, a blink of the eye) (ibid.: A99, 143a). Thus the
synopsis of apprehension allows me to enfold or wrap a manifold in a
minimal unit of a time sequence and in this way sight it as ‘a manifold’,
in a representation.
What can in any case be inferred from this is that my being
affected by the world in intuition must be an affectation (representation)
in time. Now, for Kant time, and space no less, is not an independent
fact ‘out there’ but a subjective form projected onto the world of
experience. “Before Kant”, as Schopenhauer puts it, “we were in time;
now, time is in us” (Schopenhauer 1986: I, 573). He calls time an inner
sense, and space an outer sense, and declares: representations – such
as those yielded by intuition – are representations of the form of the inner
or pure [i.e. independent of the empirical] intuition of time, or the ‘outer’
pure intuition of space (Kant 1990: A115, 169a). These two constitute the
most basic framework of one’s encounters with and representations of
the sensory world, the basic forms in which one necessarily sees or senses
things. Or, as Howard Caygill puts it, the forms of time and space
“provide a field within which the manifold of [empirical] intuition may
appear as a representation” (Caygill [1995] 1999: 249).
In this context, even a ‘simple’ sighting is already conditioned by
the fact that the world extends before me in time and space, or rather
that on a transcendental level I ‘make’ the world extend before me in
time and space. Intuitions are not merely sensible, they are also spatiotemporally grounded. As such, all empirical synopses of apprehension
yielded by intuition are grounded in, and logically ‘preceded by’, the
pure intuitions of time and space: these constitute the nature of the
representations in which one contains a sighted manifold as one
manifold.
However, I can contain what I will in empirical intuition, one
impression at the time, but what happens when I am no longer looking
at a manifold, when all these discrete impressions are no longer vivid to
my senses? I could never even see things in their empirical entirety,
except perhaps when they are flat or transparent. On looking at a multisided object of sense I would instantly forget its backside while turning to
see its front. Therefore, in comes the power of imagination to make its
synthesis of reproduction:4 a recalling of the manifold in mind when it is
no longer in sight, no longer present (Kant 1990: A100, 145a).
4Indeed,

for Kant, the synopsis of apprehension is therefore hardly possible without the
synthesis of reproduction. Only by means of the latter can representations become
complete, as my example in the above already shows. Kant actually observes in a
note that if, as the empiricists hold, sense-perceptions “not just offer impressions but
already put these impressions together, and yield images of sense-objects” they in fact
presuppose not just an intuitive synopsis but also an imaginative synthesis (Kant 1990:
A120, 176a). In other words, if one follows the empiricist claim about the nature and
function of sense-perception, then imagination cannot but be “a necessary ingredient
of perception [Wahrnemung] itself” (ibid.: A120, 176a). After all, there is no reason to
assume that my mere being affected by, or my being receptive to, a manifold already,
and automatically, reproduces that manifold into a coherent image that can be
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This reproduction is synthetic, i.e. connective or combinatory in so
far as such a reproduction in the visual absence of a sighted manifold
will enable one to connect it to other representations, which are also no
longer ‘actually’ visible. Thus retaining a representation, and relating it to
others, imagination ensures its continuity over time – it remains present to
the mind even if it is no longer present to the eye. Quite literally,
therefore, imagination may be said to bring the synopsis of
apprehension “into coherent images, Bilder, which it has the power
(Kraft) to institute into (ein) ourselves” (Bowie 1993: 18). As we have seen
in the above, however, this power of imagination to not-forget and
combine the representations yielded by intuition once they are out of
sight, its power to re-call and relate them in mental images, will have an
absolute limit in the Kantian analytic of the sublime: it keeps losing what
it must retain and cohere as a whole.
If, then, in one’s more usual encounters with the world, imagination
is effectively reproductive Kant calls its transcendental ground – its
condition of possibility – productive. On the one hand, this productive
imagination is of crucial significance to sensibility as a whole (that is,
both empirical intuition and reproductive imagination). For as Kant
clearly states in the Anthropology the pure forms of time and space that
ground intuition “belong to” this productive imagination – which,
incidentally, he also calls a “poetic” or originating (dichtend) as
opposed to “recollective” or derivative (zurückrufend), yet never
“creative” (schöpferisch), capacity (Kant 1960: §28, 344, 345).5 Knowing
this, one could even suggest that in the final analysis – at least on the
basis of the first edition of the first Critique and the Anthropology –
transcendental or productive imagination grounds and conditions both
the possibility of the empirical synthesis of reproduction (intuition without
presence) and the empirical synopsis of apprehension (intuition in
presence). For if the pure forms of space and time belong to the
transcendental imagination, it is also the latter which ultimately allows for
a manifold to be contained as in one moment; i.e. in a representation.
On the other hand, productive imagination is especially significant to
reproductive imagination as concerns its task to make images out of the
contained manifold yielded by intuition. Kant is straightforward enough
in this respect: if the empirical capacity of imagination yields images, the
transcendental capacity of imagination provides the rules for the
making of images (Kant 1990: A141; B181, 200). These rules are called
figurative schemata and while not being images themselves, or derived

related, combined, or associated with others. To contain in a representation is not yet
to retain it and relate it to others.
5Imagination, even productive imagination, Kant observes in the Anthropology, cannot
‘bring forward’ (hervorbringen) a “sense-representation” which has never been given
in (empirical) intuition; i.e. which is utterly unknown to the senses (Kant 1960: §28, 345).
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from them, they nevertheless condition the possibility of images in their
being so called ‘concepts’ of graphic figures.6
Kant calls such a figure-producing schema a “monogram of the
pure imagination”: ”a rule for generating configurations of lines” (ibid.:
A142; B182, 200; Makkreel [1990] 1994: 31). This fully shows the verily pure
and transcendental nature of the productive imagination: it is devoid of
the empirical, it is not determined by the senses but rather determines
them: it is not subject to empirical laws but generates laws for the
empirically figurative (Kant 1990: B152, 167b). As such a schematic
capacity to which the pure forms of time and space belong, the
transcendental imagination pre-casts a regularity onto appearances
(which are the mere play of representations) that triggers, as it were,
empirical imagination at all to set about doing its proper job of
reproduction and association.7 That is to say, to retain or re-collect past
representations in mental images and connect them with present
representations passed on by the senses.
However, I can reproduce and associate what I will, so that
representations obtain a continuity over time, but this amounts to
nothing much if I cannot unify these successive representations and
reproductions in a concept. If, that is to say, I cannot take these
representations as one in the ‘I recognize’ or ‘I identify’ inherent to the
third stage of the synthesis. As Deleuze puts it, cognition – and cognition
is what the synthesis is all about – implies for Kant “a necessary relation to
an object. That which constitutes [cognition] is not simply the act by
which the represented manifold is synthesized [i.e. combined by
imagination], but the act by which the represented manifold is related
to an object (recognition: this is a table, this is an apple, this is such and
such an object)” (Deleuze 1995: 15).8 Or, more specifically, cognition
requires recognition in a concept. This concept determines, in being
(indirectly) applied to, the represented manifold and allows me to think
this manifold as an object. Without such a conceptual recognition
nothing could be made out as ‘the same’, all my representations would
6As

such they also function as mediators between the sensual and conceptual. For as
Kant maintains, the conceptual faculty of understanding is never directly involved with
the senses; its concepts never immediately apply to things or even to images but to the
schemata of images provided by the productive imagination (ibid.: A141; B180, 199).
These schemata thus direct empirical imagination but they also serve understanding,
which is to say that in its servile role imagination still “brings to bear some of its own
formative power” (Makkreel [1990] 1994: 30).
7This I derive from Kant’s observation that without an a priori rule imposing regularity
onto the world of appearances “our empirical imagination would never get something
to do [etwas zu tun bekommen] conforming to its capacity [more specifically: its
power; etwas ihrem Vermögen Gemäßes], and thus remain hidden as a dead and,
even to us, unknown capacity” (Kant 1990: A100, 145a). We would never know what
reproductive, associative riches we possessed.
8Kant defines an object as “that in the concept of which the manifold of a given
intuition is united” (ibid.:B137, 147a). Simply said: one needs concepts to produce
objects (of cognition); one needs concepts to achieve a final unity, a final and
definitive synthesis that makes cognition possible.
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be ever new to me. I would be infinitely reproducing the same without
identifying it as such, and without being aware of it. Imagination,
reproducing representations from one moment to the next, would be
offering an endless, successively ordered string of representations that
would never be co-existing in or as a unified whole.
This conceptual unity of recognition is in turn grounded in the socalled transcendental unity of apperception; the unity of ‘I think’ which
Kant considers to be “the highest principle [Grundsatz] in the whole
sphere of human cognition” (Kant 1990: B135, 145a).9 The significance of
this unity of apperception appears to be that an ‘I think’ must attend all
my representations. I must recognize them all as my representations, or
else no coherence, no unity can ever be established among them (Kant
1990: B132, 141a). In fact, such a consciousness attending all my various
representations at a time is not enough. As Kant states, I must be
conscious of the synthesis of these representations for them to be united
in one consciousness (ibid.: B133, 142a). If not, I have not an identity of
consciousness but as many different ‘consciousnesses’ as I yield
empirical representations. Not the mere ‘I think’, then, but the continued
unity over time of ‘I think’ rules here.
If, therefore, the imaginative synthesis of reproduction is about recollecting or not-forgetting, the last stage of the triple synthesis revolves
around an even more essential not-forgetting. The former ensures the
not-forgetting of representations, the unity of apperception ensures the
not-forgetting of myself and my synthesizing my representations as my
representations – as one whole. Understanding as a whole is according
to Kant ultimately dependent on this synthetic unifying of different
moments of consciousness (the unity of ‘I think’).
Finally, if the unity of the triple synthesis is a conceptual unity of
recognition grounded in apperception, then the form of that synthetic
unity is provided by the twelve pure, a priori concepts or categories of
the understanding (van de Vall 1994: 280).10 Given the complexity of
these categories, I will here suffice to state that they constitute the rules
or “grammar” of the actual use of concepts and though not dependent
on “particular experience”, they still “occur in all cognition of
experience, where they as it were constitute the [elementary] form of

9In

the Critique Kant specifically states that “the synthetic unity of apperception [is] the
highest point, to which all use of the understanding…must be attached [or: affixed,
heften], indeed, this power [i.e. the synthetic unity of apperception, the unity of ‘I
think’] is understanding itself” (Kant 1990: B134, 143a).
10As is well-known, Kant devised a so called table of categories corresponding to the
basic acts, or functions of unity, of judgement. These are the categories, firstly, of
quantity (unity, plurality, totality), secondly, of quality (reality, negation, limitation),
thirdly, of relation (inherence and subsistence, causality and dependence,
community), and, fourthly, of modality (possibility-impossibility, existence-non-existence,
necessity-contingency). Schopenhauer, incidentally, proposed to “throw eleven of the
categories out of the window” and just stick to the category of causality
(Schopenhauer 1990: 605).
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connexion” of representations (Kant [1783] 1994: 85).11 This form can
likewise be traced to the unity of different moments of consciousness in
apperception.
For as van Eekert observes, the twelve pure concepts or categories
supplying the form of the synthetic unity produced in recognition are
“just as many modes of the thinking or experiencing of objects by [the]
pure I” of ‘I think’ (van Eekert 1994: 43, my translation). Or, says Deleuze,
the categories are “representations of the unity of consciousness and, as
such, predicates of the object in general” to which I relate a
represented manifold (Deleuze 1995: 16). Which means nothing more or
less than that the synthetic unity of apperception which grounds and
makes possible the conceptual unity of recognition is “disposed” or
“distributed according to the categories” (Caygill 1999: 83). The
categories, which formalise the unity of representations, thus operate
only by the grace of the unity of ‘I think’: the unity they express in a
concept is, in the end, expressive of this ‘higher’ unity.
It could, for that matter, be added to this that the operations of
reason effectuate a fourth stage in the Kantian synthesis. For what
reason (strictly speaking with a capital R) can do as a supersensible
faculty is to carry the categorical unity informed by the unity of ‘I think’
“up to the completely unconditioned [Schlechthinunbedingten]” (Kant
1990: B383, 359). This unconditioned unity differs from the categorical or
conceptual unity in that it can never be legitimately applied to
sensibility: i.e. it transgresses the limitations of possible experience –
experience being ultimately the net result of the triple synthesis –
because there is no experience which is not conditioned by the pure
forms of time and space and the unity of apperception. As such, we
have seen, reason can think ideas (such as infinity) that cannot become
objects of perception or cognition: these ideas are just ideas, and
nothing more than that. They cannot be materialized as an object, they
cannot be formed or visualized: they belong to the realm of the
noumenon.
To recapitulate: the triple synthesis comprises an intuitive synopsis of
apprehension grounded in the pure forms of time and space; an
11As

pure, a priori concepts; concepts that are not derived from experience but are
logically prior to it, these categories never directly apply to intuitions. They do so only by
mediation of a specific class of schemata, or rather through a schematic
correspondence between, on the one hand, one’s temporally ordered sensations and
representations in sensibility (receptivity) and, on the other hand, the purely logical
function and significance of the categories (activity). Unlike the figure-producing
schemata discussed above, these schemata do not bear on the sensible (mostly the
spatial, the graphic) but on the intellectual. Corresponding as they do to the
categories they can “be brought into no image whatsoever” (Kant 1990: A142; B181,
200). Yet they can be brought into agreement with the conditions of sensuous intuition
– especially, for Kant, with its most ‘universal’ condition, which is the condition of time.
For example, as Makkreel points out, the “category of causality…provides the rule for
recognizing a temporal order as a necessary order. This can be schematised…as a
progressive temporal sequence through which objects can be determinately related”
(Makkreel 1994: 30).
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imaginative synthesis of reproduction grounded in transcendental or
productive imagination (which may also be said to ground the synopses
and syntheses of sensibility as a whole); a conceptual unity of
recognition grounded in the transcendental unity of apperception. As I
have tried to show, the first cannot be successful without the second,
while the second is utterly in vain without the third. Or, to put it in reverse,
as the final stage of the triple synthesis the ‘I recognize’ is in a sense also
its first, most fundamental aspect that determines the other two.
Although of these three faculties of mind involved in the triple synthesis it
is above all imagination, and sensibility as whole, that plays a major role
in the Kantian sublime, I have included the workings of understanding as
well for the following reasons.
First, Kant’s triple synthesis, and especially the last, most decisive
stage of that synthesis, reveals a coherent, unified subject which (as a
logical function rather than a substantial being) comprises a selfconscious I that is “aware of itself as distinct from that which it is aware
of” (Crowther 1989: 16). As I have shown, Kant’s version of sublime
experience reinforces the wholeness of this subject (rather than causing
a subjective fragmentation), in what can be called a “radical selforientation” – a reassertion of one’s self-presence in, and even one’s
dominion over the world of nature – through an initial disorientation
(Fenves 1994: 74).
Secondly, and in relation to this, as a ‘Copernican revolution’,
Kant’s critical philosophy also presents something of a claustrophobic
revolution: in everything I see, hear, feel, touch, or do, I seem to be
doing something I have already done before on a transcendental level.
I apprehend, reproduce, and unify a world of appearances that I have
already made to fit my apprehensions, reproductions, and conceptions.
I am constantly dealing not with an outside world but with what I myself
have conditioned to be possible as an outside world. This may, in fact,
be why philosophy after Kant (and this emphatically includes our
present-day post-structuralist philosophies after the ‘linguistic turn’), is no
longer concerned with an experiencing of and thinking about a world
one encounters in everyday life, but only engaged in thinking conditions
of possibilities (or the impossibility of any such conditions) for any such
experiencing, thinking, or cognising. As such, this critical claustrophobia
will also help to account for the fact that Kant’s analytic of the sublime
revolves around a subject that is not experiencing nature but itself – i.e.
experiences in nature what it has (from within) itself already projected
onto it – and experiencing itself as being separated from and contrasted
to nature.
Thirdly, and lastly, the triple synthesis indicates how things ‘normally’
work in the Kantian world, that is, how sensibility and understanding are
‘normally’ supposed to operate and co-operate. Relations are strictly
defined here: imagination completes intuition, but also serves
understanding. It is only on this basis that the exceptionality of what I
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would call the Kantian sublime situation – in which imagination is
suddenly confronted with reason – can be fully appreciated.
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Appendix B
Dangerous Beauty

At least since Burke, but perhaps already since Addison, the ideas
of the sublime and beautiful have been binarily opposed: the former, in
the traditional view, refers to a feeling of pleasure mediated through a
displeasure, the latter refers to a feeling of pure pleasure alone. The
former presents a complex experience of two contradictory feelings, the
latter a simple experience of one pervasive feeling alone. For Burke,
moreover, the distinction between the sublime and beautiful is based on
the presumed fact that only the former is conversant about ideas of
pain and danger, constituting the specific feeling of displeasure relative
to it. However, I will show in the following, with a (critical) view to the
Enquiry, it is in fact not so easy to posit a strict demarcation-line between
the sublime and beautiful on this basis. As much as the sublime, beauty
can become a source of terror and danger, in so far as it can posit a
possibly lethal threat.
Recall, in this instance, the encumbrance of melancholia already
discussed in chapter 2, which Burke considers not just troublesome but in
fact dangerous: it undermines one’s vitality, one’s sense of being alive.
As such, interestingly enough, this encumbrance is directly connected to
the seemingly harmless, positive feeling of the beautiful. Thus, in so far as
melancholia connotes an almost deadly relaxation, an absence of
vigour or energy, Burke tightly connects it to the feeling aroused by
beautiful objects. It involves “that sinking, that melting, that languor,
which is the characteristical effect of the beautiful, as it regards every
sense. The passion excited by beauty is in fact nearer to a species of
melancholy, than to jollity and mirth” (Burke 1990: III, sect. XXV, 112). If
the sublime involves difficulty and activity, beauty involves ease and
idleness; if the sublime requires effort and tension, beauty grants repose
and drowsiness: “The head reclines something on one side, the eyelids
are more closed than usual, and the eyes roll gently with an inclination
to the object, the mouth is a little opened, and the breath drawn slowly,
with now and then a low sigh: the whole body is composed and the
hands fall idly to the sides.” (ibid.: IV, sect. XIX, 135). This is the Burkean
response to beauty, and he calls it the physical cause of love: a being
“softened, relaxed, enervated, dissolved, melted away by pleasure”
(ibid.: IV, sect. XIX, 136).
Love, in turn, is either ‘pure’ or ‘mixed’. This is a distinction which
Burke presents as being founded on two “sorts of societies”, but it is in
fact founded on a culturally construed, and highly politicised notion of
sexual difference (ibid.: I, sect. XVIII, 47). Thus, the first society is
the society of sex. The passion belonging to this is called love, and
it contains a mixture of lust; its object is the beauty of women. The
other society is the great society with man and all other animals.
The passion subservient to this is called likewise love, but it has no
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mixture of lust, and its object is beauty; which is a name I shall
apply to all such qualities in things as induce in us a sense of
affection and tenderness, or some other passion the most nearly
resembling these. The passion of love has its rise in positive
pleasure. (ibid.: I, sect. XVIII, 47)

The beauty of women is strictly the beauty of sex, and this is a beauty,
disturbingly enough, which builds on weakness, smoothness, delicacy,
and inferiority:1 “we submit to what we admire, but we love what submits
to us; in one case we are forced, in the other we are flattered into
compliance” (ibid.: III, sect. XIII, 103). Sublimity overpowers, beauty
entices and embodies subservience.
Now, although love for Burke generally builds on a positive
pleasure,2 he nevertheless allows that ‘mixed’ love can easily turn into a
feeling of pleasure and displeasure – or at least uneasiness – at the same
time. This, obviously, happens when the subject is deprived of the object
of its love/lust; that is, when an idea of the love/lust object “is excited in
the mind with an idea at the same time of having irretrievably lost it”
(ibid.: I, sect. XVIII, 47). Although Burke does not want to associate this
uneasiness with pain – the jilted lover is for him not consumed by pain,
but by the memory of something pleasant no longer present; by a
frustrated pursuit of enjoyment and gratification – it can nevertheless be
easily read as a privation: the lover is deprived of something vital, which
is to say, quite explicitly, the pleasures of orgasm (ibid.: I, sect. VIII, 37).
Again, Burke believes, or wants to believe, that such a privation affects
but little, if at all: he somewhat stubbornly and naïvely sticks to the
‘golden rule’, firstly, that gratification does not belong to selfpreservation (involving terror and pain) but to generation (involving
pleasure), secondly, that only the passions belonging to the former
affect the mind powerfully, and thirdly, that therefore even the loss of
gratification (not belonging to self-preservation) can never achieve a
powerful, but at best a troublesome, effect. Moreover, the implication is

1As

Burke remarks on delicacy: “I need here say little of the fair sex, where I believe the
point will be easily allowed for me. The beauty of women is considerably owing to their
weakness, or delicacy, and is even enhanced by their timidity, a quality of mind
analogous to it” (Burke 1990: III, sect. XVI, 106).
2Just as for Burke, positive pain has little to do with the diminution of pleasure, so
positive pleasure is of an independent nature and, as opposed to delight, does not
arise out of a suspension of pain. There is nothing disagreeable to positive pleasure,
while there is to delight. If, moreover, delight is the result of a suspended pain or terror,
and positive pleasure revolves around love, the former belong to self-preservation,
while the latter belongs to generation: “The passions belonging to the preservation of
the individual, turn wholly on pain and danger; those which belong to generation,
have their origin in gratifications and pleasures” (Burke 1990: I, sect. VIII, 37). Only the
passions belonging to self-preservation are, according to Burke, “the strongest of all the
passions” (ibid.: I, sect. XVIII,47). All the same, there is an obvious connection between
generation and preservation, as the former, to speak in Darwin’s terms, functions to
guarantee the preservation of the species.
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that the very absence or suspension of gratification is conducive to
rational conduct.
All the same, the privation of love or a beloved – which generally
involves more than a mere absence of gratification – intersects with the
privations of the sublime to the extent that it may well be conversant
about death, both literally and metaphorically. It has to do with sterility
(the absence of sexual gratification here also implying a lost prospect of
procreation), solitude (an absence of company), and emptiness (the
loss of a loved one, of hope, of an envisioned future). Burke is, for that
matter, well aware of love’s “violent” and “extraordinary effects” that
can sometimes even be “wrought up to madness” (Burke 1990: I, sect.
VIII, 38, 37). The loss can easily become an obsession, and this is where
love appears to be less about subservience than domination after all:
“When men have suffered their imaginations to be long affected with
any idea, it so wholly engrosses them as to shut out by degrees almost
every other, and to break down every partition of the mind which would
confine it” (ibid.: I, sect. VIII, 37).
The implication is one of complete surrender and mental confusion
– a surrender and confusion that is no less dramatic than the submission
and disorientation at stake in sublime experience, as it concerns sheer
madness. Adam Phillips has, in this respect, already pointed to “the
possibility of getting lost” in both the experience of the beautiful and
sublime (Phillips 1990: xxiii). Although beauty entices and sublimity
overwhelms, intoxication pervades both experiences, causing an
uncertainty or diffuseness which, as Phillips indicates, Burke describes
quite explicitly in one of his more erotic moments:3
Observe that part of a beautiful woman where she is perhaps the
most beautiful, about the neck and breasts; the smoothness; the
softness; the easy and insensible swell; the variety of the surface,
which is never for the smallest space the same; the deceitful
maze, through which the unsteady eye slides giddily, without
knowing where to fix, or whither it is carried. (Burke 1990: III, sect.
XV, 105)

This is a dizzy and unfocused, rather than a controlled looking; an
excited and open gaze which has no definite end, and which seems
guided by the object of perception instead of the perceiving subject.
Such lack of focus and self-control, as if connoting a helpless
engrossment, is also implied in Burke’s remark that “beauty demands no
3On

the basis of the Enquiry, however, I suggest that it is only the mixed, and not the
pure love, that is capable of such an intoxication or ravishment. Beauty, says Burke, is
smooth and relaxing, offering no resistance. Beauty only becomes overwhelming as a
beauty of sex, and the feeling of the beautiful only becomes “violent” as a mixture of
love and lust – as, for instance, in the pleasures of orgasm: “the pleasure most directly
belonging to [the purpose of gratification] is of a lively character, rapturous and
violent, and confessedly the highest pleasure of sense” (Burke 1990: I, sect. VIII, 47). This
is not quite a feeling close to melancholy, but rather to jollity and mirth.
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assistance from our reasoning; even the will is unconcerned” (ibid.: III,
sect. II, 84). Indeed, beautiful objects are endowed with such powers
and properties that seize “upon the senses and the imagination, [and]
captivate the soul before the understanding is ready either to join with
them or to oppose them” (ibid.: III, sect. VII, 97). Like the sublime, beauty
is an ‘outlaw’ of “rational enquiry. Both are coercive, irresistible, and a
species of seduction” (Phillips 1990: xxiii). Both come ‘before’ reasoning
and both tend to transport. Just as love/lust can turn into an obsession
haunting and controlling the subject, so the sublime feeling involves a
mental suspension or astonishment whereby
the mind is so entirely filled with its object, that it cannot
entertain any other, nor by consequence reason on that object
which employs it. Hence arises the great power of the sublime,
that far from being produced by them, it anticipates our
reasonings, and hurries us on as by an irresistible force. (Burke
1990: II, sect. I, 53)

A neat distinction between the sublime and beautiful is, therefore,
not all that easily made – apart from some general distinctions such as
terror, ruggedness, and greatness being assigned to the former, and
love, smoothness, and smallness being assigned to the latter. In fact, the
ecstatic pleasure of sexual orgasm associated with love/lust is an
adequate example of Burkean sublime delight: tension built up in a
considerable effort and subsequently released in relaxation or
ejaculation.
As an obsession, moreover, love/lust can prove to be less easily
resolved than the more incidental, though violent, transports of the
sublime. That is to say, as we have seen, if the feeling of the beautiful is
nearer to a melting melancholy than to mirth, the giddiness of love/lust is
not just indicative of a soft and easy relaxation, but also of a selfdiffusing, uncontrolled fixation and a heavy, possibly
incurable
dejection (an obsession with loss, a denial of desire). Seen in this light, it
could be hypothetically proposed that the Burkean beautiful object of
sex can be just as much an object of fear as, say, sublime ideas of death
or destruction: it paralyses the male-connoted subject in either a
consuming desire, a being lost, or in a desire denied, a vital pleasure lost,
which causes an emptiness and inability to enjoy that is central to
Burke’s dangerous, life-negating encumbrance of boredom.
Experiencing beauty, as traditional Western views have it, can be
deadly, experiencing the sublime is just a toying with death. Not
coincidentally, and as Suzanne Guerlac (1990) has admirably shown in
her studies on the grotesque and the sublime, such associations
between danger, terror, death, and beauty will be of topical concern
over half a century later in the writings of Edgar Allen Poe, or the (prose)
poems of Charles Baudelaire, where, indeed, the elevating experience
of the sublime is translated into a crushing, sensual experience of terrible
beauty.
317
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SUMMARY IN DUTCH
Sinds de laat-zeventiende eeuw is het idee van het sublieme in de Westerse
cultuur verbonden geweest met een ervaring van stomme verwondering, huiver en
verheffing in het aangezicht van de onmetelijke en de overweldigende natuur:
eindeloze woestijnen, ijsvlaktes en oceanen, bergen, ravijnen, vulkanen, stormen,
aardbevingen – alles waardoor men zich plotseling klein, kwetsbaar en onbeduidend
voelde, maar waardoor men tegelijkertijd toch ook werd aangetrokken, gefascineerd
en geïnspireerd. Als zodanig werd de sublieme ervaring gekenmerkt door een
dubbelzinnigheid die het zou gaan onderscheiden van de ervaring van het schone in
de achttiende en negentiende-eeuwse kritische theorie en esthetica: een ervaring
van lust en onlust, van frustratie en verrukking, of angst en fascinatie,
tegelijkertijd.
Met de herleefde interesse voor het sublieme in de laatste twee decennia van
de twintigste eeuw is deze paradoxale ervaring in recente studies al vele malen
beschreven en doordacht vanuit historisch en theoretisch perspectief. Niet alleen
het sublieme als natuurbeleving maar ook de verschuiving van het sublieme naar
het gebied van de schilderkunst en literatuur in de achttiende eeuw – traditioneel al
ingegeven door de bijzondere plaats van de sublieme of verheven stijl in de klassieke
retorica – stond hierbij centraal. Twee zaken bleven echter buiten beschouwing. Ten
eerste was dat de muziek die – in tegenstelling tot de literatuur, architectuur en
schilderkunst – nooit echt betrokken werd in het hedendaagse debat over het
sublieme. Ten tweede was dat de aard van de sublieme ervaring als een paradoxaal
samengaan van lust en onlust. In navolging van de invloedrijke studie die Samuel
Holt Monk (1960) over het sublieme maakte (en die goeddeels geïnspireerd was op
de sublieme ervaring zoals die door Immanuel Kant in zijn Kritik der Urteilskraft
(1790) werd geanalyseerd), hebben hedendaagse critici en theoretici de structuur
van de sublieme ervaring gerepresenteerd als een structuur van opeenvolging: als
een gevoel van lust (behagen) dat wordt bemiddeld door een gevoel van onlust
(onbehagen), of een gevoel van onlust dat wordt opgeheven in een gevoel van lust, in
plaats van een in elkaar grijpen van de twee.
Door deze twee zaken als uitgangspunt te nemen van mijn onderzoek heb ik,
ten eerste, de muziek voor het voetlicht van het sublieme willen plaatsen en, ten
tweede, een bijdrage willen leveren aan de hedendaagse filosofische discussie over
de sublieme ervaring. Meer in het bijzonder heb ik de onderlinge wisselwerking
tussen het idee van het sublieme en het idee van het muzikale geanalyseerd vanuit
een historisch en theoretisch perspectief. Hierbij heb ik – binnen de grenzen van
deze wisselwerking – de structuur van de sublieme ervaring herlezen als een
aporetische structuur van gelijktijdigheid, onbeslistheid en onoplosbaarheid. Op
deze manier heb ik de esthetica van het sublieme, die nu normatief gedacht wordt
als een esthetica van verheffing (Immanuel Kant) of als een esthetica van
verheviging (Edmund Burke), proberen te doordenken als een esthetica van
onbepaaldheid of onbestemdheid.
Binnen deze algemene doelstelling heb ik mijn betoog gestructureerd rond de
volgende drie vraagstellingen. Ten eerste, en op het meest basale niveau, heb ik
aangegeven hoe de achttiende en negentiende-eeuwse cultus van het sublieme heeft
doorgewerkt in de eigentijdse muziekcultuur, zowel wat betreft compositie,
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uitvoeringspraktijk als kritiek. Dit heeft onder meer betrekking op het volgende: de
receptie en uitvoering van Haydn en Handel in Groot-Brittannië, de monumentale
muziekpraktijken ten tijde van de Terreur in Frankrijk, de canonisering van
Beethoven – en meer in het algemeen de canonisering van de symfonie – in de
vroege negentiende eeuw via het discours van het sublieme, of de
grensoverschrijdingen op het gebied van vorm, klank en uitvoering in de
Romantische muziek (Chopin, Paganini, Liszt, Berlioz).
Ten tweede heb ik aangetoond hoe achttiende en negentiende-eeuwse noties
van instrumentale muziek de mogelijkheidsvoorwaarden van een artistiek of
kunstmatig sublieme hebben (mede) bepaald. Hoe, dat wil zeggen, de semantische
en visuele onbepaaldheid die werd toegeschreven aan eigentijdse instrumentale
muziek in de Britse kritische theorie en Duitse filosofie als een leidraad ging
functioneren voor evocaties van het sublieme in de literatuur en schilderkunst. En
hoe, in relatie hiermee, de sublieme ervaring als een primair auditieve ervaring werd
gerepresenteerd. In de postmoderne theorievorming rond het idee van het sublieme
blijft een spoor van deze speciale band tussen het sublieme en het muzikale
bestaan. De Franse filosoof Jean-François Lyotard, bijvoorbeeld, stelt het sublieme
moment voor als een auditief moment dat zich alleen in een sfeer van radicale
onbepaaldheid kan voordoen: de aankondiging van het sublieme in de kunst – of dit
nu de schilderkunst of de muziek is – representeert hij als een klank of akkoord dat
plotseling oprijst uit de stilte, uit het niets, uit een onverwachte openheid. Als een
ervaring van het andere – van dat wat men niet kan anticiperen, calculeren of
voorprogrammeren – is de ervaring van het sublieme bij Lyotard in eerste instantie
een ervaring van het luisteren, een ervaring van het oor.
Uitgaande van deze wisselwerking tussen het sublieme en het muzikale in de
Westerse esthetica heb ik, ten derde, het idee van onbepaaldheid of onbestemdheid
als bepalend gedacht voor de sublieme ervaring. Enerzijds heb ik dit gedaan aan de
hand van achttiende en negentiende-eeuwse theorieën die onderbelicht zijn
gebleven in het tegenwoordige debat. Anderzijds heb ik dit gedaan op basis van een
theoretische analyse in relatie tot zowel Romantische als eigentijdse muziek. Ik heb
hierbij de sublieme ervaring geformuleerd als een ervaring die wordt gekenmerkt
door een interne tegenstrijdigheid, die niet (dialectisch) kan worden opgelost of
opgeheven: een ervaring zonder uitkomst of afsluiting. Anders dan de normatieve
kantiaanse ervaring van het Erhabene ontbeert deze ‘alternatieve’ sublieme ervaring
een overgang van onlust naar lust, van frustratie naar verheffing, of van angst naar
verrukking. Daarentegen blijft het juist verstrikt in haar eigen interne dualiteit.
Lust en onlust zijn hier niet binair tegenover elkaar gedacht als twee onafhankelijke
‘principes’, maar als schijnbaar conflicterende intensiteiten die altijd al in elkaar
zijn ingeschreven. Juist door deze verstrengeling kan een overgang van de een naar
de ander, een oplossing van de een in de ander, niet worden gearticuleerd in een
gevoeld moment van verheffing of ontlading. Het is mijns inziens vooral op deze
manier dat het sublieme als een kritisch begrip van betekenis kan blijven in de
hedendaagse kunsttheorie en cultuurfilosofie.
Op basis van deze drie vraagstellingen – te weten: de doorwerking van de
cultus van het sublieme in de achttiende en negentiende-eeuwse muziekpraktijk, de
onderlinge wisselwerking tussen de esthetica van het sublieme en de esthetica van
de instrumentale muziek en de mogelijkheid van een ‘alternatieve’ sublieme ervaring
– heb ik de dissertatie als volgt ingedeeld. In hoofdstuk 1 (Sublimation) biedt ik een
kritische blik op Immanuel Kants analyse van de sublieme ervaring. Hierbij laat ik
zien dat Kant het interne conflict van de sublieme ervaring – de ervaring van het
Erhabene – als volgt harmoniseert. Ten eerste heeft de ervaring van het sublieme
volgens hem altijd het karakter van een esthetisch oordeel. Het esthetisch oordeel,
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weer, heeft niet betrekking op een object maar op de gevoelde, harmonieuze relatie
tussen twee mentale faculteiten van het subject. Het harmonieuze karakter van
deze relatie laat het uiteindelijk niet toe de sublieme ervaring als een onoplosbaar
conflict te denken. Ten tweede structureert Kant de sublieme ervaring langs de
lijnen van een aristoteliaans plot: uiteenzetting-crisis/climax-oplossing. Zo krijgt
deze ervaring hetzelfde narratieve verloop als een sprookje of een mythe: de held
komt vanuit een positie van relatieve rust, veiligheid of zekerheid in een crisis
terecht, overwint deze en versterkt of bevestigt zijn positie uiteindelijk in een
probleemoplossend moment van afsluiting. Meer specifiek kan het kantiaanse
subject in de sublieme ervaring zich juist door – en niet dankzij – een tussentijds
gevoel van frustratie of angst op geruststellende wijze bevestigen als een autonoom
subject. Niet zozeer een ervaring van de grootse of bedreigende natuur, als een
zelfbevestigende ervaring in tegenstelling tot deze natuur – dat wil zeggen, een
ervaring van de eigen autonomie – is het kantiaanse sublieme gericht op een
afsluiting van spanning in de bewustwording van de eigen verhevenheid of
onaantastbaarheid.
Een mogelijk alternatief hiervoor zou, volgens Lyotard (1994) en ook Renée
van de Vall (1994) kunnen worden gezocht in de kantiaanse notie van de
esthetische idee. Binnen een strikt kantiaanse context zou dit alternatief echter niet
goed denkbaar zijn. Voor zover de esthetische idee neerkomt op het idee van
suggestie, is dit echter wel denkbaar binnen de context van achttiende-eeuwse
Britse theorieën van het sublieme die destijds van grote invloed zijn geweest op de
Duitse esthetica. Als de esthetische idee draait om een voorstelling die (te)veel te
denken geeft maar nooit in een bepaald begrip kan worden samengevat, dan wordt
deze onbepaaldheid al centraal gesteld in het werk van Edmund Burke, James
Beattie en James Usher over het sublieme.
In hoofdstuk 2 (Indeterminacy) worden deze theorieën dan ook nader
onderzocht. Het hoofdstuk opent met een min of meer conventionele analyse van
het zogenaamde existentiële sublieme volgens Edmund Burke: een angstige, maar
ook intensiverende ervaring van de eigen sterfelijkheid. Ik laat hierbij zien hoe het
idee van onbepaaldheid en ondoorzichtigheid een centrale rol speelt in Burkes notie
van de sublieme ervaring. De laatste wordt gevoed door een doodsangst die alleen
kan ontstaan in een sfeer van radicale onzekerheid: wanneer men niets meer kan
zien, voorzien of overzien. Wil men het sublieme in de kunst evoceren, zo impliceert
Burke, dan moet deze onzekerheid vertaald worden naar een visuele en semantische
onbepaaldheid. Dit komt in wezen neer op een anti-pictorialistische poëtica, waarbij
blindheid en duisternis de toon zetten. Als het radicaal andere kan het sublieme
niet zichtbaar gemaakt worden door middel van beelden, maar kan het alleen door
middel van woorden gesuggereerd worden.
Meer in het bijzonder komt deze fascinatie voor het suggestieve neer op een
fascinatie voor een gefragmenteerde of ‘incomplete’ manier van representeren die –
zoals Kevin Barry (1987) heeft laten zien – goeddeels terug te voeren is op
achttiende-eeuwse speculaties over het ‘lege’ of ‘open’ teken van eigentijdse
instrumentale muziek. Kort en goed komt het hier op neer dat het denken over
instrumentale muziek het denken over taal in de achttiende-eeuwse Britse kritische
theorie niet weinig heeft beïnvloed. Het ‘volle’ talige teken werd her-dacht in termen
van het ‘open’ teken toegeschreven aan instrumentale muziek. Opvallend hierbij is
dat theoretici van het sublieme zoals Burke en James Beattie taal als het medium
van het sublieme poneerden voor zover het de eigenschappen bezat die werden
toegedicht aan het ‘open’ muzikale teken.
Echter, waar onbepaaldheid juist een positieve bijklank heeft in het denken
over muziek (Thomas Twining) – waarbij vooral de vreugde van een oneindige
interpretatie, van een vrije verbeeldingskracht, wordt benadrukt – daar lijkt het bij
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Burke in eerste instantie alleen het verpletterende effect van de terror te
bewerkstelligen. In Burkes minder bekende analyse van het idee van het
(kunstmatig) oneindige, daarentegen, krijgt onbepaaldheid een rijkere en meer
ambigue betekenis. In tegenstelling tot het existentiële sublieme hoeft
onbepaaldheid of ondoorzichtigheid hier niet te worden opgeheven om een negatief
geconnoteerd moment van spanning om te zetten in een positief geconnoteerd
moment van ontlading. Lust en onlust spelen hier juist steeds in elkaar over zonder
een duidelijk moment van overgang waarin de laatste opgaat in de eerste. Beiden
hebben betrekking op een onbepaaldheid – letterlijk de afwezigheid van een grens of
bepaling – die tegelijkertijd een spanning en een eindeloos uitstel van spanning
impliceert. Op deze manier lijken lust en onlust in Burkes ervaring van het
oneindige elkaar niet zozeer af te wisselen als wel te veronderstellen en te
versterken: hier ontbreekt een moment van overgang en afsluiting en kan de
sublieme ervaring beschreven worden als een gevoel dat vastzit in haar eigen,
interne tegenstrijdigheid.
In James Ushers herlezing van het sublieme kan eenzelfde tegenstrijdigheid
en onoplosbaarheid worden vastgesteld. Hij stelt dat het idee van het sublieme niet
zozeer ondoorzichtig als leeg of open is en dat deze openheid tegelijkertijd een
pijnlijk gevoel van gebrek en een vreugdevol gevoel van opschorting of suspensie
oproept: de ervaring van het sublieme is de ervaring van een ‘mighty unknown
want’, een naamloos verlangen. Hierbij loopt de vreugde van een eindeloos hopen en
anticiperen – de vreugde van een voortdurende onbepaaldheid – over, en raakt het
zelfs verstrikt, in de pijn van een eindeloze frustratie. Ook hier weer is het sublieme
gevoel een onopgelost gevoel dat blijft aarzelen of oscilleren in haar eigen interne
gespletenheid.
Als een eindeloos en doelloos verlangen, anticipeert deze usheriaanse
sublieme ervaring niet alleen de eigenaardigheden van het Romantische verlangen.
Ook onderstreept het de speciale relatie tussen het sublieme en de instrumentale
muziek in de achttiende-eeuwse Britse kritische theorie. Instrumentale muziek is,
voor Usher, het equivalent van het lege of – zoals Usher het ook noemt –
voortvluchtige object van het sublieme. Het prikkelt de verbeeldingskracht maar
laat zich niet toe-eigenen als een object van kennis. Ver en nabij tegelijkertijd (zoals
de Duitse Romantici muziek doorgaans zouden aanduiden) kan het hooguit
geïntimeerd worden.
Onlosmakelijk verbonden met het idee van het muzikale in de Britse kritische
theorie laat het idee van onbepaaldheid aldus een alternatieve sublieme ervaring
denken: een ervaring die zelf de onbepaaldheid of onopgelostheid aanneemt die
geassocieerd wordt met het idee van het sublieme. Toch, zo laat ik zien in
hoofdstuk 3 (Might), staat een dergelijke ervaring als een specifiek muzikale
ervaring van het sublieme nog ver af van achttiende-eeuwse praktijken van het
muzikaal sublieme. Enerzijds wordt hier de wisselwerking tussen het sublieme en
de muziek bevestigd via het idee van de pathos. Anderzijds blijkt dat deze pathos
betrekking heeft op het sublieme in haar meer traditionele connotaties: verheffing,
verschrikking, verheviging.
Ik laat dit zien aan de hand van de receptie en uitvoeringspraktijken van het
werk van Haydn en Handel in het achttiende-eeuwse Groot-Brittannië en de wijze
waarop het muzikaal sublieme tijdens de Franse Terreur in dienst werd gesteld van
het monumentale. Nog ver voor Wagner ziet men hier de geboorte van muziek als
een massamedium, waarbij het discours van het sublieme als een discours van
vervoering en betovering genoeg mogelijkheden bood voor totalitaire manipulaties.
Ten tweede laat ik zien hoe het discours van het sublieme in de Duitse
esthetica heeft bijgedragen aan de canonisering van instrumentale muziek in het
algemeen en de symfonie in het bijzonder. De receptie van Beethoven in de late
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achttiende en vroege negentiende eeuw is hiervoor illustratief: in de teksten van
bijvoorbeeld E.T.A. Hoffmann en Christian Friedrich Michaelis werd zijn muziek
geconstrueerd in termen van het sublieme – in termen van het heroïsche,
eigenzinnige en overweldigende, maar tegelijkertijd ook in termen van het
verwonderlijke en onbepaalbare. De categorie van het sublieme functioneerde
hierbij niet alleen als een legitimatie voor ‘het andere’ in de kunst (dat Beethoven’s
muziek zou belichamen), maar vooral ook als een legitimatie van de instrumentale
muziek als een onafhankelijke kunst.
In hoofdstuk 4 (Desire) laat ik zien hoe dit discours van het sublieme, ten
eerste, doorwerkt in de vroeg Romantische, Duitse muziekkritiek en filosofie en, ten
tweede, herschreven wordt als een discours van de Sehnsucht: een eindeloos
verlangen – een zucht naar en lijden aan verlangen – dat haar eigen oplossing
consequent ondermijnt. Zoals de usheriaanse ‘mighty unknown want’ is dit een
verlangen dat, in de woorden van Jean Paul, op zoek is naar een object. Het beweegt
zich in een dubbelspel van eindeloos uitstel (een lust van suspensie, van een altijdopen ruimte) en onrustig zoeken (een onlust van frustratie, van een onoplosbaar
gebrek) tegelijkertijd: in een aarzelen tussen spanning en spanningloosheid dat niet
zozeer een tegenstelling als wel een in elkaar werken van de twee behelst. Zoals in –
wat Thomas Weiskel (1976) heeft genoemd – het liminaal sublieme, draait het bij de
Sehnsucht om een (voortdurend) aarzelen aan de rand van een grens: om het
ervaren van een eindeloos moment van ‘nog niet’, een rekkend moment van het nog
niet gegevene.
Ook al heeft deze Sehnsucht weinig van doen met de esthetica van het
sublieme als een esthetica van de schok, toch, zo toon ik aan, is het onlosmakelijk
verbonden met de esthetica van het sublieme als een esthetica van het oneindige en
onbepaalbare. Het ‘open‘ teken van de instrumentale muziek speelt hierbij een
belangrijke rol. Enerzijds wordt het idee van oneindigheid ingeschreven in
eigentijdse instrumentale muziek als een semantische onbepaaldheid, als een idee
van oneindige interpretatie. Anderzijds wordt deze aldus ingeschreven
onbepaaldheid tot een ‘methode’ verheven voor de literatuur en schilderkunst. Op
deze manier lijkt het alsof – binnen de Romantische esthetica – het sublieme (als
een belichaming van het onbepaalde en onpresenteerbare) al aan het werk is in de
instrumentale muziek, terwijl de andere kunsten ‘muzikale’ eigenschappen moeten
aannemen om het sublieme te evoceren.
In hoofdstuk 5, (Un)forgetfulness, laat ik zien hoe deze gedachte inderdaad
bevestigd wordt in de negentiende-eeuwse Duitse esthetica. In het werk van
Schopenhauer, Wagner en Nietzsche – maar nog het meest uitgesproken in het werk
van Wagner – wordt betoogd dat de muziek ‘in wezen’ geen kunst van het schone
maar het sublieme is. Het schone wordt hier geassocieerd met vorm en
zichtbaarheid, het sublieme met vormeloosheid en onzichtbaarheid. De eerste zou
alleen betrekking hebben op de schilderkunst, architectuur en beeldhouwkunst, de
laatste alleen op de muziek. Sterker nog, voor Wagner en Nietzsche komt de muziek
pas tot ‘zichzelf’ in de regelloosheid en mateloosheid die zij met het sublieme
associëren. Meer in het bijzonder – en geïnspireerd op een zijdelingse opmerking
van Schopenhauer – stellen zij dat muziek een oneigenlijke, ‘architectonische’
dominantie van zich af moet werpen om een absolute muziek te worden: een muziek
die niet bepaald wordt door een ritmische symmetrie of over-zichtelijk-heid welke
analoog zou zijn aan een architectonische symmetrie, maar juist on-bepaald blijft in
een zwevende ruimte van klankkleuren en oneindige melodieën. Ik illustreer dit op
basis van de Prelude van Tristan en Isolde.
Voor zover het sublieme op deze manier als een ‘host’ van de (‘absolute’)
muziek wordt gedacht, blijft de sublieme ervaring bij Wagner toch vooral de
traditionele ervaring van betovering en zelfverheffing: een momentaan verlaten of
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wegvallen van de zintuiglijk-gebonden werkelijkheid in een vacuüm van tijdloosheid
en vergetelheid. Wagner beroept zich in dit verband op Schopenhauer, maar ik toon
aan dat de zaken bij Schopenhauer aanzienlijk minder eenvoudig liggen. Want wat
Schopenhauer betoogt is dat zo’n ervaring van complete en min of meer
probleemloze vergetelheid juist een kenmerk van de bevrijdende ervaring van het
schone is. In de ervaring van het sublieme, daarentegen, gaat een momentane
vergetelheid paradoxaal genoeg gepaard met een constante en pijnlijke herinnering
aan een allesomvattende en destructieve Wil waarvan het subject zich niet geheel
kan bevrijden. Dit is een gespleten en onoplosbare ervaring die juist van de
onmogelijkheid van een (volledige) verheffing getuigt.
Hetzelfde geldt voor Nietzsche, die de sublieme ervaring relateert aan een
bewustzijnsvernauwende ervaring van Rausch. Dit is een ‘gemiste’ ervaring voor
zover het subject deze ervaring niet kan beheersen, verwerken, of vasthouden – een
ervaring die letterlijk voorbij-gaat, of beter nog, zich doorheen het subject beweegt.
Zoals bij Schopenhauer is de sublieme ervaring in deze context niet bepaald door
een narratieve structuur van opeenvolging en verheffing, maar door een aporetische
structuur van gelijktijdigheid en onbeslistheid. Enerzijds is hier sprake van een
vreugdevolle eenwording met een levens-bevestigende en levens-bestendigende
kracht van de Wil. Dit wordt echter tegelijkertijd doorkruist door een pijnlijke
herkenning van de evenzo destructieve tendens van die Wil. Onlust wordt hier niet
opgeheven in lust, de twee werken juist constant in elkaar door in een ‘gemiste’
ervaring die niet zozeer wordt afgesloten (en zo overwonnen) als wel onherroepelijk
verloren is.
In hoofdstuk 6, Excess, beschrijf ik hoe het denken over het muzikaal
sublieme in de lijn Schopenhauer-Wagner-Nietzsche wordt voortgezet in het werk
van – de nu nagenoeg onbekende – Arthur Seidl. In een dissertatie over het
muzikaal sublieme uit 1887 die als tegenhanger moest dienen voor het traktaat over
het muzikaal schone van Eduard Hanslick, betoogt Seidl dat het sublieme steeds al
ingeschreven is in het muzikale. Zoals bij Wagner en Nietzsche wordt het schone
hier in termen van de schone, zichtbare vorm gedacht en daarom zou het voor Seidl
geen betrekking op (eigentijdse) muziek kunnen hebben. Muziek, als ‘absolute’
muziek, kan alleen gedacht worden in termen van regelloosheid, mateloosheid en
onzichtbaarheid: in termen van het sublieme.
Zoals bij Wagner, echter, blijft de sublieme ervaring bij Seidl een ervaring van
(zelf)verheffing: een ervaring volgens kantiaans model met een narratieve structuur
van opeenvolging. Het is dan ook niet de mogelijkheid van een alternatieve sublieme
ervaring die in dit hoofdstuk centraal staat. Vergelijkbaar met hoofdstuk 3 stel ik
hier de vraag of en hoe het idee van het sublieme doordacht kan worden in de
negentiende-eeuwse muzikale praktijk. Ik doe dit aan de hand van het concept
Formwidrigkeit dat Seidl introduceert m.b.t. het kunstmatig sublieme. Letterlijk
vertaald zou dit een vorm-tegenstrijdigheid zijn, een vorm die in tegenspraak is met
zichzelf. Een vorm die zichzelf ondermijnt en zo het vormeloze te denken geeft. Seidl
beperkt deze Formwidrigkeit tot een (kantiaanse) bovenzintuiglijke idee, maar ik laat
zien hoe deze Formwidrigkeit juist op andere, zintuiglijke manieren gedacht kan
worden in relatie tot de Romantische muziek en muzikale uitvoering. Als,
achtereenvolgens, de materie van de klank die door de muzikale vorm heen breekt,
als een fysiek ‘teveel’ dat letterlijk niet gegrepen kan worden in de uitvoering van
muziek, of als iets on-gehoords dat door bestaande regels van muzikale vorm heen
breekt – de schok van het andere en angstaanjagende (Ungeheuere en Unheimliche),
maar ook de schok van het nieuwe.
In hoofdstuk 7 (Materiality) laat ik zien hoe deze schok van het nieuwe in
postmoderne herlezingen van het sublieme is verwerkt: herlezingen die, met name
door de problematisering van het idee van het bovenzintuiglijke, een alternatief
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bieden voor de kantiaanse sublieme ervaring. Aan de hand van Lyotard en Van de
Vall onderzoek ik, ten eerste, of en hoe deze postmoderne bewerkingen van het
sublieme betrekking zouden kunnen hebben op eigentijdse muziek en, ten tweede,
of ze bruikbaar kunnen zijn om de sublieme ervaring als een aporetische,
onoplosbare ervaring te denken.
Voor wat betreft het eerste laat ik zien hoe in Lyotards essays over het
sublieme en de avant-garde de ervaring van het sublieme als een auditieve ervaring
wordt gerepresenteerd. Verrassend genoeg blijkt Lyotards verhandeling over de
avant-garde en de grensoverschrijdende esthetica van het sublieme naadloos aan te
sluiten op Clement Greenberg’s formalistische genealogie van de avant-garde uit de
‘geest’ van de muziek. Daarnaast biedt Lyotards idee van het postmoderne sublieme
als het sublieme van de materie, van het hier en nu, mogelijkheden te over om een
verband te leggen met de Amerikaanse experimentele muziek van John Cage en
Morton Feldman. In beide gevallen staat centraal de materie van de klank, de
‘gebeurtenis’ van de klank ‘als zodanig’, maar vooral ook een openheid of
onbepaaldheid die ruimte laat voor de aankondiging van het andere en
onvoorspelbare. Het maken/uitvoeren van muziek verloopt hier niet volgens vooraf
gestelde regels, maar volgens het idee van de in-val.
Op deze manier speelt onbepaaldheid ook weer een centrale rol in het
postmoderne sublieme: niet zozeer, of niet alleen, als een semantische
onbepaaldheid, maar meer als een leegmaken van de geest, een suspensie of
passibiliteit, waarin iets, het nog niet gegevene of gedachte, kan gebeuren – of niet.
Het postmoderne sublieme draait zo niet zozeer om een geest die tijdelijk verlamd
wordt door schok of frustratie, maar om een geest die zichzelf (gewillig) ‘opschort’
om het onbekende te verwelkomen.
Als een grenservaring die betrekking heeft op het zintuiglijke, in plaats van
het bovenzintuiglijke, is deze postmoderne sublieme ervaring door Van de Vall
herschreven als een creatieve ervaring. Ik laat zien hoe dit in meerdere opzichten
een interessante en aannemelijke herschrijving is. Toch kan het niet helemaal
dienen als een alternatief voor de traditionele kantiaanse sublieme ervaring.
Inderdaad, de sublieme ervaring als creatieve ervaring – die als zodanig ook
beschreven werd door John Dennis in de laat-zeventiende eeuw op basis van de
tekst van de pseudo-Longinus – biedt weinig ruimte voor een kantiaanse verheffing
als de herkenning van een bovenzintuiglijke bestemming. Maar evengoed blijkt dat
deze ervaring gevat is in precies dezelfde structuur als het kantiaanse sublieme:
transcendentie wordt hier ingewisseld voor immanentie, maar de sublieme ervaring
blijft verlopen volgens een drieledig proces, dat zich van oriëntatie naar disoriëntatie
naar heroriëntatie beweegt.
Als alternatief wend ik mij dan naar Lyotard’s notie van de différend. Deze
notie verwijst naar een onoplosbaar conflict, een conflict dat niet door een derde
partij gemedieerd kan worden, omdat iedere oplossing een onrechtvaardigheid zou
impliceren. Denk in dit geval bijvoorbeeld aan iemand die in het buitenland een
baan heeft aangeboden gekregen, maar die baan pas krijgt wanneer zij een
verblijfsvergunning heeft. Echter, voordat zij die verblijfsvergunning kan krijgen,
moet zij een baan hebben. Of denk, zoals Lyotard zelf doet, aan de schandalige
claim van de revisionistische historici dat de gaskamers van de Holocaust pas
‘bewezen’ kunnen worden wanneer een ooggetuige uit de gaskamers daarvan verslag
heeft gedaan. Omdat uiteraard alle ooggetuigen vermoord zijn, kan een dergelijk
‘bewijs’ nooit gegeven worden.
Lyotard zelf past dit idee van een différend ook toe op het kantiaanse
sublieme, waarbij hij wijst op het onoplosbare conflict tussen de verbeeldingskracht
(zintuiglijkheid) en de rede (bovenzintuiglijkheid). Ik ben het niet eens met deze
toepassing, omdat mijns inziens de kantiaanse sublieme ervaring uiteindelijk een
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subjectief doelmatige – en als zodanig harmonieuze – ervaring is. Toch kan de notie
van de différend operatief zijn om een alternatieve sublieme ervaring te denken als
de ervaring van een onherleidbaar verschil. Zo zou de ‘inbreuk’ of ‘doorbraak’ van
het sublieme gerepresenteerd kunnen worden als een gevoelde, onoverbrugbare
breuk tussen twee momenten, posities, of affecten. Twee affecten – bijvoorbeeld
hoop en wanhoop, lust en onlust – staan naast elkaar zonder geïntegreerd te
kunnen worden tot een eenduidige, harmonieuze ervaring. Het is dan het gevoelde
besef van een breuk die niet geheeld kan worden, dat het gevoel van het sublieme
typeert.
Naar mijn mening, echter, gaat het bij de sublieme ervaring niet alleen om
een onoplosbare breuk. Zoals ik heb laten zien in relatie tot Burke, Usher,
Schopenhauer en Nietzsche, heeft de onoplosbaarheid van het sublieme gevoel niet
alleen te maken met een onherleidbaar verschil. Eerder verwijst het naar twee
ogenschijnlijk tegengestelde intensiteiten van lust en onlust die altijd al in elkaar
aan het werk zijn, in elkaar zijn ingeschreven: naar een conflict dat verstrikt raakt
in haar eigen tegenstrijdigheid. Het gaat hier niet om een breuk, maar om een
paradoxale en onontwarbare relatie, niet om een kloof met twee tegengestelden aan
elke kant, maar om een interne dualiteit.
In hoofdstuk 8 (Anxiety), werk ik deze paradox uit in relatie tot zowel
Romantische als contemporaine muziek. Hierbij bied ik een alternatief voor de
traditionele sublieme ervaring als, respectievelijk, een esthetica van de schok en een
esthetica van de oneindigheid. Voor wat betreft het eerste stel ik – met verwijzing
naar de nietzscheaanse Rausch – een mislukte of gemiste ervaring voor van een
‘teveel’ dat niet kan worden verwerkt of afgesloten: een (an)esthetica van de
traumatische schok. Meer in het bijzonder stel ik de sublieme ervaring hier voor als
een ervaring die geen ervaring kan zijn of worden, zoals de ervaring sinds Kant in de
filosofie is beschreven. Als zodanig blijft het een on-vol-maakte ervaring. Ik heb de
muzikale implicaties van een dergelijke ervaring onderzocht met betrekking tot het
Andantino van Franz Schuberts Sonate in A, D 959. Hierbij heb ik mij zowel gericht
op de muzikale belichaming of performance van een traumatische inbreuk en op de
mogelijkheid van een gebroken, ‘traumatisch’ luisteren. Uitgaande van de stelling
dat het traumatische een paradoxale double-bind van vergeten en niet-kunnenvergeten inhoudt, laat ik zien hoe een sublieme ervaring die herdacht is in termen
van het traumatische niet tot een moment van afsluiting-in-verheffing leidt, maar
tot een eindeloze en hulpeloze herhaling. Tegelijkertijd onherstelbaar en niet terug
te halen (irretrievable), sluit het trauma een volledige, catharsis-achtige ontlading of
oplossing uit.
Voor wat betreft het tweede – de esthetica van de oneindigheid – laat ik zien
hoe de figuur van de herhaling op een meer algemeen niveau ook op zichzelf kan
worden gedacht in relatie tot het sublieme. Zoals ik al beschreven heb m.b.t. Burke
in hoofdstuk 2, is het idee van een eindeloze herhaling van hetzelfde van centraal
belang voor de ervaring van het idee van het oneindige. Op basis van Jacques
Derridas lezing van de freudiaanse herhalingsdwang, laat ik dan zien hoe deze
ervaring van het idee van het oneindige herlezen kan worden in termen van een
esthetica van différance: een eindeloos verschil en eindeloos uitstel tegelijkertijd.
Aan de hand van hedendaagse repetitieve muziek, en in het bijzonder Terry Riley’s
In C (1964), toon ik aan hoe de ervaring van het oneindige gedacht kan worden als
een gelijktijdigheid van schijnbaar conflicterende ‘principes’ van stilstand en
beweging, regressie en progressie, spanningloosheid en spanning. Lust en onlust
staan hier niet tegenover elkaar, maar spelen steeds in elkaar over in een ritme van
(eindeloze) opschorting en (eindeloze) beweging tegelijkertijd. Als een ervaring van
(kunstmatige) oneindigheid, wordt de sublieme ervaring hier een ervaring die aarzelt
tussen regressie (spanningloosheid) en anticipatie (spanning) en die, als zodanig,
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niet één kan worden, niet geharmoniseerd kan worden in een eenduidige ervaring
van – bijvoorbeeld – verheffing of ontlading. Het is aldus dat de sublieme ervaring
herlezen kan worden als een paradoxale en daarom onoplosbare ervaring van lust
en onlust, van tegenstrijdige affecten die altijd al in elkaar aan het werk zijn, elkaar
veronderstellen en in stand houden.
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